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“Men are more honest when they are confronted by what they fear”

			– Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney  

			Chapter One

			The body lay in an open casket placed directly in front of Odo and Charlotte inside Mellester’s church. Why priests thought it a good idea for the deceased to be displayed, Odo didn’t know. Looking at a dead body, even if they were a dear friend or a family member, wasn’t pleasing, especially now as he was so close, he could almost reach out and touch him.

			Death was an everyday, common occurrence, and if you believed in the Church, you lived only to prepare for death; after all, death is assured, and no one can escape the inevitable. Mellester’s new lord, Baron Odo Brus, believed that no matter how often someone close to you passes, experiencing grief and sorrow were always painful and never lessened. As he’d discovered, it wasn’t something you ever became accustomed to – you just learned to adjust to it. 

			Odo stared down at his feet, lifted his head, and with a resigned sigh, avoided looking inside the casket and stared at the priest as he felt Charlotte stir beside him.

			The unexpected death caught everyone unaware, and like Odo and Charlotte, the village of Mellester grieved. He repositioned himself on the hard, uncomfortable pew on the front row, customarily reserved Mellester’s lord and lady, while Priest Aylwin prattled on. His high-pitched monotonous voice extolled the virtues of a dearly-loved man who’d be sorely missed. Behind him and filling every available seat, most of Mellester’s inhabitants sat quietly while some leaned against the far wall. They were there out of respect and not because the priest demanded they attend.

			The dour funeral Mass didn’t help Odo’s mood as Priest Aylwin informed everyone in attendance of their responsibilities to plan for what was destined. Here it comes again, Odo thought. He stifled a yawn and immediately felt Charlotte’s elbow in his side.

			“We live only to prepare ourselves for a good death, our journey to heaven, and the after-life,” the priest wailed. His eyes narrowed, and he paused a moment for dramatic effect. “Or, for those who have disobeyed the Church and God … then, hell awaits!” Aylwin looked down at the casket and theatrically waved an arm over the washed body within. “But his time in purgatory, as well yers, can be shortened by an unselfish indulgence1. With generous alms and prayer, we can ensure that his soul can be free of sin and, without cumbrance of evil, journey up to Heaven forthwith.”

			If that wasn’t enough, Priest Aylwin then continued his sermon in Latin. Odo wasn’t listening to the priest’s flaccid and insincere incantations. The death had come as a surprise to everyone. How easy it is to take someone for granted, he reflected, and only then after they’ve gone do we come to understand how much they contributed to our wellbeing, our happiness and how they’d become so entwined in our lives. 

			He’d learned so much from him, gained knowledge, been a tutor, and now his body lay within arm’s reach, cold, lifeless, and still. Odo sighed again. Death was a part of life and expected, but the passing of a dear friend was difficult and never easy. As a scholarly freeman, poor Steward Allard had counselled many, practised fairness and honesty, and been loyal to the manor’s lords for years. Most recently, he’d worked tirelessly to help transition the manor from one lord to another and then, just like that, in a blink of an eye – he died. He’d been discovered in his cruck house two days ago while still seated and slumped across the table with his head resting on his arms as if he were just sleeping. As there was no indication of foul play, Priest Aylwin had simply decreed that God had sent for Allard; his time had come.

			As if the death of Steward Allard wasn’t enough, Hann had not returned from Exeter, and no one had seen or heard from him since his brother Nico fled from the ship and been killed by the mercenaries he’d hired. Some suggested that he was dead, but forever hopeful, Odilia was convinced Hann was alive. But where was he? Odo wondered.

			The Templars had reported to Odo that three of Nico’s men had not been found, and they suggested Hann Masey may have gone in search of them. However, reasoned Odo, if that were the case, he would have sent word to either the Templars or to Mellester Manor of his quest. Fearful that Hann needed help, he’d issued his first martial command as lord and dispatched six knights to scour Exeter’s remote coast to locate and assist him. 

			Odo and Charlotte’s arrival in Mellester three days ago had been an emotional event. Receiving advance word of their homecoming, villagers lined both sides of the carriageway that led to the manor. The air had filled with joyous and vocal cries of praise, congratulations, and well wishes. Some cried tears of joy, some, more stoic, nodded politely and respectfully touched a hand to a forelock in subservient acknowledgement of Odo’s lofty title and position as Lord of Mellester Manor. Most in Mellester had not forgotten how Odo and Charlotte had helped during the murrain when food was scarce and when they selflessly came to assist those stricken by Saint Anthony’s fire after Sir Gweir ordered the granaries opened. 

			Over a jug of ale, some villagers heatedly debated that it was unheard of for a peasant to be elevated to nobility and granted lands. However, and as many loudly defended, by birthright, Odo was highborn, and thus his new position and status were well deserved.

			As the procession slowly made its way up towards the manor, and once near the top, Mother Rosa had boldly stepped out from behind some onlookers and fearlessly blocked Odo’s path. When he reined in his horse, she walked up beside him and beckoned with a pudgy curled finger for him to lean down. “Don’t ye be goin’ all high n’mighty with me, Odo Brus. Aye, I accept yer name as Brus, an so it should be, is proper, but as far as I know, ye still put yer breeches on one leg, a’time and wipe yer ass th’ same as everyone else. Dun ferget!”

			Odo could have laughed, but the expression on her face was telling. He’d known her his entire life and understood more than anyone what she was capable of. When she spoke, people listened, and for a good reason too. She was salt of the earth. 

			He met her gaze and, in total astonishment, saw a tear roll from her eye and run down her cheek. Since he could remember, he’d never seen her weep before; such was the grit of the woman.

			“Best be on yer way then,” she said quickly, breaking eye contact. “Er, dust from the horses….” She turned away and wiped her face.

			News quickly spread of Mellester’s new lord, and Odo and Charlotte spent the following four days receiving congratulations from local nobility and respected parish locals. Knights came to pay their respects and swore allegiance to him, and if they felt reticence, they never allowed it to show. Such was the way of a feudal society, and as Odo learned, it wasn’t just peasants who had strict rules and guidelines to follow; nobles were also bound by their oath. 

			Mellester was surrounded by smaller manors, hamlets and estates that serviced minor lords and knights. Their lands were given to them in exchange for loyalty, and their obedience was unquestioned. Sir Dain stood at Odo’s side and whispered each knight’s name and where his lands were located as they approached him one by one to swear fealty. 

			When finally the last knight stepped away, Sir Dain turned to Odo. “There are still some lords who have not come, and even one lord who is Mellester’s neighbour has yet to make an appearance, milord.”

			“Oh, is it important? Er, perhaps he had other matters to attend to?” Odo replied.

			“Nay, milord. If he could not attend to ye, he would have sent a message as others have done,” Sir Dain clarified.

			“Who is this lord?”

			“Sir Warwick, milord, from Wadenham.” Sir Dain edged closer to Odo and lowered his voice. “Sire, Sir Gweir was frequently piqued by him, methinks jealousy.”

			Odo knew of Sir Warwick but never had spoken to him. “Jealousy?”

			“Sir Warwick made his disquiet well known and felt Sir Hyde should have bestowed Mellester Manor to him, instead of Sir Wystan as heir, when Sir William died. He was incensed when he conferred Mellester to Sir Gweir. But, milord, it is possible that Sir Warwick still harbours resentment, even more so that ye are now baron and lord.”

			“Because of my past?”

			Sir Dain inclined his head and grimaced.

			Sir Hyde had warned Odo that some knights and lords may not see his new status as a baron and Lord of the Manor as equitable or just. 

			Odo shrugged. “Wadenham is just upstream, a cluster of homes, crops, and a small manor, nothing more.”

			“Aye, milord, and a few wealthy merchants, but do ye recall, Sir Warwick was a close ally to Sir William and Sir Wystan?”

			“Aye, and therein lies the challenge,” Odo replied, rubbing his chin. “I think I will have Hann visit Sir Warwick when he returns and take the measure of the man.”

			Sir Dain smiled. “I concur, sire. It needs to be resolved.”

			That was two days ago, and now, he sat painfully on a church pew, impatiently waiting for the priest to finish Mass and hopefully receive word on Hann.

			Priest Aylwin stood beside Odo and Charlotte at the entrance to the church and acknowledged the parishioners as they departed. On the advice of Sir Dain and supported by Reeve Petrus, two men-at-arms would always be nearby when Odo left the safety of the manor house. They stood a short distance away and watched their charge earnestly. 

			Odo raised a hand to his forehead as the last villager walked away. “Where will I find another Steward?”

			Priest Aylwin wandered off to tally the donations he received, leaving Odo and Charlotte alone.

			“I expect ye may have to talk with Sir Hyde, as he knows these things,” suggested Charlotte.

			“Ye won’t come?”

			“Nay, best I remain here fer Odilia,” she said.

			“Then, I expect I will have to return to Ridgley manor, most soonest, fer we cannot leave the reckonings unattended. I will inform Reeve Petrus of our plans, as I should leave on the morrow.”

			“With hope, Sir Hyde may send Steward Baldric to assist,” she added.

			Odo looked pensive. “Aye, and we need to pay wages to the masons and labourers at the mill….”

			“Come, Baron Odo, ye have much to do.” She grabbed his arm, and they walked towards the carriageway that led up to the manor. The men-at-arms followed at a respectful distance.

			Chapter Two

			Hann Masey rose to his feet and stretched his back. He looked down at Cathal and shook his head in futility and helpless frustration. The man had suffered a severe knife wound to his stomach and somehow clung to a thread of life. He felt hopeless and ill-prepared to cope with the complexities of treating acute injuries. Others, people skilled in such matters as cirurgeons2, butchers, even some monks, nuns or priests, attended to the ailing, but here and now, he’d been administrating to the Irish fili with no knowledge, clumsily doing the best he could. 

			Even through his pain and weakness through blood loss, Cathal had remained focused and steadfastly provided him with instructions on what to do. Even moments after being struck by the knife and sinking to his knees, he simply stated, “I fear that I may not live … but ye must act with some haste.”

			“Let me move ye to the cruck where–”

			“Nay, ye cannot move me from here, fer if ye do, I will surely bleed to death,” Cathal groaned. “First lay me down – carefully, then fetch my satchel from the horse.”

			He slowly eased him onto his back and retrieved the satchel as requested. Cathal kept a hand wrapped around the knife blade still embedded in his stomach to keep it from moving. “I need ye to find me these things. Bring me onion, garlic, wine and cloth, clean cloth – be at it, fer time is not our friend.”

			“I have no need fer food… what is this?” Hann questioned the absurdity of the request. 

			“I fear foulness, and with those things, I can make a liniment, a remedy, but hasten,” Cathal closed his eyes as he kept pressure on the wound.

			“Should the blade be removed?” Hann could see the strain etched on Cathal’s face.

			Cathal swallowed, then slowly shook his head. “Nay, not yet, fer when the knife is removed, it will bleed. We need to prepare everything first. Hasten.”

			Hann ran back to the house he’d earlier escaped from and searched for the items Cathal sought. He had no idea where the people who lived in the cruck were, but he didn’t think they’d object. The mercenaries had been drinking wine, and there was still a full pitcher on the table. Onions and garlic were plentiful, and he filled a basket and returned to Cathal with an armload of clean woman’s clothes to use as dressings. 

			As Cathal predicted, he bled profusely when the blade was withdrawn, but through preparation and precise instructions, he’d crushed the onion, garlic, and a dollop of some concoction from a tiny flask from Cathal’s satchel to create a thick paste. He’d added wine, took a mouthful or two for himself, applied the salve to the wound, and bound it.

			It wasn’t a large knife, the blade had been small, but the injury was troublesome. As Cathal explained, he feared it would become corrupt and foul. Hann pressed Cathal about suturing the wound, but again, he’d remained steadfast and told him to wait. “Only when I know that no organs have been ruptured and there is no foulness will we suture.”

			For four days, Cathal’s condition remained stable, but still, Hann couldn’t move or leave him, and he hadn’t seen another living soul. He didn’t know where Nico’s mercenaries had taken him, and it couldn’t be far from the coast, he reasoned, but of a road, people or other dwellings, there was nothing to be seen. He couldn’t send word to Odilia or Mellester Manor, and until Cathal recovered or succumbed and died, there was nothing he could do and the day’s passed by in a blur.

			When Cathal slept, Hann built a shelter to protect them from the dampness. He gathered wood and water, set traps for food, and returned to the cruck house and searched for anything that could help him. Despite his pleas to relocate him to the cruck house, Cathal was adamant and refused to allow Hann to move him. 

			On the fourth day, after careful inspection, Cathal appeared satisfied with his healing progress and instructed Hann to suture the wound closed using implements from his satchel. He made Hann practice suturing on cloth and even showed him the type of stitch he wanted. As the gash wasn’t large, it didn’t take long, but to Hann’s consternation, Cathal told him to leave part of the wound open. “To drain,” simply responded the Irishman.

			As Hann tended to Cathal, he noticed that he bore numerous scars and signs of old injuries. In particular, one old wound, a long ugly gash that extended down his torso, was quite severe. Hann had scars, and he’d seen gruesome battle wounds on many other warriors, but the injury that ran the entire length of Cathal’s body was worth commenting on. When he did, Cathal became roused and told him in no uncertain terms that it was none of his concern, and he refused to discuss it. The Irishman was not a warrior, yet his body was crisscrossed with many old knife or sword injuries which were perplexing. Hann decided not to press the issue and would mention it to Odo at a later time.

			After seven more days, Cathal was confident that he would heal, that there was no internal damage, and they had successfully fought off corruption. To Hann, that was unheard of; never had he seen such an injury heal so quickly without becoming foul. If he’d learned anything, it was about patience, Cathal’s demeanour was nothing short of inspiring, but still, he refused to be carried to the cruck house. “A day or two longer … movement will stress the wound,” was all he would say. 

			“And ye can’t stay away,” laughed Sir Hyde Fortescue, Lord of Ridgley Manor, when Odo entered his day chamber.

			“Milord,” replied Odo and dipped his head. 

			To Odo’s surprise, Sir Hyde stepped up and hugged him with his good arm. “Now then, I see worriment all over yer face; what has happened?”

			Odo explained about the death of Steward Allard as Sir Hyde settled into his chair and listened. When finished, he scratched his grey beard. “Ah, yes, this poses a dilemma, for high-minded stewards cannot be found easily.” He called out to a servant for Steward Baldric to attend to him and turned back to Odo. “How progresses the mill?”

			“The mill is near completion, sire, they will begin testing it within days, and by the new moon, we should have a functioning gristmill.” 

			Sir Hyde beamed. “It has taken some time and a penny or two.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Why I bring this up is because I had Steward Baldric give me a reckoning on the mill and the outlay. With help from Steward Allard, they say ye have paid most of the costs, more than we agreed, and by Baldric’s reckoning, ye own three-quarters of the mill.” Sir Hyde’s steel grey eyes bored into Odo’s.

			“If, uh, that’s what they say, then it must be so,” replied Odo with a shrug.

			“Then I am indebted to ye, Baron Odo, fer then I must still pay ye a quarter. We are equal partners, aye?”

			“That’s what we agreed at the time,” Odo replied. 

			Sir Hyde nodded. “I am unable to do so at present and–”

			“Milord, I believe I can, er, I am happy, to own three quarters, which means ye are not beholden to me for a penny,” suggested Odo.

			“And ye are at ease with this?” 

			“Aye, I see no problem.”

			“Recently, I have had unplanned costs at my mines; it makes it difficult at times… and the king demands more weapons and armour. Fer that to happen, I need to increase production of iron and tin, and this costs me more in expansion.”

			A knock on the door preceded Steward Baldric’s entry. When he saw Odo, he grinned from ear to ear. He had a fondness for Odo, and it showed. “Ye can’t stay away, can ye, milord.”

			Odo laughed, “That’s what Sir Hyde said.”

			“Baldric, Steward Allard passed. He is no longer with us,” began Sir Hyde, without further ado.

			Steward Baldric’s mouth tightened, and he dipped his head in respect. After a few moments, he cleared his throat. “How?” 

			“Priest Aylwin says God called fer him. His passing seemed natural,” Odo replied.

			Steward Baldric looked up, inhaled deeply and turned to his lord. “Sire, ye have need?”

			“Aye, Baron Odo will need a new steward to replace Allard. Who is suitable? Does anyone come to mind?” asked Sir Hyde.

			Steward Baldric struggled to remain composed and raised his hands to his head in despair. “Milord, Steward Allard, and I were lifelong friends, and I will miss him.”

			“As will we all,” replied Odo. 

			Steward Baldric wiped his face with a sleeve. “But I know of no one who could be useful as a steward fer ye.” He turned to his lord. “Sire, I suggest we ask other manors; that is all we can do.”

			Sir Hyde nodded. “It is as I feared, and I think it is best to do this. Odo, do ye need my help to select him?”

			“Aye, milord, I think that with yer knowledge and that of Steward Baldric, ye can choose the best. I know little of these things.”

			“And that will change soon enough,” laughed Sir Hyde. “Baldric, can ye be spared from yer hard grind here at Ridgley and help Baron Odo for a week or so, then return?”

			“As ye command milord,” Steward Baldric dipped his head. 

			Sir Hyde raised his hand and thrust a finger at Odo. “And don’t be keeping him!”

			Odo grinned

			“Baldric, send word out that Baron Odo Brus, Lord of Mellester Manor, urgently requires a steward,” stated Sir Hyde. “And have them come here to see ye, and once ye have selected the best, then I wish to speak to them, understood?”

			“Of course, sire.”

			Sir Hyde informed Odo that Steward Baldric could leave Ridgley Manor at the week’s end, and he could have him for seven days, but not a day longer.

			Steward Baldric left the chamber, leaving Sir Hyde and Odo alone. 

			Odo had been bothered by what Sir Dain had told him about the lord of Wadenham and hoped Sir Hyde could offer insights. “Are ye familiar with Sir Warwick from Wadenham?”

			Sir Hyde placed his goblet on a small table and looked up, his expression hardened. “Aye, why do ye ask?”

			“Milord, what can ye tell me about him? Sir Dain told me a little, but Sir Warwick did not offer me fealty nor send a missive. I have some disquiet and a feeling….”

			Sir Hyde’s grey eyes met Odo’s and held his gaze. “Sir Warwick is a great warrior, but he is short on forbearance. Odo, ye must be tolerant of his disposition. However, ye also must ensure Wadenham is productive and well managed. The king needs all the manors and hamlets to be so. If Sir Warwick displeases ye for his bearing, then turn the other cheek, it is the man’s way, but I will not have my lords feuding over petty jealousies and offended sentiments within my demesne. As a baron, ye have a higher position than he; his lands fall under yer care as overlord but be warned, I will not tolerate any agitation between ye both. Ye will find a way to resolve any disharmony, it’s yer responsibility, and I do not wish to be bothered unless Sir Warwick is treasonous, seditious, or rebellious towards the king and England, is that understood, Baron Odo?”

			Odo didn’t turn away, blink or react and maintained eye contact. “Sir Hyde, thank ye fer yer guidance, it will be so.”

			Sir Hyde leaned back in his chair, and within moments he was again relaxed and calm. 

			Odo kindly refused Sir Hyde’s invitation to stay the night, said farewell and headed back to Mellester.

			Chapter Three

			To call Wadenham a hamlet was an overstatement as it consisted of nothing more than a few dozen cruck houses, a smattering of shoppes and a few wealthy merchants who enjoyed the quietness and peace of the riverside community. Near the village outskirts, not far from the river, sat a four-roomed manor house. The river Eks flowed sedately beside the hamlet and provided welcome resources to locals and some anxiety when it seasonally washed over its banks and through fields. Over the years, villagers had built some earthen banks, and during excessive and prolonged rainfall, they even managed to cleverly divert rising waters and avert constant flooding. It was an accomplishment they were quite proud of. 

			Sir Warwick Hughes, Lord of Wadenham Manor, presided over the hamlet justly, but not without some angst. The lord was afflicted with sudden and unexplained mood swings that transformed him from a jovial, good-natured companion to a bitter, ill-disposed, and sullen creature. His woman and three children largely kept to themselves, and when they socialised, it was generally with other lords of outlying manors, and depending on Sir Warwick’s state of mind, wasn’t frequent. 

			In the prime of his life, Sir Warwick was taller than most, with thick muscular arms and a barrel chest that suggested strength. Long curly dark hair complimented the image of a powerful lord that he was willing to propagate. But happy he wasn’t.

			Miffed at Sir Hyde for not being chosen to be Mellester Manor’s lord when Sir William and shortly after Sir Wystan died, he was utterly apoplectic when overlooked to replace Sir Gweir. Sir Warwick believed the upstart whelp, Odo Brus, had no business being lord of the manor, and to add to the perceived insult, he wasn’t even a knight. He asserted his vociferous opinions with two other knights whom he shared mead outside his manor house beneath a roof.

			“It’ll be a dark day when I swear fealty to a, a herdsman, and that’s all he’ll ever be,” declared Sir Warwick for the umpteenth time. He drained his mug, slammed it down on the bench and wiped his mouth and beard with the back of his hand. “I’ve raised my shield with honour to defend my land and country fer the king. I’ve shed blood and stood shoulder to shoulder in mud up to my arse, with men of virtue and honour… Aye, I know what it’s like to feel yer chest thump in fear as the enemy charges, felt cold steel upon my flesh and lived, laughed and celebrated in victory with the best of em. But lets me tell yer, never, never, was there ever a herdsman riding alongside me or standing in a shield wall defending me on my left,” Sir Warwick turned and hawked in disgust.

			Sir Armond shook his head. “Say what ye will, but yer herdsman is of royal blood, the same blood that ye,” he thrust a finger at his friend and pointed. “Ye, swore fealty to! What say ye, Sir Warwick, fer are ye just put out Mellester Manor with all its wealth was not granted to ye?” He laughed loudly and shook his head at the absurdity.

			Sir Warwick stepped closer to his fellow knight and returned the gesture by poking his finger hard into his friend’s chest. “Bah! What do ye know of royal blood? Fer all we know, someone’s falsehoods become someone else’s truth. I say the herdsman is no more kith and kin to the king than I.”

			Sir Armond laughed, trying to appease the lord’s volatile mood. “But Sir Warwick, I agree, Mellester is a fair prize, so ye have good reason to be vexed, especially after ye proved yerself fighting in Ireland with the king.”

			The other knight, Sir Karl, spoke up. “I have word that Mellester’s gristmill will soon be grinding wheat, and it will be more affordable fer ye to use that than what ye do now.”

			“Aye, and ye have yer herdsman to thank fer the mill,” offered Sir Armond with a grin. “T’was he who paid fer it.” 

			Sir Warwick shook his head. “I grow weary of hearing about that mill. The amount of coin spent on building it is muddling, and I’d rather see it fail than bring even more coin to fill Mellester’s coffers.” He stepped away, close to a large tree that grew on the bank of the river, to relieve himself. 

			“Ye can’t ignore Mellester’s new lord fer ever, and ye will need to swear fealty, fer there will be problems – and if Sir Hyde hears of it, or heaven forbid, King Henry!”

			Sir Warwick glared silently out across the river as he completed his task. “I will do no such thing! Sir Hyde is growing old, and I worry not fer him!” he bellowed in reply and turned around to face his friends. “If ye wish to badger me, then begone, both of ye and leave me in peace!” 

			“Ponder this, Sir Warwick, know that ye provide the water for Mellester’s mill,” glibly informed Sir Armond. 

			Sir Warwick threw his empty goblet at him.

			For their safety, Sir Armond and Sir Karl determined it was time to depart. While they had been needling him in good-natured jest, both were fearful of the repercussions of his refusal to accept and swear fealty to Baron Odo Brus. In particular, Sir Armond fervently hoped to alter his thinking and make him see the folly of his ways – but not this day. Each downed what remained of their mead and walked away before things grew out of hand.

			Hann was gathering wood for the fire when he heard the jangle of spurs from men on horseback riding nearby. He dropped the wood and ran up the gentle slope of the hill towards a tree he could hide behind and looked out. He recognised the six riders immediately and hailed them with some relief. Attached to one of the horses by a rope was his horse. 

			After Hann explained their situation, a knight immediately returned to Mellester with the news that Hann and Cathal were both found safe. 

			Equally keen to learn what had happened during his absence, the knight commander informed them both of the latest developments at the manor.

			Hann whistled, “Ye must be mistaken, and this isn’t Odo putting ye up to mischief?”

			One of the young knights shook his head, “Nay milord, it was King Henry his self who proclaimed that Odo would be Mellester’s new lord and bestowed upon him the title of baron.”

			“And of Charlotte?” Hann asked with a grin.

			“Aye, and she is Baroness Charlotte, Lady of the Manor,” replied the knight.

			Hann squatted on his haunches as he digested the news. Cathal stared blankly up at the knights and had yet to comment.

			“What say ye, Cathal, fer this is most confounding?” Hann asked.

			“Nay it is not, fer this is his destiny. It was always meant to be,” Cathal stated dryly.

			“Meant to be?”

			Cathal turned to look at Hann. “Aye, but it is not his end.”

			“Not his end? End of life? Explain yerself fer it makes no sense. When I saw Odo last, he had to face two bishops in Exeter, and most likely be whipped, and now I am told he is not only Lord of Mellester Manor but a baron.” Hann laughed in disbelief and shook his head again.

			“Ye are part of this, Hann; your journey is his journey, as it is mine. We are bound together, and we cannot question destiny or challenge what will be, it is the way.”

			A knight coughed. 

			Hann sighed as he digested Cathal’s words. “Aye, a conversation fer another day.” He slowly stood. “We need to find a cart and return Cathal to Mellester. Have ye seen one near here?”

			The knights talked amongst themselves and decided that a farm they passed might have a cart, and three of them departed. Hann was relieved.

			After a tearful reunion with Odilia and a good night’s sleep, Hann spent the morning with Odo discussing everything that happened during his absence. They sat in a small chamber with an expansive view over Mellester through an open window.

			Odo leaned forward in his chair and looked intently at Hann. “I have a question or two to ask of ye, Hann.”

			Hann raised his eyebrows. 

			“Do ye intend to remain here in Mellester after ye wed Odilia?”

			“Aye, I have thought on this too. Where else would I go?” He shrugged. “The thought of returning to Caen leaves me cold, and I believe Odilia wishes to remain here.”

			Odo nodded. “And have ye thought of what ye may do?”

			Hann laughed. “Nay, I have not.” 

			Odo’s expression turned serious. “As I am learning, the role of lord isn’t easy and more than anything, I need people I can trust and who are loyal to be at my side.”

			“Ye have Reeve Petrus, Cathal….”

			“Hann,” Odo interrupted, “I would like fer ye to be my marshal. Will ye do this fer me?”

			Hann rose from his seat, stepped up to the window opening, looked over Mellester, and remained silent as Odo waited. After a few moments, he loudly exhaled. “Odo, ye know that Odilia’s child isn’t mine. It can’t be.”

			“Aye, I know she was molested… when she was taken… uh, I saw it in her. She was captured from here as a child, and when ye brought her back, she’d changed; in that short time she became a woman.”

			“Aye, and how she suffered, Odo….” Hann turned from the window to face him. “I know I cannot be the father because I cannot produce children.”

			“Hann, ye don’t have to tell–”

			“I do, fer it is important.” Hann returned to his chair. “As ye know, I was once married, and when she learned I had been injured as a child… it was a sword wound when playing with Nico, he struck me between the legs, and I almost died. My wife, er… she mocked and scorned me.”

			“What does this have to do with being my marshal?”

			Hann sighed. “Odo, I fear that life in Mellester will be difficult for Odilia when this baby is born. People may turn on her for having a bastard child. We will not want to live like this and raise a shunned son or daughter, especially if they have learned the child is not mine. Fer I know not what my brother has told others about me, and people will talk.”

			“Then ye fear discord? Has anything yet been said to her or ye?”

			Hann shrugged. “Aye, I fear people will cause us grievance, but I know not if people have said uncaring things to her.”

			Odo rubbed his chin. “Ye still have some time before the baby is born, but know this, I will not tolerate any unkind words spoken about Odilia, the baby or ye. Fer now, it is best to wait, and do not talk about this and give meddlesome folk fodder fer idle gossip. I do not want to bring attention to this unless it becomes a bother.”

			“Thank ye, Odo. Then, if that is what ye will do, I will accept yer offer and be yer marshal.”

			Odo rose from his seat, stepped closer to Hann and patted him on the back. “Then I must find ye some land, fer a marshal needs a fine estate.”

			Hann grinned.

			“Alas, fer I cannot do this until I have a new steward.”

			“As ye command, my lord,” Hann replied and dipped his head in respect. 

			“I will announce this soon.” Odo eased himself back to his seat. “I am not sure I will ever become comfortable with people calling me lord. But, my friend, I have need of a task from ye. Sit.”

			Hann returned to his chair beside Odo. “My first as marshal?” he grinned.

			“Aye, not far from here is the hamlet of Wadenham. Have ye been there?”

			“Nay, I know of it and passed it by.”

			“Sir Warwick Hughes is Lord of Wadenham Manor and refuses to swear fealty to me. I require ye to go to him and talk and find out why, without incident and convince him otherwise. We mustn’t make things worse, but ye may have better luck with him by yourself than everyone else who has tried. Whatever ye do, keep things calm. Fer Sir Hyde does not want to see a feud between lords.”

			“Of course, I will do this and visit Sir Warwick on the morrow.”

			CHAPTER FOUR

			The adjustment to becoming Lady of the Manor wasn’t easy for Charlotte. For her entire life, she’d lived in a simple cruck house. These modest homes were filled with only the essentials that aided them in providing income, warmth, and food. Ornaments, indulgences, and luxuries were of no use to a peasant family, and so when Charlotte and Odo moved from their cruck to the manor house, there was almost nothing to take with them. Most of the few clothes they owned were given away, and tools, farming implements, bedding and kitchen utensils remained behind. Their horses, Amica and Noor, had been relocated to the manor stables where they could be better cared for and looked after.

			Apprentice Daniel was now looking after Odo’s cows, renting his land and had even moved into his cruck house. In fact, he was now Herdsman Daniel, and under guidance and instructions, he directly supervised all of Odo’s farming and milking affairs. Mother Rosa continued to milk the cows with help from other milkmaids, and she gave Daniel no respite. She’d caution and sharply haul him back in line if he put a foot wrong and veered from Odo’s way of doing things. Although Mother Rosa wouldn’t admit it to anyone, she loved Odo like a son and was enormously proud and loyal to him. She had little patience and woe-be-told if anyone said an unkind word or spoke disparagingly of him. She was frightened of no one, but one thing was sure in Mellester’s village, her word was gold. 

			On the first day of arrival at the manor, Charlotte wandered through her new home in amazement. In the vast expanse of the manor, she found tapestries, art, ornaments, and furniture. The kitchen was enormous and well-stocked, their bed-chamber was warm, dry, and comfortable. The accumulation of luxuries and personal items that the manor held was a collection from past lords, and their provenance was unknown. 

			The most significant adjustment for her came from the manor staff. There were scullery maids, scullions, cooks and even a page. Charlotte and Odo grew up with most of them and knew them all by name. It was challenging, as she and Odo thought of them as friends, but for the staff, Odo and Charlotte were no longer friends, they were Baron Odo Brus and Baroness Charlotte Brus, Lord and Lady of Mellester Manor, and they held their livelihoods, their future in their hands. 

			Under Sir Gweir, the manor had become unkempt and dirty, and Charlotte cleaned each room. She discarded unrepairable things, and those that were fixable, she arranged for them to be restored. Workers came and went carrying items away. She had house servants clean walls, floors and even the ceilings. All fabrics that could be cleaned, dusted, or washed were. It came as no surprise to the servants when Charlotte pitched in and helped, and for the first time in many years, Mellester Manor became a hive of activity and, once again, a home.

			Because there was no steward to pay coin for goods or services, a duty usually overseen by Steward Allard, Charlotte began paying daily wages and provided an allowance to the Cook to purchase food. Reading Allard’s reckonings helped a little, and to a limited degree, she could understand some of what he did. She hoped that when Steward Baldric came, he would instruct her on the correct procedures and processes.

			No one was working harder than Reeve Petrus, and now he was mobile and up and about again, worked closely with Odo to ensure their fields were productive and producing food for the village that included additional wheat to be milled. 

			Odo and the Reeve were outside near the low wall at the front of the manor discussing allocating even more land to growing wheat when Hann rode by with a wave.

			“And where is he off too?” the reeve inquired.

			“How well do ye know Sir Warwick? Odo asked.

			“Is that where he goes, to that squalid piss alley, Wadenham?”

			“Aye, to talk with Sir Warwick.”

			“That turd will never swear allegiance to ye, Odo, I know of Sir Warwick, he’s been around here fer many a year. He was good friends with Sir William and always believed Sir Hyde would see him right. The man might be a good warrior, but diplomacy isn’t his way.”

			“I’ve never spoken to him; I’ve seen him, but never a word exchanged between us,” Odo replied.

			“Well, be warned, Odo, the man is a bully and thinks too highly of hisself fer my liking.”

			Odo gave the matter some thought and looked down over Mellester. His eyebrows furrowed. “What is that?” and pointed down to what drew his interest.

			Reeve Petrus looked intently and smiled. “That Odo, is what we’ve been waiting fer.”

			Below them and slowly entering Mellester’s main street were four bullocks pulling an oversized cart.

			“The millstone?”

			“Aye, and ’bout time. I’d better wander over and ensure those good fer nothing millers don’t break it.”

			“I’ll come down and look later,” Odo informed Reeve Petrus as he began to walk down the carriageway.

			The masons and labourers had almost finished the Falls Ende Mill, and Odo hired a miller and his family to assume responsibility for it. Typically, a miller would take a portion of the ground flour as payment from a farmer, but Odo had decided to pay the miller wages instead of adopting the more traditional ‘miller’s toll’ as compensation.

			Odo had spent considerable time talking to people who knew about gristmills and how they operated. He concluded that the mill could operate more profitably if farmers came to him with their wheat, and he gave them a fixed price and paid them fairly for the weight of the grain they delivered. This way, he determined, the flour price could be set by him and control the market in the region. Not because he wanted to raise prices, but to ensure the cost of flour was affordable. But now, as Lord of the Manor, he no longer needed permission; all he had to do was pay Sir Hyde Fortescue a quarter of what the mill earned and find customers. His task would have been impossible had he not had plenty of wealth behind him because he’d need to invest heavily in the wheat before seeing any return on his investment from the sale of flour. He’d stressed to the miller that he wanted the mill operating all day and night if possible, and the miller had willingly agreed. After all, Odo offered him wages he couldn’t have found elsewhere.

			The road leading to Wadenham was well used but in poor condition, and as Hann rode towards the village, he could see it had been neglected, and it wasn’t particularly inviting. At the far end of the hamlet, just ahead of him, was the largest dwelling that he assumed was the manor house and, where he hoped, could find Sir Warwick. He received some curious stares as he passed by a small church, but nothing hostile. 

			A man stepped out as he approached the estate, ready to take his horse. 

			Hann’s appearance shouldn’t have caused any alarm. He wore his sword but no armour or chain mail. As most warriors did, they never travelled from home without protection. He dismounted. “Hale to ye, I seek Sir Warwick.”

			The groomsman touched his hand to his forelock, “Milord, Sir Warwick saw ye coming….”

			“How fare ye?” came the voice.

			Hann looked to the side and saw a well-built man armed with a sword. Immediately Hann was cautious, as it was most unusual for a man to be armed when at his home unless he expected trouble. Hann smiled, “I am well and wish fer some genial conversation with Sir Warwick.”

			“I am he, and ye are?”

			“I am Hann Masey, Marshal to Baron Odo of Mellester.”

			Sir Warwick scowled as Hann stepped closer.

			“Perhaps we could talk, eh. I am here to find out what rankles ye, milord.” Hann smiled. 

			Sir Warwick gave Hann a wary look. “Then ye have come to find out why I refuse to swear fealty?”

			“In a manner, aye, fer if ye have complaint or issue, then it is fair that yer voice be heard.”

			Sir Warwick nodded. “Very well, come, we can talk in the shade.

			Hann followed Sir Warwick to an area behind his home covered by a thatched roof but had no walls. A dozen tables and bench seats were positioned beneath the canopy, and Hann realised this was Wadenham’s great hall. A pitcher and two goblets were sitting on a table, and Sir Warwick filled both mugs.

			“Now then,” began the lord, “the herdsman sent ye here because he wants to know why I refuse to swear fealty?”

			Hann ignored the insult and inclined his head.

			Sir Warwick upended the mug, drained it and refilled it before speaking. Hann took only a sip and placed the mug back on the table. 

			“Where do ye hail from? I know most knights, but I have never seen ye a’fore.”

			“I am from Caen. Now Mellester is my home.”

			Sir Warwick laughed. “Mellester for Caen, have ye been struck silly?”

			Again, Hann ignored the barb and remained silent. 

			Sir Warwick grunted. “I know ye are a warrior, a chevalier, no doubt. Then, my good fellow, ye know what it is like to enter into a fray with yer sword and blood coursing through yer body expecting death at any moment?”

			“Aye, more frequently than I care to remember,” Hann replied honestly. 

			How many herdsmen rode with ye, Hann Masey? How many times did a herdsman stand over ye to protect ye while you tried to stand after being knocked from yer horse? Tell me?”

			“None, Sir Warwick. As far are as I am aware, herdsmen are clever enough to let others fight fer them. But Odo Brus is not a herdsman; he is of royal blood and given title and land worthy of his heritage.”

			“Ahh, say ye. Is more likely he is a shepherd and pulled the wool over yer eyes. He is no more of royal heritage than me. But a Lord of the Manor, he is not.”

			Hann fought to remain composed. This man was goading him and looking for disagreement. “Aye, I say to ye that Odo Brus is Baron and Lord of Mellester Manor, and so say the king. Do ye not believe yer king?”

			Sir Warwick slammed his mug onto the table. “And ye believe I am not loyal to my king? Watch yer tongue, fer ye have caused me offence,” snarled Sir Warwick.

			Hann took a deep breath to collect himself. He knew the man was trying to pick a fight. “Sir Warwick, as ye know, a lord is judged on how he protects and guides the people who serve him. He is judged by the amount of levies he pays the king and the quality of men who can fight. Like ye, when the king needs ye, you answer the call and provide. Yer abilities as lord of the manor are not based on whether ye can wield a sword, go into battle, and give yer life if needed. They’re based on what ye can give when asked, and I can tell ye, Baron Odo will provide. As a man, Odo Brus is honourable and virtuous, as are ye, I’m told. As Lord of Mellester Manor, he is just and fair. As a warrior, I am proud to offer my loyalty to such a man.”

			Sir Warwick doubled over in laughter. “Then such a man would have come here himself instead of sending his chambermaid.”

			Hann tensed and resisted the urge to strike out at the sneering man. “I suggest, Sir Warwick, if ye have problems with Mellester’s lord, then ye should speak to him face to face and learn of his strengths and weaknesses. Is that not equitable, and more so, are ye capable?”

			“How dare ye come to my manor and accuse me of being less than a man–”

			Hann shook his head. This chat was proving pointless, and no good would come of it. In the short time he’d been here, Sir Warwick had insulted him and Odo countless times, and if he didn’t leave now, things would only worsen. “Ye are right, I should have known and shall leave ye in peace. Thank ye fer the ale.” Hann turned and walked towards where his horse was receiving water.

			“Don’t ye offer further insult by turning yer back on me!” yelled Sir Warwick in a rage. His face had turned beetroot red. “I am Lord of Wadenham Manor; kindly show me the respect I deserve.”

			Hann looked over his shoulder and saw Sir Warwick unsheathe his sword and stomp towards him, spluttering obscene curses. Odo’s words of warning rang in his head. As much as he wanted, as much as Sir Warwick deserved, he wouldn’t retaliate. He turned his head away and continued towards his horse. 

			“Standfast, coward!”

			Hann winced, but the man was almost upon him, and he knew he had to face the knight or risk being skewered. He stopped and turned as a blade was thrust at him. Resisting the impulse to unsheathe his sword, and instead of stepping defensively back, as Sir Warwick probably expected, he swayed to the side to avoid the extended blade. Further catching Wadenham’s lord off guard, he quickly sprung forward, wrapped his arm around the knight’s sword arm, twisted, and jerked it back. The sword clattered to the ground as Sir Warwick yelped.

			Without pause, he kicked out and struck Sir Warwick hard on the back of the knee, causing his leg to buckle. Without the support of a leg, Sir Warwick fell onto his knees, with his arm held in a vice-like grip.  

			“I did not come here to brawl with ye, Sir Warwick, but yer manners are less than welcoming. I suggest ye think again on yer decision not to swear fealty….” Hann wanted to add, or I’ll return, but chose not to. “I’ll take my leave in peace.” He kicked the knight’s sword away.

			Sir Warwick was large, strong and had bested many keen men in a fight, whether with knuckles or grappling. He’d won more contests with a sword than he’d lost, which probably was the reason he was still alive today, but he instinctively knew the man who’d just humiliated him at his home, in his manor, was more skilled, stronger, bigger, and lighter on his feet… and he hadn’t even used his sword. To his immense relief, his arm was released, and the man casually strolled away to his horse.

			Hann mounted and rode away. He turned his head to see what Sir Warwick was doing and saw him rubbing his arm. He looked away and grinned; the sod of a man was a pig and fully deserved what he got. His smile disappeared as he thought of what Odo would say.

			Chapter Five

			“Hann, what have ye done?” Odo cried. 

			Hann, Reeve Petrus and Steward Baldric, who recently arrived, sat in Mellester’s great hall and all listened with interest as Hann recounted his visit with Wadenham’s lord.

			Reeve Petrus laughed. “Odo, Sir Warwick is a whoreson. Hann says that the man deserved to be beaten, not just disarmed. I take my hat off to ye, Hann, fer any other man wouldn’t have had the patience as ye did.”

			“I tried, but the man was not willing to talk and only wished to humiliate and offer insult,” Hann added.

			“Milord, perhaps what Hann suggests is wise, send Sir Warwick an invitation, ask him to attend to ye here. Perhaps he will reconsider,” offered Steward Baldric.

			Odo turned to the men at the table for their opinion, and each nodded.

			“Ye can try Odo, but he is volatile and obstinate,” Hann replied.

			“He’s a fool,” said the reeve.

			“It seems I have little choice in the matter. Invite a few other knights, Steward Baldric, and another lord or two, perhaps with the support of others, then Sir Warwick may see the error of his ways.”

			“Aye, as ye wish, Milord,” replied the steward.

			“Now, Steward Baldric, have ye any news on a steward fer us here? Is there any interest?”

			Steward Baldric looked up from the notes he was writing. “Aye, there is interest, but no one suitable.”

			Odo looked disappointed. “Does anyone have a suggestion?”

			“Milord, if I may?” Steward Baldric asked.

			“Of course, please,” offered Odo.

			“Mellester Manor is going through considerable growth and, as I can see, some expense. What makes it more challenging is the amount of coin ye are spending. Mellester’s tenants have not paid rent to ye, and yet ye keep spending. The mill is costly; ye are increasing yer productivity, and I can see what ye are doing will benefit the manor, but fer a steward to maintain all this is,” He shook his head. “It is time-consuming and complex. Fer a new steward, it requires some experience or things will quickly fall apart.” 

			“Can I do things differently?” Odo asked.

			Steward baldric sighed. “Milord, ye are doing a superb job, as long as coin is returned to the manor’s chests. Remember, yer own levies to Sir Hyde need to be paid.”

			“I have informed the tenants that all rents are due on the morrow as ye asked,” added Reeve Petrus.

			“Aye, thank ye, Reeve Petrus,” said the steward.

			Odo looked pensive. “Will that help?”

			“Steward Baldric shrugged. “Times have been difficult here recently, so I will have to wait and see. But I also know all these changes ye are making will benefit Mellester, milord.”

			“I hope a steward is found soon, fer it will make life easier,” Odo replied.

			“I know there is urgency and have sent word to France. All we can do is wait.”

			A man-at-arms rushed in. “Milord, milord! There’d be a messenger, he comes from the king,” he gushed.

			All heads turned to the young man with curiosity. 

			“The king?” Odo clarified. 

			“Aye, milord, the messenger waits fer a reply.” He dipped his head and handed over a document tube.

			“See that the messenger is fed and his horse watered and rubbed down. I will have a reply soon,” stated Odo. He removed the document and began to read it and then handed it over to Steward Baldric.”

			Hann and the reeve waited impatiently. 

			Odo looked out across the hall and stared at the far wall. 

			“Well?” questioned Reeve Petrus. “Will ye tell us or make us wait?”

			“King Henry and Queen Eleanor have requested the pleasure of Baron and Baroness, Odo and Charlotte Brus to attend to them at Dover Castle in fourteen days. Is that correct, Steward Baldric?”

			“Aye, milord,” Baldric grinned. He still found it most peculiar that both Odo and Charlotte could read.

			“Then I have some preparations to make,” Hann added.

			Reeve Petrus could see Odo’s discomfort. “Ye’ll get used to it, Odo, everyone does.”

			Odo cleared his throat. “Please reply to the invitation that we will attend, Steward Baldric and please give it to the messenger forthwith.”

			“Milord, there are some details… er, how many will attend?”

			“Just Charlotte and I, as the invitation states,” Odo replied.

			Reeve Petrus bellowed in laughter, “Odo, ye can’t just travel alone … just ye and Charlotte, as ye once did.”

			Odo turned to Hann, who was trying not to laugh. 

			“Odo, I believe it is likely that there will be at least twelve knights, including me, and a maid or two fer Charlotte and ye… then there is the cart… unless ye want more to come?”

			Odo’s face turned red. “Er, no, that should be enough. Is that acceptable, Steward Baldric?”

			“Indeed, a modest number, milord,” he looked down, trying to hide his smile. 

			“I can’t wait to tell Charlotte, Steward Baldric, she’ll be so excited.”

			‘Odo?” questioned the reeve.

			Odo turned. 

			“She’ll need a new dress,” laughed the reeve.

			 A small group of twenty or so men sat and listened as Sir Warwick of Wadenham described the recent unpleasant encounter with Mellester’s marshal. “He’s a piece o’ work he is,” Sir Warwick shook his head in dismay as he described the confrontation. “Caught me by unaware when I wasn’t expecting it, then the bugger runs off!” He had everyone’s attention and continued his rant while he could. “My decision to withhold fealty to Mellester’s herdsman-in-charge has proven to be wise. How is it possible that such a man can deceive so many people? I ask ye all.”

			A few men grumbled in agreement.

			Most typically, Sir Warwick was working himself into a frenzy. “He must be stopped, and it can’t go on, while we, here in Wadenham, suffer at the whim and pleasure of a herdsman, who fancies hisself a lord.” He shook his head to reinforce his disgust. “Mellester Manor prospers at our expense!”

			This time the response swelled.

			“Milord, I’d be a’hear’in that the miller of the new Falls Ende Mill is paying everyone the same amount, but only fer the grain and not fer the flour. I even heards, milord, the miller is being paid a wage and not taking th’millers toll!”

			Sir William pointed at the man who spoke. “There ye have it, and do ye know why the herdsman is doing this? Eh, do ye know?”

			The man shook his head.

			“So he can sell the flour and drive up his profit. When ye want to buy flour, he can and will charge ye whatever he be a wanting to.” Sir Warwick hawked. “Sod on the mill, and sod on the herdsman.”

			A strong chorus of support surged loudly from the gathering.

			One of Sir Warwick’s knights spoke up. “Milord, would it be best to speak to Sir Hyde?”

			Sir Warwick shook his head. “Nay, fer he was in support of the king’s decision. If under Herdsman Odo, Mellester Manor fails, then I have proof that he is an usurper and a fool.”

			An older man sat at the rear of the small group, and up until now, had remained quiet. “Sir Warwick?”

			The murmurs of support quietened as Wadenham’s lord turned to the elderly man. “What is it, Morcant?”

			“I heard what ye be sayin’, and if ye want to stop the twaddle at the mill, then I knows how, and there’d be nuttin’ anyone can do ’bout it.”

			“Come on then, speak up, Morcant, don’t keep everyone here a-waitin’.”

			“I’ll need at least two new dresses, possibly three, Odo. Otherwise, what will I wear?” Charlotte emphatically stated. 

			Odo grinned. How wrong the reeve was – one dress, indeed. “Then ye will need visit the tailor.”

			“Ye find amusement in my need of clothes? If I recall, ye have little to wear yerself, and unless ye intend to visit the king in yer braies3, then ye’d better see the tailor most soonest.”

			Odo laughed, “Then we can go together.”

			“Nay, fer it will take time, and I will not have ye sticking yer beak into women’s tailoring. Actually, ye’d make a fine impression in yer braies standing before Queen Eleanor.”

			Odo blushed. “Er, I will go to the tailor now, as I wish to see progress on the mill with the fitting of the millstone.” 

			“Odo, ye call fer the tailor to attend to ye here,” Charlotte added with a grin.

			Bishop Hamlin Schafer decided to visit as many parishes within his see4 as soon as conveniently possible. Missives were sent to outlying parishes and manors, and he felt it essential to begin and maintain healthy relationships with their lords and priests. Recently, tensions had risen between the church and King Henry, and as a result, many lords were not as amicable as they once were, preferring to side with their monarch when it came to non-secular disputes. As the archbishop informed him, show mercy, compassion, and God’s true wisdom to all.

			Whilst Bishop Schafer was sent to Exeter to replace Bishop Immers, it wasn’t just to fill a vacancy. Due to lavish spending, Exeter had recently struggled under Bishop Immers. He’d decided to renovate his cathedral, which, by any account, was costly, and there was some dispute around Bishop Immers’ rather grandiose lifestyle. Additionally, he had made some unwise decisions that resulted in a significant decrease in income for the diocese, and he was tasked to right the ship. 

			It wasn’t that Schafer was personally offended by the choices Bishop Immers made. What rankled him more than anything was that the man hadn’t taken precautions which drew unwanted attention, and he’d been caught. If anything, Schafer acknowledged, he’d need to be more circumspect around his own passions. In some ecclesiastical circles, those innocent pastimes he partook in from time to time and hurt no one, he affirmed, were frowned upon and highly discouraged.

			To add to the matter, when called upon by the archbishop to attend to him in Kent after Immers’ death, his old mentor Bishop Laninga from Utrecht was also in attendance. Bishop Laninga told of a harrowing tale around a herdsman from Mellester Manor accused of murdering a prominent citizen and a poor farmer in Frisia. Then he inexplicably received a title and was elevated to a noble to become Lord of Mellester Manor. 

			Bishop Schafer had no opinion on this at all, or at least until he could inform himself of the facts, but the archbishop called on him to specifically fix it, quell any unrest, repair any damage to the Church’s good standing and restore income.  

			Missives had been dispatched to parishes within the area, and Bishop Schafer would visit and speak to local lords and parish priests before venturing to the manor in question. However, to his astonishment, Mellester Manor, with their newly appointed lord, had replied that Lord and Lady Odo Brus would be unavailable to meet with him as they were invited by the king to attend to him in Dover.

			Bishop Schafer rubbed his chin and thought it most interesting, and decided he would enjoy an encounter with this new lord so he could determine what all the fuss was about. 

			Miller Lucan was a deliberate man. Everything he did, was done with thought and precision. Lucan suffered from premature balding and had not a whisker of a hair on his shiny head. His wife, Gatty, was a soft and gentle woman with a big heart and a loud laugh; she claimed that if Lucan didn’t think so much, he’d have a delightful mop of black curls. 

			Lucan was never one to rush into anything, and as a result, he infrequently made errors in judgement and never acted rashly. Some people he’d worked with believed he didn’t work hard enough and was slow. However, time and time again, Lucan’s methods proved them wrong. He was a true miller, his father and grandfather were miller’s and like him, his sons would also be millers. 

			Lucan had taken an immediate liking to Odo and found the young man astute, listened to reason and, much like himself, was an analytical thinker. Then, and much to his astonishment, the young man had inexplicably become Lord of the Manor. Lucan believed this surprising turn was terrific as it eliminated many concerns around the approvals he sought. As Odo owned the mill and was now lord, then the decision-making process quickened significantly.

			While Miller Lucan liked Mellester’s new lord, he was supervised by Reeve Petrus. The reeve was an honest, no-nonsense fellow whose bluster and bark hid a kind, gentle soul. This didn’t eliminate arguments or dissension, and as Lucan discovered, the reeve was always willing to challenge and never shied away from a healthy disagreement. The reeve admitted to the miller that he knew little about milling, but then Lucan believed no one knew anything about milling except him.

			Reeve Petrus and Miller Lucan were arguing about the access road to the Falls Ende Mill. The reeve believed wagons should drive through Mellester’s main thoroughfare, which would benefit local merchants, and Miller Lucan thought that the numerous and overloaded wagons with inattentive farmers would create a hazard for villagers. 

			Such was their focus, neither saw Odo approach and pause. He listened a while, heard enough and stepped up. “And a glorious day to ye both,” he said.

			Both men turned in surprise, and Lucan dipped his head in respect. “Milord.”

			Reeve Petrus nodded at Odo. “We was having this discussion, and I believe Miller Lucan’s  thinking is addled.”

			“Oh, and why is that Reeve?” Odo asked. 

			Reeve Petrus explained his reasoning about the road, and then, in turn, Miller Lucan detailed his logic. 

			“I think ye are both correct,” began Odo. “I, too, have given this thought, and the best solution is to create a new road directly behind the village that is parallel to Mellester’s main road.”

			Reeve Petrus went to interject, and Odo raised a hand. 

			“Hear me out first, Petrus. Now then, I expect Mellester will see new businesses grow, and to allow fer this, we need space. Aye?”

			The reeve and the miller nodded.

			“We dissect the field beside the village, and new businesses and homes can build behind the present buildings on that land. The new road will run alongside them from Falls Ende and all the way up, behind the shoppes and towards the church and main road. All wagons will use the new road but still be close enough and benefit the merchants. What say ye?”

			“What about the crops from the field ye wish to use for the road and buildings?” the reeve asked.

			“Aye, I expected that,” Odo answered. “We will use the empty space beside it and prepare that land fer crops.”

			Reeve Petrus nodded. “Ye think Mellester will grow that much?”

			“Aye, Petrus, I do.”

			Miller Lucan watched and listened attentively.

			“Are ye happy with the solution, Miller Lucan?” Odo asked.

			“Milord, if ye think its best, then aye, I agree, but I know little of Mellester’s plans.”

			“Good, then that’s settled. Later I will show ye what I mean, Reeve. But now, show me the millstone, is it in place?”

			“Aye, come and look, milord.”

			Odo had been in the mill’s interior many times, but this time, seeing the millstone positioned in place made the mill seem complete. As yet, the hopper had not been installed, but that was due to arrive any day. 

			Miller Lucan explained that once the hopper was attached, they would immediately begin milling grain or at least check that everything worked. Odo was disappointed he wouldn’t be around when that happened, as he and Charlotte would be well on their way to Dover Castle.

			Miller Lucan led him and the reeve outside where the water wheel, recently greased, was already turning. The mill had been carefully designed for the unusual and frequently harsh conditions of Falls Ende. 

			Due to some good fortune, a large rock protruded from the river close to the bank’s side where the mill was located. This rock had been the primary foundation for a sluice wall that the millwright had the masons build. Once the sluice wall had been made, it created a flume or channel between the riverbank and the wall. At the beginning or entrance to the flume was a sluice-gate. When opened, water would flow into the flume and turn the wheel. If the river water level was too high, they could partially close the sluice-gate and restrict water flow so the wheel rotation could remain constant. In the event of flooding or high river water levels, the gate could be closed to protect the wheel. It was impressive, and Odo was proud of it. 

			“I can’t wait to see the mill in operation, Miller Lucan, and I’m sure Reeve Petrus will help in any way he can if ye have problems. He will be responsible while I’m away.”

			Miller Lucan dipped his shiny head. “Of course, milord.”

			Chapter Six

			It was a lengthy journey from Mellester Manor to Dover Castle and would take many days. Under guidance from Hann, Odo agreed they would not take any carts with them as it would slow them down. Instead, and with an escort of two knights, a sturdy cart containing clothes, supplies and other necessities was dispatched ahead of time. According to plan, it would arrive around the same time as Odo and Charlotte. Two maids would ride on the cart, and they would assist Odo and Charlotte with clothing, cleaning and other tasks. Additionally, one squire was sent ahead to arrange sleeping accommodation and stables for the main group who would follow some days later. 

			Odo and Charlotte’s complete entourage consisted of twelve knights, three squires, two maids, a groomsman, and a cart driver. Odo was astonished when told of the logistics and planning required. Nineteen people were a lot. 

			Ahead, in front of them and setting the pace, rode Hann in a slow canter. He was fully armoured, with a shield and helmet attached securely to his saddle. Beside him, on his left and carried by his squire, flew Odo’s standard. It rippled and flapped loudly, and Odo couldn’t keep his eyes from it. King Henry’s lion stood proudly in the upper left corner on a yellow background. A bull, poised on its rear legs over green, stood on the upper right. The lower left quarter displayed the red cross of the Templars on a white background, and on the lower right, to honour his father, there was the white cross of Scotland on a blue background. The standard was colourful, distinctive, and above all, his. Behind Hann rode even more knights, and others brought up the rear.

			Amica was keen and raring to go, it had been some time since he’d ridden his black stallion, and the horse was fresh and sensed his jubilant mood. It didn’t enjoy being positioned in the middle of other horses, but he knew later that he’d allow Amica free rein to stretch his legs when the terrain opened up. Beside him, as always, rode Charlotte on her beautiful Arabian. Noor was always comfortable riding beside Amica; the two stunning horses were good friends, and even when in the grassy paddocks, they were never far from each other. 

			Charlotte had been watching Odo look up at the flag. She knew how he felt, and she shared his pride. She was happy because Odo was content, and more than anything, she wanted him to be at peace, feel safe, and be the perfect wife for the man she loved so dearly. 

			She could never have imagined how her life could have changed. As the daughter of a cheesemaker, she’d always known that she would wed Odo and become the wife of a herdsman. Now she was a baroness and lady of the manor. The stately home that stood above Mellester that she’d seen every day of her life had been unreachable in an unimaginable world of nobility and privilege. Peasants didn’t live in such places; impressive manor houses were for the elite and lords. Now she was such a person, and despite the newness, she also wanted to ensure that Mellester Manor was a haven for everyone and where the lord ruled fairly, businesses prospered, and its people were content. 

			She believed that Odo was born for the role; he relished it, and as he became familiar with his new status, his mind broadened. Even in the weeks since they’d been granted title and land, he’d changed. He’d lost his innocent naivety, gained confidence and was capable of expressing his ideas in a calm, rational way. She admired and respected him, and it tweaked her to no end when people spoke ill of him. 

			She turned her head and looked over her shoulder. Behind them, bringing up the rear, rode Cathal. What a perplexing man and always in the shadows. He was Odo’s conscience, his advisor, even, she dared to admit, his protector. He’d been stabbed with a knife only six weeks ago and almost died. Under Mother Rosa’s care, Cathal began to heal quickly and regain his strength and health. How it was possible he could have recovered so quickly? She could only wonder … the man was remarkable, trustworthy, and loyal. But why he had sided with Odo? She didn’t know … no one knew. Why had he devoted his life to Mellester and always insisted on being at Odo’s side?

			Cathal had not been invited to come with them to Dover Castle because he’d been recovering. Yet when they rode down the carriageway, there he was, patiently waiting astride his horse, and wouldn’t be told that he couldn’t come. Nothing or no one would change his mind, so he sat calmly on his horse and asked only about the delay. Deep down inside, she was pleased; she liked and valued his wisdom and goodness. Even Hann had grown to respect and like him. 

			Charlotte focused on the road ahead and already saw they were making good time. Free of the constraints of having a cart with them, they travelled quickly. The procession thundered over the countryside, through villages and small hamlets. Peasants they passed made way and dipped their heads in respect or touched a hand to their forelock as they cantered by. She felt a flutter of nerves in her stomach. The thought of meeting King Henry again and Queen Eleanor for the first time was daunting. The queen was reputed to be the most powerful woman in Europe… and a herdsman and cheesemaker’s daughter from a small village in Devonshire had been invited to her castle. Not just any castle, Dover Castle, the largest castle in all England, Steward Baldric informed. 

			As Charlotte dwelled on the excitement of the journey and being astride their horses, Odo’s thoughts turned to a more serious and troubling matter. They’d just ridden through a hamlet and passed by a church, where a priest stood outside and stared vacantly at them as the procession rode past. Immediately he turned his musings to the Church. 

			The Archbishop of Kent had appointed a new bishop to replace Bishop Immers, who had passed recently. According to Priest Aylwin, Bishop Immers had become suddenly ill, his condition worsened, and he died peacefully in his bed-chamber. Odo believed it a lie and that it was more likely a stone fell from the cathedral and landed on his head. He felt no pity for the repugnant man but wondered what his replacement would be like?

			The Lord of the Manor was expected to host the bishop from time to time, and if there was any consolation to Immers’ death, at least he didn’t have to pretend to bestow kindness and hospitality to a man he truly despised. Would the new bishop be more agreeable, kinder and tolerant of the people within the parishes he presided over? Did he truly understand hardship and suffering – was he compassionate? 

			Odo looked ahead at Hann. He was ever vigilant, his head was constantly turning and looking for threats or danger. He’d given instructions to everyone on what to do in the event they encountered strife. Half of his men would act defensively and protect both he and Charlotte as they retreated, while the remaining knights would deal with any problems as they arose. Hann had even made them practice a few times.

			He felt someone looking at him, and he turned and saw Charlotte’s smile.

			Plans were set afoot, and Bishop Schafer set about the laborious task of visiting each of the parishes in his diocese. There were too many to call in a single journey, so he split up his diocese into smaller areas that he could visit one at a time and has hoped, visit multiple parishes in a single day. Along with his clerks, he’d planned his route well and dispatched missives informing each parish when he would arrive. The bishop spent three days journeying from parish to parish and had only a couple more parishes to call on before returning to Exeter and headed towards Ridgley Manor before visiting Wadenham and then finally on to Mellester. 

			Priest Kirby warmly received him, and they sat in the Ridgely’s parish church discussing church business matters for some time before the bishop changed the nature of their conversation.

			“Tell me, Priest Kirby, what do ye know of Mellester Manor?” 

			Priest Kirby nodded. “Aye, Mellester has suffered recently, Yer Grace. They were struck by a murrain, and then poisoned grain killed many.”

			“I was aware of this. Uh, what of Mellester’s lord?” asked Bishop Schafer.

			“I understand, Mellester’s lord, Sir Gweir was greatly troubled, his mind lost on the battlefields of Ireland. As told, he returned, addled, doleful and angry, his death was most tragic,” tut-tutted the priest.

			Bishop Schafer looked appropriately sorrowful. “And uh, his replacement? What do ye know of him?”

			Priest Kirby was no fool and was instantly wary. While he didn’t understand the purpose behind the bishop’s questions, he didn’t trust the man at all and suspected he was up to something. “Yer Grace, I have not spoken with Priest Aylwin recently and am not informed.” He raised his hands and shrugged. “Ridgley Manor keeps me occupied, age makes travelling difficult these days, and I have no patience for idle claver5.”

			Bishop Schafer leaned forward slightly. “But ye hear things from time to time, do ye not?”

			Priest Kirby nodded, “Aye, I do. I hear that Mellester’s new lord brings life to a village that suffered greatly. If ye ask me if he is capable? Then alas, I know not.”

			“But he is a commoner, a peasant, only a freeman, is this not so?”

			“Yer Grace, I believe, and was told to me, Mellester’s new lord, has royal lineage, he was raised as a freeman, a herdsman, but has blood ties to Queen Eleanor. He is her nephew.”

			“And Sir Hyde, he is supportive?”

			Priest Kirby could now answer honestly. “Aye, he believes the young man has potential and has proven himself to care for people by making unselfish decisions that benefit the parish and manor. Yer Grace, these questions would be best answered by Sir Hyde, but he has departed fer Dover as ye know.”

			“And what of the charge of murder made against this new lord, do ye know ye of this?”

			Priest Kirby was developing an intense dislike for the new bishop. He exhaled quietly before answering. “Yer Grace, I know nothing of those charges of murder, and what little I know of Odo Brus, it seems unlikely he would kill anyone.”

			The bishop grunted. “Then perhaps ye could tell me why the Templars have an interest in this young and wealthy new lord? Surely, ye’ve heard whispers, rumours or that Sir Hyde has spoken of this to ye.”

			Priest Kirby fought to control his growing anger. He looked down at the floor and then up at the bishop and shook his head. “Nay, Yer Grace.”

			Bishop Schafer was frustrated that he wasn’t learning anything from this ageing priest. He leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands beneath his chin. “And Priest Aylwin, does he have good relations with the new lord?”

			Priest Kirby shrugged. “I know not, Yer Grace, best ye ask someone at Mellester.”

			The church interior was silent as the bishop fought to control his frustration. Finally, he looked up at Ridgley’s priest. “Why do ye think Bishop Immers had a, er, a dislike for Odo Brus?”

			Priest Kirby presumed the bishop referred to Mellester’s new Lord and hopefully not his father. He shook his head. “I wasn’t aware and know not.”

			He wasn’t learning anything. Priest Kirby had avoided offering any opinions, shared knowledge, or provided any helpful information. Bishop Schafer rose from the hard, uncomfortable seat, and brushed dirt from his robes and cast his eyes around the church. “I will be on my way, Priest Kirby; continue yer good work. May God be with ye.” 

			Outside Ridgley manor’s church, Bishop Schafer’s clerks and entourage patiently waited.

			After saying farewell, Bishop Schafer made haste for Wadenham. While just a small parish, he felt it essential to make the acquaintance of all the priests in his diocese so he could ensure they performed God’s work to their best ability and his benefit. 

			Chapter Seven

			The archery skills of Jehan Bauldouin were remarkable. Many said he was an artiste, a true légende, and there was nothing he couldn’t do with a bow and a quiver full of arrows. Some said he could make his arrows turn corners, or during flight, his arrows could even manoeuvre down and then up to avoid obstacles. While fanciful tales of his skills were greatly exaggerated, his fundamental abilities were genuine. Equally so was his self-opinion. Jehan felt no shame in boasting and did little to quell praise or exaggeration. Modesty was seldom practised, and like his maturity, it needed to improve. 

			Jehan wasn’t selected for this unusual task because of the abundance of self-belief or conceitedness; he’d been chosen purely for his talent at hitting a challenging target with an arrow. His preferred weapon of choice was not a crossbow or the legendary longbow but a simple recurve bow.

			His instructions were clear, and all he had to do was kill a man with a single arrow and report back to his commander to confirm the death without being seen or, ideally, identified. Although Jehan was a brilliant archer, he was not a brave man and expressed some concern over his wellbeing in the event he was set upon by vagabonds, outlaws, or, heaven forbid, if those in the group who were defending his target, retaliated and hunted him in reprisal. 

			As he explained, “I can hit any target with an arrow, but in close-quarters fighting, my skills are still developing.”

			 Chevalier Guiot Thibaut was ordered to accompany and protect him, and together both men travelled the roads near South Hamtun until they located their quarry. To any casual observer, they appeared to be nothing more than armed peasants, more closely resembling outlaws or highwaymen. They wore no armour or protection indicating what mischief they were up to or to whom they swore allegiance.

			It was relatively straightforward to identify their prey. Chevalier Guiot and Jehan loitered at a town approximately a day’s ride from where their target lived, waited for the procession to arrive and confirmed his presence. The following day, they rode ahead and waited and watched to see how he was defended, where in his group he rode, and his riding habits. 

			Later that evening, Jehan told the accompanying chevalier that they needed to find an elevated piece of ground with opportunities for concealment that also afforded them an escape route. Before the sun rose, they began their search. It wasn’t easy, the roads were heavily used, and the terrain wasn’t always suitable. 

			Chevalier Guiot Thibaut was growing weary of Jehan. He believed they’d passed by plenty of suitable ambush sites, but each time, Jehan grumbled about this or that and claimed the light wasn’t right or the concealment wasn’t adequate. Chevalier Guiot was beginning to have strong doubts over the bravery of the young archer. They rode hard and searched frantically as they knew time was running out as they approached South Hamtun.

			To Chevalier Guiot’s immense relief, Archer Jehan eventually found a suitable ambush site that he felt comfortable about. It was near a bend at the end of a long stretch of open straight road. On the right side of the road, a hill sloped gently down, and on the left, a six-foot bank covered by low growing bushes and a couple of large trees offered perfect concealment. Beyond was open countryside where they could make their escape afterwards.

			Jehan explained to the chevalier, “They are travelling quickly and must slow as they approach this corner. That is when I will kill him. It will be a most difficult shot because they will still be moving fast. Ye need to watch, fer it will be a masterful kill,” he smiled with an abundance of confidence.

			Chevalier raised his eyebrows at the audacity of the young archer. Such bravado was not befitting of a warrior. 

			“He always rides on the right side of his woman. This means I must judge carefully, or I will hit her, but ye will see, I will not miss,” grinned Jehan, “fer I am the best.”

			“Ye had better not miss, fer if they come fer us, I cannot defend us against them all. One or two, oui, but er, more…” Chevalier Guiot shrugged.

			The chevalier saw a look of worry cross the archer’s face and clapped him on the back. “A skilled archer can take down many men in battle, is this not so? When they come fer us, and if ye kill a few, I can get the rest,” he grinned. “Don’t worry, fer they will keep some knights behind to protect the woman. With yer skills on the bow and mine with the sword, all will be well, eh, Jehan.”

			Archer Jehan hadn’t considered retaliation and now felt a cruel and most unusual twinge of uncertainty creep up from his stomach. A sensation that didn’t provide comfort. He took a deep breath, selected a new bowstring from his pouch, and strung his bow. Satisfied it wasn’t faulty, he chose four arrows and placed them headfirst into the ground. 

			“And as ye say, I will watch, fer my voice is needed to confirm the death of Odo Brus,” added the chevalier.

			Jehan nodded, and both men settled down to wait. 

			Over the years, little had been done that successfully prevented wind and draught from howling through the chambers and corridors of Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney’s château in Brancion, Burgundy. Essentially, she’d grown used to the discomfort, although now, in advanced years, it seemed to bother her a little more. She felt the cold and preferred heat to the damp, bone-chilling temperatures of her home, and the draughts only added to the volatility of her capricious nature. 

			As she matured, she became more and more like her father, although that realization didn’t bother her as much as it once did. Now she seemed to understand him more; it didn’t mean she grew to like him; oh no, she hated his memory with passion. Initially, she’d done her best to rid the castle of his memory and presence. But that was a futile attempt, and she quickly gave up. The howling winds that ripped through darkened passageways always reminded her of him and the promises she’d kept. 

			Under aggressive and harsh leadership, her wealth and power increased beyond her wildest expectations. She made good decisions, and while not everyone agreed with her severe and extremely harsh measures, nonetheless, she’d been fortunate and prospered. It wasn’t the riches she enjoyed; it was the power. Gisela’s power and control were intoxicating; she thrived on them, giving her a reason for living. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a son or daughter to whom she could pass on her legacy. The only one who could receive it all was that weak wretch of a husband she abandoned all those years ago, she thought. And just like her father did, she felt the cruel pangs of loneliness. Not just because she was without a husband and barren, she’d lost her entire family to one man. 

			She sat in a chair, not the one her father used; she’d had that piece of furniture cast out years earlier, wrapped in a shawl, with a coarse woollen blanket draped over her legs and sipped from a goblet of mulled wine. In front of her, a fire in a hearth blazed and cast dancing yellow patterns over the walls. The flickering flames provided heat, but no warmth, for Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney had not a modicum of humanity, compassion or benevolence in her frail and frigid soul.

			It hadn’t been that long ago when she’d heard that name spoken aloud. Not that it was forgotten, she never believed she’d hear someone again utter the two words she despised so much. Odo Brus. At first, she thought her hearing was affected, but when she snapped at her intendant6 to speak louder, and to her horror, he repeated the name.

			She learned that King Henry had recently endowed a young man to the position of baron and then granted him lands in the region of Devonshire in England. As hearsay and gossip were rife within nobility, not just in England but also in France, word soon spread. Baron Odo Brus was Lord of Mellester Manor. Gisela couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and if it were even possible, her blood ran cold. The promise to her father and herself was like a battle cry and a call to action. 

			King Henry’s movements were no secret, and he was currently visiting his enormous castle in Dover and had requested the pleasure of influential knights, lords, and other sundry hangers-on to attend to him and his queen. Of interest to the countess was that Baron Odo Brus had also been invited. There was no reason to believe the man who killed her family was still alive, and, if he were, all the better. But he would not be a young man and unlikely to have suddenly gained a noble title. No, she thought, this new lord of the manor, Odo Brus, must be the son of the assassin Templar archer she hated so much, and she would see his death if it took her last dying breath. Initially, she’d planned on capturing Odo Brus and bringing him to Burgundy. But kidnapping a baron and taking him to France would require more than an army and provoke the ire of both England and France’s king.

			With some haste, she’d arranged for her marshal to find an extremely skilled archer and have Baron Odo Brus executed in the same way he’d killed her family – with an arrow. This would be a statement lost on many, but not to a few who knew what happened. The Courteney family would have its final act of revenge, and she would rejoice and gloat, and even though her father was a miserable cur, he would undoubtedly smile from his grave. 

			“Francois! Francois!” she bellowed for her intendant. “Francois!”

			Moments later, a harried man entered her chamber and bowed his head in subservience. 

			“What took ye so long? she glared. “When I have need of ye, then come, I shouldn’t have to raise my voice. What were ye doing, molesting those lazy girls in the kitchen again?”

			Francois was unruffled. “Countess?” he questioned.

			“Is there word from England? I’ve heard nothing?” she croaked, then hawked into the hearth. 

			“Nay, Countess, but I can fetch Marshal Josse if this pleases ye?”

			“Of course it pleases me, bring him here,” she stated angrily.

			Francois backed from the chamber and returned a short while with her marshal looking flustered.

			“What news do ye have fer me on Odo Brus?” she asked, forgoing a greeting or kind word.

			Marshal Josse shook his head, “I have heard nothing, Countess. At er, uh,” he cleared his throat, “At best, I will not hear fer a week. It is as I said, we must be patient.”

			“Patience be damned, why do I have fools running my affairs,” she grizzled to no one in particular.

			“When I have something to tell ye, Countess, then I shall do so,” he added.

			She mumbled something unintelligible and waved a dismissive arm. “Begone, both of ye, leave me in peace.”

			Both men exited the room leaving the countess alone and cold.

			Chapter Eight

			Miller Lucan was fussing around the inside of the Falls Ende Mill like a mother hen. Reeve Petrus watched in fascination as wheels turned, grain was ground, and the miller checked this or that to ensure the equipment and the process was up to his standard and without fault. Finally, he dipped his hand into a sack and extracted a handful of flour. His eyebrows furrowed in concentration as he inspected the fine powder. With a grunt, he adjusted the millstone, stepped back, leaned against a bench with folded arms, and watched the slow grinding process with patience.

			“What say ye, Miller Lucan, are ye happy?” shouted the reeve.

			The noise inside the mill made it difficult to hear. Miller Lucan looked up. “Did ye speak?”

			The reeve pointed to the door and walked outside where they could talk. 

			Once outside, the reeve asked him again. “Are ye happy? All seems well to me.”

			“Aye, there are a few things to learn, and a new mill always takes some getting used to.”

			Reeve Petrus smiled. He looked up towards the village and saw two carts rumbling down the track towards the mill carrying wheat. 

			“Nevermore have I seen a village so prepared,” began Miller Lucan. “Ye have crops to be harvested, a lord willing to take a risk with a mill, and already I have merchants willing to buy flour. Everything is running as it should. Lord Odo will be pleased when he returns.”

			“Aye, that he will. He desperately needs to see coin returned to the manor’s coffers as this,” he waved his arm at the mill, “has cost ’im a pretty penny,” added the reeve.

			Artisans were still applying finishing touches to the large shed where grain and flour were stored. The building had been erected behind the mill because of moisture from the spray that drifted up from the falls.

			“When can ye operate fully?”

			Miller Lucan considered the question carefully and rubbed his scalp. After a lengthy pause, he shrugged. “I see no reason why we can’t begin, proper, like, on the morrow. I’m still getting used to the flow of the current and need to make adjustments. But if it makes yer happy, on the morrow, Reeve.”

			“Thank ye kindly, Miller. If ye be needing anything, then tell me, eh?” he smiled. “Now, I best be checking on this new road our lord wants beside the village.”

			“Aye, Reeve, ye’ll be the first person,” stated the miller. 

			Reeve Petrus gave him a wave and walked towards the shed where grain was stored. The miller’s woman, Gatty, was in the shed and paying farmers for their grain and her two sons were moving things around and bringing the wheat to the mill when needed. The reeve knew that they would soon need more hands to do the work. He stopped to stare at the mill and felt proud of Odo’s achievements. “Ye’ve done well, Odo,” he said quietly.

			The river Eks meandered sedately past the hamlet of Wadenham. Here, the river was slow-moving and wider than at Mellester, where banks narrowed, and its current increased dramatically between large boulders and towering stone walls. Sir Warwick Hughes leaned against a Willow tree and watched distractedly as little eddies spun leaves caught in the river’s flow. 

			Yesterday he’d been visited by Exeter’s new bishop. It wasn’t unexpected, and from time to time, he’d occasionally receive a visit from clergy as they passed through, and thankfully, Bishop Schafer stayed only a short while, but not before asking him some pertinent questions that left him feeling disquieted.

			Once parish and church affairs had been discussed, the bishop asked his thoughts on matters concerning Mellester’s lord, Baron Odo Brus. While Sir Warwick was not one to hold back when asked about his persuasion on this matter or that. He was concerned about why the bishop wanted to know about Odo Brus. To Sir Warwick, it seemed the questions reinforced his belief that Odo had no business being Lord of the Manor, he was a freeman and nothing more than a simple herdsman farmer, which he told the bishop. 

			When he asked why these questions were important, the bishop had cleverly replied he was unfamiliar with the region and had conflicting information and only sought a clear picture. Sir Warwick could spot a falsehood easily and didn’t believe the man, and it only compounded his belief that something had to be done about Mellester’s lord. He was equally puzzled after questioning his parish priest, John, about the bishop’s curiosity.

			His reeve had already informed him that the Falls Ende Mill was now accepting grain and recommended that Wadenham’s grain be sent to Mellester for milling. Hearsay from locals suggested that Mellester was hurting and had little coin; again, this supported Sir Warwick’s view that Odo Brus would fail as lord. When that happened, Wadenham would feel economic repercussions, and he could not afford to have Wadenham and its fine people affected by a downturn in revenue, they would all suffer undue hardship.

			Sir Warwick bent down, picked up a rock, and threw it casually into the river. He had an option. Morcant’s suggestion had possibilities, and it would shift the tide considerably. The brazen plan wasn’t really wrongful, nor did it transgress any of the king’s laws, so as far as he was concerned, the idea had merit. For Morcant’s plan to succeed, Sir Warwick knew he would need to prepare because Mellester Manor would retaliate.

			“Halt! Halt!” Cathal yelled. 

			The group eventually slowed, then stopped, and all heads turned rearwards where Cathal’s horse had stopped. He was leaning across his saddle, looking up at the sky. 

			Odo and Charlottes rode towards him and Hann, at the front, followed.

			“What ails ye, Cathal, yer wound?” Odo asked with concern when he pulled his horse alongside.

			Cathal raised an arm and pointed up and into the distance. “Did ye not see?”

			“See what?” questioned Hann.

			“Three crows circled above, then flew west,” Cathal responded. 

			Odo felt a chill; he’d experienced enough of Cathal’s peculiar superstitions to heed his cautions.

			“Is this why ye wanted us to stop? Because three birds flew east,” Hann laughed.

			“West, if it were east, that would be different,” Cathal stated emphatically.

			“What does it mean?” Odo asked. He spared a quick look at Charlotte, who also looked worried.

			Cathal shook his head. “I know not details… T’was last night, I was roused by a bad omen when I slept, and it was a dark warning. Then as we rode, just now, three crows circled above us and flew west.” Cathal turned to look at Odo. “This means someone will die.”

			“Ye say Odo will die?” Hann asked.

			Cathal shrugged. “I know not who, but we ride into danger. Death lurks nearby.”

			Hann’s horse was fidgety, and he fought to control it. When again settled, he faced Cathal. “Where does this danger lay? From whom should we be wary of?”

			“I am not a soothsayer and care not of spells and incantations to tell of fortunes made or lives lost.”

			Hann was becoming angry. “If ye aren’t an oracle, how do ye know?”  

			“Because, Hann Masey, I have eyes and observe. Nature – all living things live in harmony and rhythm and tell a story. It takes only eyes and patience to observe. Ye see only what ye want to see and miss all the clues. I try to understand all that nature has to say, and I take heed as should ye.”

			“I have witnessed this too,” Odo added.

			Hann looked a little contrite. “Then forewarned with yer knowledge of danger, what can ye tell me?”

			“We must be mindful, for someone here amongst us is in peril.”

			“Nearby, on this day or on the morrow?”

			“Nearby, and soon, we must be vigilant.”

			Odo looked at Hann. “What do ye suggest?”

			Hann cast his eyes around them at the countryside. He knew the road would open up for long stretches as they approached South Hamtun. If anyone was at risk, he thought it could only be Odo. Who else? “If yer reasoning is correct, Cathal, then Odo is in danger. It must be him.”

			Cathal nodded.

			“And we do what, continue riding along this road as we have done?” Charlotte asked, voicing her concern. “Or does Odo face danger in South Hamtun?”

			Again, Cathal turned his gaze upwards in the direction the crows flew. “Methinks, soon, here on the road.”

			“Very, well, then we change our formation,” stated Hann. Odo rides in the middle, I will ride on his left, and three more knights will be positioned in front, on his right and behind. He will be encircled. Charlotte, ye will ride behind me. The remainder will ride in front with two knights reconnoitring as outriders a furlong ahead. Cathal, ye remain at the rear. Do ye all understand?” 

			No one challenged him. 

			“Wait, I have another idea,” Hann stated with a grin. “Off yer horse, Odo.”

			Hann issued orders to his men, and quickly they reorganised themselves, and the procession set out again.

			The knights, all expert horsemen, closed in on Odo and hemmed him in. It was a tight pack, and Odo rode knee to knee with Hann on one side and another knight, Sir Arne, on the other. Even Amica sensed the necessity and settled in without fuss as they charged along the road to South Hamtun.

			Chevalier Guiot stood a short distance away on an elevated hump of earth to better see down the road. Suddenly, he leapt down and ran towards Jehan. “I hear riders.”

			Both men took to their prearranged positions behind bushes for concealment and crouched down, waiting. 

			Within moments two heavily armed knights cantered past. Chevalier Guiot noticed something unusual and turned to the young archer. “They reconnoitre, two knights riding in front. Something is different. Did ye see how they glanced to the side and were not looking ahead? These men are wary.”

			“Oui,” stated Jehan despondently. 

			Chevalier Guiot eyed him carefully.

			The knights were distinctive and easily identified as belonging to Odo Brus’s group who must be following. If the knights were so vigilant, perhaps they suspected something amiss. Young Jehan’s bravery was quickly deserting him. “Perhaps this isn’t a good time.”

			“Nay, ye will do yer duty,” snarled Chevalier Guiot as his hand moved to the hilt of his sword when the sound of a larger group of horses descended on them.

			It dawned on Jehan, and he suspected that Chevalier Guiot’s presence was more than to offer protection, if he didn’t do what was required, he’d probably kill him. Archer Jehan swallowed thickly; he had no choice. He looked down and lightly stroked the fletchings of the arrow before notching it carefully to the bowstring. Through an opening in the branches of the bush, he crouched behind, he could see the tightly packed group draw near. He immediately acknowledged to himself the change in their riding position, this made his task even harder. His target was hemmed in and well protected. He quietly cursed.

			One of the disadvantages of archers in warfare was the need for open space. An archer couldn’t release his arrow through bushes as the arrow needed a clear path, with no potential for the arrow to deviate from its journey by striking an obstacle. An archer could hide in concealment for a while, but when it came time to launch arrows at the enemy, he’d need to move to an exposed position to ensure his bow wasn’t encumbered and his arrow could fly true. He’d be vulnerable.

			Jehan had selected his hideaway cleverly. The bushes provided concealment to mask his body, and when he stood to target and launch his arrow, he was shadowed by a large tree that grew beside where he waited. To a casual observer, he was difficult to see.

			The thought never entered his mind that he would or could miss. Despite his anguish that Odo Brus was aware something was afoot and the subsequent hunt for him that would follow, his heart rate slowed, and he focused on the target. 

			The horses cantered in a rhythm, the riders moved in conjunction with that movement, and it was like a dance, fluid and smooth. His body began to mimic a similar tempo, mirroring the horsemen as they quickly approached his position. Of concern was how closely they were bunched together, and he knew it was deliberate and purposeful. The protective screen kept his target safe, and he understood his best opportunity lay when they were abreast of him. Every few moments, the chest of Odo Brus was exposed, but little else. It wasn’t random, and it was part of the rhythm of being on horseback.

			Jehan drew the bowstring back, not to its full extent but close; his rapidly beating heart slowed, thumping, perfectly in time to the rider’s movements. He would release the bowstring to coincide with Odo Brus’s forward movement at that very instant when his chest was exposed. The timing was right – he slowly exhaled and let the bowstring slip through his fingers.

			Chapter Nine

			From his peripheral vision, Hann saw movement. At that very instant, he couldn’t identify what it was, but he knew it was a genuine threat, and he instinctively knew he was too late to stop whatever it was. His mouth opened to warn Odo as his horse’s movement and natural gait thrust him forward in the saddle. In reflex, he tried to lean forward a little more to offer Odo more protection… and then he felt a glancing strike on his left shoulder. It was a hard knock, the force staggering, and he struggled to remain upright in the saddle.

			The arrow glanced off his chainmail and expended most of its energy before continuing its erratic flight to strike Odo directly over his heart. Odo hadn’t heard or seen anything, so the sudden impact caught him unaware. The blow was hard, not enough to knock him from his saddle but firm enough to cause him to look down at his chest in alarm. He was just in time to see an arrow tumble from his lap and fall to the ground behind. 

			“Charlotte!” he screamed simultaneously as he looked over his left shoulder towards her. He squeezed his legs, and Amica shot forward, careening into the horse beside him on his right. A gap opened, and the black stallion took it. Leaning low over Amica’s neck, Odo streaked ahead. Only a step or two behind, Charlotte and Noor followed.

			Jehan knew his arrow flew true. Of that, he was positive. What he didn’t or couldn’t have expected was the knight riding in between him and Odo Brus inexplicably leaned forward a little more than he’d previously been doing. He’d broken the rhythm. To his horror, he saw his arrow glance off the unknown knight’s shoulder. Of more concern was the fact that the arrow had been deflected, lost a lot of its force, then continued onwards to strike Odo Brus on the chest and inexplicably bounce off. 

			“Go!” yelled Chevalier Guiot. He was already sprinting to their horses tied to a bush a short distance away.

			Jehan needed no urging. The feeling of having his heartbeat slow, then increase almost instantly to an accelerated tempo, gave him the impetus to run fast. He was frightened, and justly so. Behind him, some of the knights protecting their charge were already turning their horses around and coming for him. Jehan was in near panic. He dropped his bow and ran as fast as he possibly could.

			Hann was relieved to see Odo unharmed and react quickly. He shouted for two knights and the squires to follow and protect Baron Odo and Baroness Charlotte while the remainder of his men searched for a quick way up the bank to hunt down the would-be assassins. At that moment, after the arrow struck him, he saw two men turn and flee. He wasted no time, and feeling assured Odo and Charlotte were in no further danger, they raced up the bank, crashed through the bushes, and saw two men mounting their horses. He wasn’t going to let them escape. 

			Chevalier Guiot and Jehan spurred their mounts into a gallop, but their escape plan did not include a direction in where to ride. The chevalier risked a look over his shoulder and saw the group of pursuing knights split up. Some went left, others right, and two followed. Chevalier Guiot knew they were in trouble. He searched desperately for anything that would offer an advantage, somewhere where they could make a stand and defend themselves.

			A lone house on a low hill offered some help. At least they could face their enemy head-on and not be surrounded. “This way!” he yelled and pointed to the house. Immediately two peasants, a man and a woman, ran from the house and disappeared behind.  

			Jehan nodded and followed as the chevalier changed direction slightly.

			They rode through crops towards the small cruck house and dismounted quickly. 

			“Behind the water barrel!” shouted Chevalier Guiot to Jehan as he unsheathed his sword. He looked again at the young archer in puzzlement. “Where is yer bow?”

			“I dropped it, I cannot run fast with a bow, they would have caught me,” explained Jehan.

			Chevalier Guiot shook his head and cursed. The archer was a fool, and he knew they hadn’t a hope. Ahead, the group of knights slowed their horses to a walk as they cautiously rode toward them.

			“I, I think we should offer surrender,” Jehan suggested.

			There was nowhere to run and no place to hide. Chevalier Guiot took a deep breath and steeled himself. He’d been sent on this mission because he was an expert swordsman, and he was confident in his abilities and decided to make a stand and fight.

			Hann pulled his horse to a stop and slid from the saddle. All the other knights followed, drew their weapons and spread out. Suddenly one of the assassins, and judging from the quiver attached to his back, an archer, stepped forward from behind a water barrel and held his hands out, showing that he was unarmed. 

			“I yield, mercy, please, do not kill me!” Jehan pleaded.

			Hann nodded to Sir Arne, who stepped up to the archer, threw him to the ground, and placed a knee onto his back. The sudden surrender was perplexing, but he focused on the larger man wielding a sword. “I suggest disarming yerself and surrender like yer friend!” shouted Hann.

			The outlaw spat and, with a raised sword, began striding directly for him and attacked. 

			To Hann’s astonishment, the man was reasonably skilled and knew a few clever moves as he was forced to defend. Indeed, the man was no outlaw; he’d been well trained and was disciplined. Whoever he was, Hann was in no mood to play games with him.

			Hann was larger, probably stronger, and while his opponent didn’t know it yet, more skilled. Their swords clashed, and Hann grew angrier. He shouldn’t be here fighting with this stranger; his responsibilities were for Odo and Charlotte. This encounter needed to stop.

			The stranger tried to be clever with a tricky move. Hann knew what the outlaw was trying to do and shouted, “Enough, stop!”

			The man was determined to keep fighting and ignored him. It mattered not, and Hann knew he needed to end this quickly or, at worse, suffer an injury. He increased the tempo of his strikes and forced the outlaw back, first one step, then another. With the man on the defensive, Hann avoided a desperate downwards slash and let the sword’s momentum bring the outlaw’s arm down and pass across his stomach. Before the stranger could react and reposition, he stepped up close, trapping the outlaw’s sword arm against his body and hugged him. The outlaw couldn’t push him away, and he quickly flicked a foot behind, released his hold and shoved. The man tripped and toppled backwards. Without pause, Hann drove his sword down through the man’s upper abdomen. 

			It happened quickly, and the other knights watching were stunned; Hann’s move had seemed reckless but masterful and effective.

			Hann wasn’t even breathing hard when he turned to the archer.

			“No, no, please,” the archer cried when he looked up and saw the expression on Hann’s face.

			Sir Arne rolled Jehan onto his back.

			“Who are ye, and from where do ye hail?” Hann demanded. He stood over the archer with his sword tip wavering near his throat.

			Jehan swallowed. “I, I, am Jehan Bauldouin from Cordesse, Burgundy, milord. He, the man ye slew is Chevalier Guiot Thibaut… I know not from where.”

			Hann looked puzzled and turned to Sir Arne and shook his head.

			“Why, Jehan Bauldouin, did ye try to take the life of my liege lord? Who sent ye here?”

			In desperation, Jehan’s eyes flicked from one knight to another. He was frightened, had no options to escape and feared death from the imposing knight. The only person who could have helped lay dead, bleeding into the earth. “I didn’t want to, and we were told to come here… ordered.”

			“Who ordered?” Hann demanded. 

			“Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney milord.”

			Hann’s eyebrows furrowed. “Why?”

			“I know not her mind or reason,” Jehan shook his head vigorously to support his statement.

			“Do ye know this countess?” Sir Arne asked Hann.

			Hann nodded, “Aye, I know of her, she has land in Burgundy, but I cannot think of a reason why she would send an assassin here.”

			“Does he tell the truth?” asked Sir Arne.

			Hann grimaced. “How many other assassins has she sent? I have little patience for falsehoods, archer, speak truthfully, or yer life will end here and now,” he threatened.

			“I have no reason to lie,” appealed Jehan. “I know of no one else, only Chevalier Guiot was with me. And he only came because I asked fer protection, milord. I speak the truth. Please… show mercy!”

			Hann turned away, lost in thought. Nothing made sense. A countess from Burgundy sent two men to kill Odo? It was ridiculous. Perhaps this foolish archer made a mistake. He turned back to Jehan. “What is the name of the man you were sent to kill?”

			Jehan answered without delay. “Odo Brus, milord.”

			Again, Hann walked away and rubbed his chin; his bloodied sword still hung from his hand as he tried to make sense of it all. Odo had almost been killed. This man, Jehan, was obviously a very skilled archer and posed an ongoing threat. 

			“Were ye to kill anyone else?” asked Sir Arne.

			“Nay, only him. But we were to return to Burgundy and confirm his death to the countess,” stated Jehan.

			With his mind made up, he spun. “Retrieve their horses; we will take them with us,” Hann instructed as he stomped up to the archer.

			“What about me,” cried Jehan.

			Without any warning, Hann’s sword stabbed downward, the lethal blade pierced the archer’s leather jerkin and into his heart. 

			Sir Arne and a couple of the knights looked to Hann in astonishment. 

			“I had no choice. We couldn’t take him with us, and I would not allow him to return to Burgundy and share his failure and what he learned.” He looked at the knights sternly, his eyes mere slits. “Do ye have issue?”

			They shook their heads. 

			“Aye, what ye did is wise,” stated Sir Arne.

			Hann nodded. “Leave the bodies, the peasants can bury them, but now we must find Odo.”

			Cathal sat astride his horse some distance away and saw the encounter. Not one man, but two had died.

			Odo and Charlotte waited further up the road along with the remainder of the knights. They were both anxious and worried as no one knew the danger or how many men Hann and his accompanying knights faced. Their frayed nerves were eased when they saw Hann riding up the road towards them.

				“Odo, we need to talk,” stated Hann as he pulled alongside. 

			“I’d like to remove the chainmail now, it’s heavy and uncomfortable,” said Odo.

			“Nay, fer it would be wise to wear it when travelling or until we know ye will be safe,” Hann replied.

			From his expression, Odo could see all was not well. Hann’s expression was grim, and he looked tense. They dismounted, and, along with Charlotte, they walked a little distance away so they could chat privately.

			Hann quickly explained what happened and a little of what he’d learned from the archer.

			Odo asked the question Hann expected. “Who would send two men to kill me? I can think of no reason.”

			“Odo, the archer was sent by Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney from Burgundy. Do ye know of her?” Hann looked closely for a reaction. 

			Odo slowly shook his head. “I have never heard this name before, nor have I been to Burgundy, could she have mistaken me fer another?”

			“Do ye know of her?” Charlotte asked.

			“Aye, I am familiar with the name but have never met her,” Hann responded. “But I asked the archer who he was sent to kill, he spoke the name Odo Brus, so it was not an error.”

			Odo turned away and placed both hands over his face. Charlotte turned to Hann. “Thank ye, Hann, ye saved Odo’s life.”

			“But, milady, Odo has an enemy in France, and we know not why she wants him dead.” He looked down at Charlotte intently. “We should believe she will try again.”

			Odo turned back towards them. “What happened to the archer? He was well enough to answer questions, and ye did not bring him here.”

			“I killed him.”

			Odo and Charlotte looked shocked.

			“I could not release him, fer then he poses a risk to ye. We could not take him with us… what would we do with him? If he promised to leave and return to France, he would tell the countess of what he learned, which may put ye in danger again. Nay, I had no choice. What would ye have me do?”

			“Aye, I see yer point,” Odo replied after a moment of thought. 

			“Hann, ye did yer duty,” offered Charlotte. “We are grateful. The archer tried to kill my husband and could have tried again if given the opportunity or released. What ye did was just.”

			“I wonder if anyone at Dover Castle can tell me about Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney?” Odo stated. “While I know not this woman, I find I am not drawn to her at all.” He looked at Hann. “Rest easy, my friend and thank ye fer what ye did.” He rubbed his chest where the arrow struck.

			Chapter Ten

			Sir Warwick Hughes spoke to Morcant in some detail and asked him to explain how his idea would work. Morcant, an elderly peasant farmer, had been Wadenham’s resident expert on these matters and enthusiastically had shown his lord what he had in mind. They had walked along the river, crossed over and walked some distance away from the hamlet while Morcant pointed out various natural terrain features that would aid his plan. Although quite audacious, Sir Warwick was astute enough to recognise the benefits to Wadenham and, at the same time, achieve his goal of highlighting Odo Brus’s failings and his inability to lead as lord of the manor. If his plan created issues for others, that wasn’t his concern.

			Later that evening, Sir Warwick analysed all the information and weighed up his chances of success. As Morcant pointed out, Wadenham would benefit in a multitude of ways. Sir Warwick made up his mind and came to a decision. He called for his reeve the following morning and described what he had in mind. With Morcant following behind and answering any questions the reeve had, they repeated their journey from the previous day. 

			After their tour, they returned to the manor. 

			Wadenham’s reeve stood with hands on his hips and faced his lord. “Are ye sure ye wish to do this?”

			Sir Warwick puffed out his chest. “Do ye challenge me?”

			The reeve shook his head. “It is as ye command, milord, on the morrow, we’ll begin. It ain’t easy, but I’ll put as many men on the task as I can spare.”

			Sir Warwick nodded. “Just make sure they don’t know the real reason, understand reeve? I don’t want gossip gettin’ back to Mellester.”

			“Aye, milord.”

			Sir Warwick returned to his chair and thought about his next task and decided to have all his knights attend to him. While only a small hamlet, he still had enough knights to provide him with enough men to give Mellester pause for a short while, additionally, there were a few friends who could help.

			Odo, Charlotte, Hann and the others stared in open-mouthed wonder at Dover Castle. It was enormous; the Keep towered above the walls and was imposing. Never had Odo seen such a large structure. Even Hann, whose father was renowned for designing castles in France, was impressed. Stonemasons were everywhere and still completing work. As Hann explained, King Henry was spending a fortune on this castle, and it would be a while yet before it was finished.

			They gained entry to the castle without any problems and were assigned stables for their horses. The knights were taken to the great hall, where they would sleep on pallets covered by a thin mattress. As expected, their cart arrived safely the previous day, and all was well once everyone had been reunited.

			Cathal just disappeared. Where he went, no one knew. His behaviour was typical, and many believed he headed toward the nearest village. Frequently, he’d help people with ailments or afflictions, offer advice and even counsel. This was the way of the man, and then, when you needed him or were leaving, he’d show up and not say a word or offer an explanation.

			Odo and Charlotte were shown to a bed chamber and given instructions that the king and queen would entertain their guests later. Charlotte was nervous and wasn’t sure what to expect. They decided to look around and explore.

			In the event of rain, large leather tents had been erected outside where people could gather and remain dry. Minstrels sang, and it was even rumoured that later, Mummers7 would perform a play. Odo and Charlotte wandered around, greeted a few people and took in the splendour and pomp. Odo had seen something similar in France and knew that squires wouldn’t be far away and watching their lords with attentiveness in the event they were needed. Pages, boys, with serious expressions, were scurrying around doing this or that for their masters, and Charlotte took it all in with wonder. Of interest were the scattering of Templar knights, Odo didn’t recognise anyone he knew. 

			She attracted attention, and Odo saw many a man openly appraise her. Some looks she received were casual, and others implied something less polite. As Odo soon realised, Charlotte was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman in attendance. He felt proud of her and for himself and grudgingly admitted even though he wasn’t a knight, he cut a handsome figure. Baron Odo and Baroness Charlotte were mixing with other nobility for the first time, and he felt part of it.

			He saw Hann talking with an unknown man, presumably a lord, and they laughed together in the spirit of camaraderie, they must be acquainted, he thought. Hann didn’t see them, and they walked past.

			Charlotte nudged Odo and indicated a group of men having a loud discussion. She leaned closer to him. “Sir Hyde,” she simply stated. 

			There was Sir Hyde holding court, and judging from the expressions and finger-pointing, he appeared to be scolding a man. Odo knew the feeling all too well and grinned. Together they walked the perimeter, looking at people, listening to snippets of conversation and taking it all in. 

			Dover Castle was built on a hill overlooking the sea, and it was possible to have an unobstructed view of the ocean from within the castle grounds. Odo and Charlotte walked in the direction of a group of people enjoying the vista from a perfect lookout point near a low wall. 

			It was late afternoon, and the sun was already descending. The light was soft, golden and warm, and soon long shadows would reach out over the grass where they stood and bring an evening coastal chill.

			“It is wonderful,” said Charlotte. She reached out and held his arm, then stepped closer.

			Odo looked out across the expanse. “Aye, and to think, France is just there, so close, yet at the same time, so distant.”

			“Do ye miss Mellester?” she asked.

			Odo turned to her and nodded. “Mellester is home. Do ye miss it too?”

			She smiled, “Aye but here and now, I think this is special. “This place, this castle, it’s remarkable.” She smiled up at him. “But my dear Odo, Mellester will always be home.”

			Neither of them noticed that they now stood alone, and the group of people that had previously surrounded them had quietly moved away.

			“It’s glorious, is it not?”

			In surprise, they turned to the unexpected voice. Behind them stood a finely dressed woman, she wasn’t young, and it was difficult to assess her age. She stood a single pace away with both hands clasped together; they never heard her walk up. From the jewellery that adorned her, it was easy to see she was wealthy and appeared elegant and regal. Three men-at-arms stood behind her, half a dozen paces away, and beside them, another woman, possibly a servant, waited.

			“Aye, it is. We were just commenting on it,” Odo said.

			Charlotte gently tugged Odo’s arm.

			Odo ignored it. “It must be cold here during winter,” he added, trying to be friendly.

			“I expect so,” she replied. A small smile played across her face.

			“Have ye been here, to Dover Castle before?” he asked.

			“Odo,” Charlotte whispered. “Odo.”

			Charlotte released his arm and began to curtsy when she spoke again.

			“Ye look like just like yer father,” Queen Eleanor said. 

			Odo froze, and she shuffled a half step closer.

			“Even if ye had not been pointed out to me, I would have known who ye were,” she added.

			Odo tried to recover, “Yer Ma, Majesty,” he spluttered and bowed deeply from the waist. “I did not know, fergive me.”

			Queen Eleanor laughed and held out a jewelled hand, palm down. 

			Odo leaned over and kissed her knuckles as etiquette dictated.  

			“Nay, I should have introduced myself, fergive my rudeness and fer interrupting,” she apologised, then withdrew her hand to again clasp them. She turned her full attention on Charlotte. “And ye must be Baroness Charlotte. I’ve heard so much about ye. And ye are truly beautiful, m’dear.” 

			“Yer Majesty, thank ye,” replied Charlotte, blushing noticeably. 

			“Thank ye fer coming here, and please, as our guests, enjoy the entertainment and food,” began the Queen then turned to Odo. “The King has told me much about ye, and because ye are my nephew, I am pleased to finally make yer acquaintance.”

			Odo’s face still showed shock. “Ye knew my father? Oswald?”

			“Nay, not Oswald, Odo Brus. Aye, while I did not know him well. I learned much about him.”

			Odo was trying to comprehend. He looked up and saw a growing group of people gathering some distance away, observing them. “I know very little about him or his life, Yer Majesty. Ye are the first person I have met who knew him because I believed another man was my father. I only learned of Odo Brus recently.”

			The Queen nodded. “Baron Odo, I think we need to talk, and it may take some time. I will tell ye all that I know, it isn’t much, but it may help. I also wish to know ye better, fer ye are the only link to my dear sister, Josceline, yer mother.”

			Odo’s mouth dropped open. He’d heard rumours, people talked. The Templars had spoken to him about his mother, but for the first time, he heard truths. His mother was the sister of the Queen of England, and her name was Josceline. His heart pounded.

			“Yer Majesty, I, I, er, I have questions… uh, so many, I know not where to begin fer my head is befuddled,” stammered Odo.

			Queen Eleanor laughed. “Come to me on the morrow, after ye have broken yer fast, I have time put aside to talk with ye. And beautiful Baroness Charlotte, of course, ye are welcome. Now I have to attend to my guests. I will see ye this evening fer the festivities.”

			Both Odo and Charlotte dipped their heads and spoke in unison. “Yer Majesty.”

			Queen Eleanor walked away, and her entourage followed. Odo leaned against the wall and bent over as he tried to collect himself. Charlotte placed her hand affectionately on his back. 

			“I don’t know what to say, I am…” he managed to say.

			“I always knew ye were special, Odo,” Charlotte stated. “And now ye know fer sure, yer mother was Josceline. It isn’t a rumour, and it is the truth.”

			They raised their heads to the sound of footsteps and saw Hann striding over. 

			“Milord, tongues are wagging, fer it is most unusual for the Queen to be out talking privately to her guests like that.”

			Odo’s eyes narrowed. Hann had never addressed him as milord, and this was a first. 

			Hann saw Odo’s look and accurately guessed the reason. He looked out over the ocean and the yellowish pink hues of the setting sun. “When ye found me in the forest at Mellester, ye were a kind-hearted herdsman….” Hann paused a moment, and Odo and Charlotte exchanged glances.

			“I asked about ye and was told ye were different. Reeve Petrus laughed at me and told me I would find out fer myself. I quickly learned that ye had influence, that ye were wealthy and discerning. But an ordinary herdsman doesn’t just garner the attention of powerful lords like Sir Hyde, oh no. What interest does such a lord have fer a herdsman from a small manor, and why would he even know his name?” Hann shook his head. “And ye were building a gristmill, a mill? Nay, fer a herdsman doesn’t do these things. In yer fields, grazing with yer beloved Frisian cows is a beautiful black stallion with a reputation as a fearsome killer that only ye can master. And to keep the stallion company is a most delicate and delightful Arabian mare. Does this sound like the life of an ordinary herdsman?”

			Odo kept his eyes firmly on Hann and kept silent.

			“Then came the Templars, and ye have business with them, not typical business, it is more than that, much more, ye have a complex relationship with them. Nay, ye were not just a herdsman, but ye were becoming my friend. To me, then ye were just Odo.”

			Charlotte edged closer to Odo and slid her hand into his. She felt him tremble. 

			Hann took a deep breath, turned from the view, and made eye contact with him. “Aye, the bishop’s court… and I knew ye were more, a lot more than Herdsman Odo, and ye had almost outgrown our friendship, fer I know not who my friend is. Then I learn ye are Baron Odo Brus, Lord of Mellester Manor… I asked myself, who is this man?” Hann suddenly laughed. “Then here, at Dover Castle, I see with my own eyes, Queen Eleanor of England having a social chat with ye. Did ye not see how the other guests were moved away so she could talk privately with ye?” Hann turned his gaze from Odo to Charlotte and back again. “That isn’t happenstance. Again, I question who is Odo? But milord, does it even matter? Let me tell ye what is important, not just to me but also to others. What ye have done to help people… yer generosity and kindness. Ye were never a herdsman, nay, ye were always a lord, and it should be so. What I know is ye have my allegiance and fealty, and with that allegiance comes my loyalty, I will die fer ye, Lord Odo, fer never have I seen a man so worthy…. This is why I call ye, Milord. Not because I must, fer me, it is a title earned.”

			Charlotte wiped her eyes. Hann’s little speech was moving, and she’d never heard anyone express themselves like that to anyone. Even Odo’s eyes glistened. 

			Charlotte released Odo’s hand as he straightened and squared his shoulders. Both men faced each other, and then Odo spread his arms and embraced Hann. It didn’t take long before Odo’s back heaved.

			Hann held him tightly.

			Charlotte could only watch. Odo’s reaction came as no surprise to her as this was the first time anyone had spoken to him in such a way, and it was something he needed. It was both affirmative and supporting. Odo had kept his feelings cloistered, hidden, and through all the recent changes in his life, he maintained control over his emotions and never allowed them to break free. 

			Through tears that now ran freely down her cheeks, she felt the power of the love and joy she had for her husband, for the man she not only adored but was also her best friend. She was grateful and also acknowledged that her opinion of Hann had also changed.

			They separated and just looked at each other. Charlotte knew then that something between them had altered too, and both men had created a bond based on mutual respect. She dabbed at her eyes and could see the big man had also been moved. 

			Odo coughed and cleared his throat. “Hann, ye are a Marquis, and a noble, as far as titles go, we are equal.”

			Hann shook his head. “Nay, fer I was given title on my father’s death. Ye, Milord, earned yer title.”

			“Come,” said Charlotte, “Food and drink await.”

			Chapter Eleven

			It came as no surprise to receive a missive from Bishop Laninga. Bishop Schafer thought of him as a mentor, as he had studied under him for quite some time. Through his sphere of influence, Bishop Laninga had seen promise in the young priest and ensured rapid advancements for him within the Church. His recommendations and standing had worked wonders, and Hamlin Schafer’s career had blossomed.

			Bishop Schafer was in his cathedral in Exeter and began reading the lengthy document with interest. It wasn’t unexpected, and Bishop Laninga explained to him in Kent that he would be in contact with him. Again, Bishop Laninga offered heartfelt congratulations for his new position and wished him well, but the missive took a decidedly unexpected turn when Utrecht’s bishop began to outline the relationship he had with Bishop Immers and his unforeseen and most unfortunate death.

			Bishop Schafer was a thorough man, and he had diligently learned as much as he could about the diocese of Exeter in the short time since his new appointment. He’d come to understand that Bishop Immers was plagued by the young herdsman from Mellester Manor and been unfairly thwarted by King Henry and some of his lords when the Church sought to administer its authority through non-secular judicial processes. 

			As Bishop Laninga explained, Mellester’s Lord Odo Brus, as he now calls himself, is guilty of many crimes, including murder. King Henry had used trickery to subvert the Bishop’s Court to ensure the herdsman was not judged and punished for his crimes against God and the Church. Utrecht’s bishop added that he felt the king had been deceived by him as well.

			Another interesting detail outlined in the message was a warning. Simply stated, Bishop Laninga urged Bishop Schafer to heed the Templars and avoid arousing their scrutiny. He wrote that the Knights Templar might be a scourge on Christendom, but their covert dominance and power should not be ignored. Through their limitless wealth, they had the ear of the Pope, and he nearly always took a favourable position on any recommendations made by them. 

			Bishop Schafer placed the missive on the table, leaned back in his chair and placed his steepled hands beneath his chin. Mellester Manor, Falls Ende, Odo Brus, he thought. Why is it that this man has caused so much angst? How can one man, an illiterate herdsman, invoke the support of the King of England and the Church’s own Templars?

			If he, as Exeter’s new bishop, was to honour Bishop Immers’ legacy, then he had a duty to pursue justice. Could he challenge Odo Brus and the Knights Templar – and succeed? He felt a twinge of fear.

			Odo and Charlotte were seated and faced Queen Eleanor in a small private chamber inside Dover Castle. Both were extremely nervous. While the queen was cordial, she was reserved, and Odo believed, quite intelligent and astute. 

			“Not all the information I have is what I heard from yer father,” began the queen after welcoming pleasantries. “I heard stories and accounts from different people, and I made up my mind, and through what little I knew, I could piece together what happened to him and my family.” She took a deep breath and made eye contact with Odo.

			“It began with a duel about a disagreement over a woman, my sister Josceline. As was told to me, a chevalier from a noble and powerful family in Burgundy challenged Odo Brus to a contest. Yer father selected a most unconventional weapon, a bow. Rules were established, and the duel took place beneath the walls of Château de Caen….” Queen Eleanor paused as if recounting the story brought back forgotten memories of her childhood at the château.

			“Fergive me.” She smiled at Odo and continued. “Again, as told to me, the rules stated that neither man could move until each had released a single arrow.”

			Enthralled, Odo leaned forward.

			“The chevalier let loose his arrow first and missed. Yer father, who was using a Welsh longbow, aimed carefully, and his arrow flew true. The chevalier moved, and the arrow missed.”

			“Then he fouled?” Odo questioned.

			Queen Eleanor nodded. “Indeed. But then the chevalier cast insult to Josceline… my sister,” she said in a whisper. 

			Odo and Charlotte waited for her to continue.

			“Yer father took offence at the public slur and was enraged. In a blink of an eye, he grabbed another arrow and struck the chevalier over the heart. He died moments later.”

			Odo leaned back in his chair and scratched his head. “Who was the chevalier? Do ye know his name?”

			Queen Eleanor nodded. “I will never forget… Jean Courteney.”

			Odo’s eyes opened wide, and he shot to his feet. “Courteney? Can ye be sure, Yer Majesty?”

			Queen Eleanor recoiled at Odo’s sudden movement. “Please,” she cautioned.

			Odo sat. “Fergive me, Yer Majesty, it just that…er….”

			“What he is trying to say, Yer Majesty,” Charlotte spoke. “Is that chevalier, Jean Courteney, related to Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney?”

			This time it was Queen Eleanor who rose from her chair. She clutched a delicate foulard and toyed with it nervously with her hands. After a moment, she turned to Odo and Charlotte and nodded. “Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney is the sister of Jean Courteney. How is it that ye have come by this name?”

			Odo explained the attempt on his life as Queen Eleanor returned to her seat. She listened and asked a question or two. “And both men, the assassins, are dead?” she asked.

			“Aye.”

			“The bow as an instrument of yer death is important. Ye see, the story of my father’s death is linked to this, and it’s all about revenge, and to the Courteney’s, the bow is symbolic. It’s how they killed my father.”

			“Revenge?” Odo asked.

			Queen Eleanor told of how her father, William X, was murdered shortly after the duel by an archer assassin and was killed by a single arrow. Soon afterwards, Odo Brus and Josceline were threatened with their lives, and rather than perpetuate even more killing, the young couple fled to Scotland.

			“This is terrible,” Charlotte stated, and she shook her head.

			“Ye think this is terrible?” the Queen snapped. “Terrible, ye say?”

			Charlotte looked down. “I’m sorry, Yer Majesty, I spoke before thinking.”

			Odo was stunned. The Queen’s composure faltered. 

			Queen Eleanor leaned forward; her voice had changed and taken an edge. “What I have imparted to ye both is what I have been told. What I have not spoken of is the worst. Fer that is yet to come, and m’dear Charlotte, while ye say it is terrible, then oh, it is, but what comes next is beyond terrible, it disgusts and repulses me.”

			Charlotte wanted to be sick.

			Odo leaned forward with his head in his hands. Charlotte was wiping her eyes, and Queen Eleanor was in no better condition and dabbed at tears with her foulard.

			“How can someone slay women and children?” Odo said, his voice barely above a whisper. He looked up. “I had a brother and a sister? Sometimes I dream of feeling helpless and laying in between rocks….” He shook his head to free his mind of the revelations and confusion. “My emotions are tangled fer I feel guilt fer having shown disrespect to my father, and then fer all he did fer me and what he suffered through. That poor man.”

			Queen Eleanor’s look softened. “What I have just explained comes from the very words yer father said to me, Odo. He told me everything. But this tragic tale doesn’t end there, oh no.”

			Queen Eleanor recounted what she’d heard and how Odo Brus discovered who was responsible for the brutal death of Josceline and their two children. It was Count Albert Courteney, the father of Chevalier Jean, and how he’d instructed his two remaining sons to kill the entire family of Odo Brus. Odo found both Courteney sons at a tournament in Toulouse and slew them both, she added but omitted to tell Odo and Charlotte how she had directed Odo Brus to Toulouse. In despair at losing his three sons, Count Courteney had leapt to his death shortly after Odo visited him in Burgundy. The torment and anguish he felt were too much. His titles and vast landholdings were inherited by his last remaining descendant, Gisela.

			“I just don’t know what to say,” Odo stated. “What I have learned breaks my heart, and now I feel I understand so much. I still have many unanswered questions, Yer Majesty, and someone may have answers fer me. I want to know how I ended up in Mellester….”  

			“And Odo, ye are still in peril,” Charlotte reminded him. “The countess almost took yer life only days ago.” 

			“Aye, at least we know why, but how to stop and put an end to it,” Odo asked. “Yer Majesty, are ye familiar with Countess Gisela? Do ye know what she is like?”

			“Aye, I know what she is like, and I am pleased to say I do not hold her friendship. She is an unpleasant, harsh woman with little or no compassion or feelings. She has wealth and lands, but she covets power.”

			“Then talking to her will achieve little?” Odo asked.

			“It may cost ye yer life,” answered the queen. “But now, Odo, please tell me more of yerself and life, fer as my nephew I know ye not. How did ye come to meet Charlotte and become baron?”

			Odo and Charlotte walked from their meeting with Queen Eleanor in a daze. What they’d both come to understand was astonishing. Odo’s father had endured and sacrificed so much, making him feel sad. 

			“Charlotte, when next I meet the Templars, I will ask them to tell me more about my father and what he was like. I’m sure there must be people still alive who knew him.”

			“I think ye should,” Charlotte replied. “But first, methinks we should find Hann, he needs to know what we learned about Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney.”

			Before they could look for Hann, a Page ran breathlessly up to them. “Milord, Milady,” he dipped his head in respect. “King Henry requests the pleasure of yer company, Baron Odo.”

			“Me?” Odo asked with disbelief.

			“Aye, milord, but only ye,” added the young boy.

			“Now?” 

			“Aye, milord, follow me, please.”

			Odo gave Charlotte a look, shrugged and followed the young Page.

			“Baron Odo, it seems ye look more suited to the role of Lord of Mellester Manor than when I saw ye last,” stated King Henry. He took a sip of wine from a goblet and grinned.

			Beside him sat Sir Hyde and a couple of other men he didn’t recognise. They were in a chamber on the other side of the castle from where they had met the queen.

			Bent at the waist, Odo bowed, straightened, and met the king’s gaze. “Yer Majesty, Mellester has some fine tailors, next time ye visit with us, I can introduce ye to them,” he returned the king’s smile, only to hear the room erupt in laughter.

			“It appears Baron Odo Brus feels ye could be better attired, sire,” commented one of the men.

			The King laughed again. 

			“Nay, fer I didn’t mean that–”

			“Everything is well, Baron Odo, please be seated. We need to have a frank discussion, and I am eager to learn how ye have taken to being Mellester’s lord. Are ye managing?”

			Odo spared Sir Hyde a quick look, and he received a wink in reply. “Yer Majesty, Mellester is recovering from the murrain and Saint Anthony’s Fire. Early crops are bountiful, people have food, and we are busy planning for a busy harvest.”

			King Henry nodded. “Aye, and that is what I hear too. Well done. But there is more, is this not so? Ye have a mill, I believe.”

			Again, Odo looked at Sir Hyde, and he gave a subtle nod of encouragement. “Aye, the mill is finally in operation, testing was completed days ago, and even now, as we speak, grain is being ground.”

			“Then I commend ye,” the king stated. “But what is this I hear about yer prices?”

			Odo felt his cheeks redden. “Yer Majesty, I believe the mill can operate more profitably if I buy the grain from the farmer rather than take a miller’s toll. This way, I can more easily control the prices and keep the price of flour low so villagers can afford to buy it. It was my idea, and if I have done wrong, then it is me, no one else is responsible.” 

			The king nodded and looked thoughtful. “Let me know how yer idea works, fer I am interested in the outcome.” He raised a hand and pointed at Odo. “Ye, surprise me, nephew,” he laughed, but then his face turned serious. “It has been brought to my attention that an attempt was made on yer life while ye journeyed here. What can ye tell me of this?”

			Odo recounted how he was ambushed and lucky to be alive if not for Hann.

			“But the arrow struck ye, on yer chest, how was it ye weren’t wounded or killed?”

			Odo grinned. “Hann had me don chainmail. He had another knight take his off, I put it on and put a cape over it so it couldn’t be seen.” 

			Everyone bellowed in laughter.

			“When the arrow first struck Hann, it lost force and couldn’t penetrate the chainmail, Yer Majesty,” Odo added. 

			“Then we all have Hann Masey to thank, eh? Do ye know who was behind it, Odo?” asked Sir Hyde.

			“Aye, milord, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney from Burgundy.”

			King Henry immediately straightened in his chair. 

			“Ye know of her, Sire?” Sir Hyde asked.

			“Aye, a petty wretch of a woman, but I cannot intercede in this. Ye must deal with this as ye see fit, fer if I become involved, this will only antagonise France more. It is most unfortunate, though. Exercise caution Odo, fer she is a clever spiteful woman.”

			“As ye command, Yer Majesty.”

			“As Lord of the Manor, there are times when ye are required to enforce the peace. Those decisions fall squarely on yer shoulders, fer Sir Hyde and I have no need to become embroiled with trivial local matters. In this case with Gisela Courteney, and certainly it’s not trivial, I cannot become involved.”

			The King repositioned himself on his oversized chair. “Now then, I have a few questions. Tell me, how many Knights can ye offer me?”

			Odo thought quickly. He and Hann had discussed this in detail. “Thirty.”

			King Henry raised his eyebrows, “Only thirty? It seems low.” He turned to Sir Hyde, who looked equally surprised.

			“There are some aged knights who are not suitable to fight, Yer Majesty. Others have injuries that limit their abilities.”

			“Who then is yer marshal?” asked the king with a single raised eyebrow.

			Odo was fully prepared, and Hann had told him the king would want to know details. “Marquis Hann Masey, Yer Majesty.”

			“He, Marquis Hann Masey, has become yer marshal?” King Henry questioned.

			“Aye,” Odo confirmed.

			“Ye have the luck of the Irish, er Scottish,” laughed the king and then shook his head in disbelief. “How is it that ye, who was a herdsman not that long ago, is now Lord of the Manor and have such a fine respected warrior, who is also a Frank noble as yer marshal? But then, I’m also told that the famed Irish fili, Cathal is also yer advisor and confidante.” King Henry turned to Sir Hyde, “Careful, or Baron Odo Brus will take over Ridgley Manor next.”

			“I asked him, and he accepted Yer Majesty. But ye know of Cathal?”

			“There isn’t a knight between here and the holy lands that doesn’t know of Cathal. He is renowned for many things, most of which are his abilities as a healer and his philosophies.” King Henry nodded in approval. “You’ve done well nephew, and I admire the depths of yer persuasion, and if Hann Masey says he can only present thirty knights, then I acknowledge that.”

			“Yer Majesty, we will have another ten by year-end,” Odo added.

			“Very good, that is more like it. Now, Baron Odo, I am concerned fer the safety of England, and it is a constant source of worriment fer me. Ye have seen this wonderful castle, impressive, is it not?”

			Odo nodded enthusiastically and wondered where this conversation was headed.

			“England’s defences lay in her isolation, but free from invasion, we are not. Our coastline helps, but it isn’t enough, that is why I’m spending frivolously on Dover Castle. I need, England needs, better defences in strategic locations. Mellester Manor happens to be a strategic location.”

			Odo swallowed. 

			King Henry leaned forward and stared intently at him. “I need ye to build a castle.” 

			Chapter Twelve

			The door had barely closed after Odo’s departure when Sir Hyde turned to King Henry. “Ye knew, did ye not? Ye knew Hann Masey was Odo’s marshal. That is why ye asked him to build a castle?”

			King Henry looked sheepish, then smiled at his advisor. “Aye, it is my business to know what happens in my realm. Amé Masey was one of France’s best designers of castles, and his son knows a lot more about castles than he lets on.” The king grinned. “And I’d wager a tankard of mead that Hann Masey will see it done.”

			Sir Hyde shook his head. “And where will Odo find the coin? Ye know how costly it is, fer this castle does not just build itself.”

			“Aye, but again, I have belief. That young man is clever. Did ye hear what he is doing with his mill and the prices? He has abilities, and ye and I will do what we can to assist him,” replied the king.

			“Young Odo has enough to contend with, sire. Is this burden not too much? His lands are not large enough, and he can’t possibly earn enough in tithes and rent to pay fer a castle,” responded Sir Hyde.

			“Aye, and I agree with ye, but that will change,” he smiled at his old friend.

			“Then ye know something I do not?” Sir Hyde pressed with a grin of his own.

			“I will say nothing at this time, but I ask ye to keep yer eyes open. Think of this as a test.”

			“Fer whom? Odo or me?”

			King Henry laughed.

			“He said what?” glared Hann.

			“King Henry wants a castle in Mellester Manor,” Odo repeated.

			“And ye said?”

			“I told him we’d build two castles, one at the manor and another by Falls Ende,” Odo replied with a straight face.

			Hann looked shocked.

			“Hann, I jest. But King Henry asks that I build a castle. What was I to say? Sorry, Yer Majesty…”

			“And why do ye think he asked that this castle be at Mellester Manor?” Hann questioned.

			“Fer two reasons. Firstly, he said that Mellester’s location was perfect fer defences.”

			Hann nodded in agreement. “Aye, he is correct. And the other?”

			Odo leaned forward so no one could overhear. “Because he is cunning?” 

			“Cunning?”

			“Why else? Because I believe he knows ye are my marshal, and as ye have told me, yer father has designed many a castle. I believe the king knows this. What other reason could there be?”

			Hann scratched at something on his neck. “Yer argument is sound.”

			“Aye, but where to find the coin.” 

			Charlotte had been listening. “The king knows castles are expensive to build, so he must believe there is a way fer Odo to do it.”

			Hann nodded. “I think the same.”

			Odo explained what he’d learned about Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney and informed Hann why she wanted him dead. 

			“And all this because of yer father?” he asked.

			“Aye, a feud that goes back years,” Odo added.

			“But Hann, Odo will be in danger from her for the rest of his life,” reminded Charlotte, “I don’t want to live in fear. What can be done?”

			Hann nodded. “I will have to think on this carefully. Can King Henry or Sir Hyde help?”

			Odo shook his head, “Nay, fer he says that his involvement could affect the peace between France and England. I have to find a solution myself.”

			“Do not speak to anyone about the countess, milord. She has more power and wealth than ye, and now she knows of ye and Mellester; her spies could lurk anywhere and send word to her. Aye, we must act, but how? I know not.”

			The next few days were spent enjoying the festivities and socializing with King Henry and Queen Eleanor’s guests. On a few occasions, Odo and Charlotte made only polite conversation with the king and queen, and they were now preparing to return home to Mellester. Odo was in the stables taking care of Amica when a disturbance made him step out of the stall, and he saw Queen Eleanor with the guards inspecting the horses. He knew she had a love of horses, and he wasn’t surprised to see her in the stables. 

			As she approached, he bowed his head. “Yer Majesty,” he greeted.

			“Baron Odo, it is early, and why is it ye are here mucking out the stables? Have ye not spoken to the ostler?” she queried.

			“If it were so easy,” Odo replied and pointed to Amica. “This handsome stallion does not have a friendly nature and has killed people. Fer some reason, he trusts and offers me no ill will.”

			Queen Eleanor stepped closer to see better. When she saw the stallion, she paused and quickly brought a hand to her mouth.

			“Yer Majesty, are ye troubled?” Odo asked.

			She took a step closer to the stall, stared at Amica, and turned to face Odo. “I had a horse just like this once, and I gave it away… Do ye know to whom?” she asked.

			Odo shook his head. 

			“To yer father.”

			Odo was taken back. “Then he had a good eye fer horses,” he replied.

			“How did ye come by him?”

			“He belonged to Sir Wystan, the son of Sir William Ainsley, then Lord of Mellester Manor, Yer Majesty. When Sir Wystan died, they would kill him because he was wild and dangerous. Fer some reason, he liked and allowed me to handle him, so Sir Gweir gave him to me. But he is still quarrelsome with strangers and only allows a few people to go near or handle him.”

			Queen Eleanor nodded, “Then he could be the offspring, the son, or grandson of the horse I gave yer father.”

			Odo looked at Amica and smiled. 

			The queen went on her way, and Odo felt a little closer to his father.

			“Fare thee well? Fer it has been some time since I spoke with ye last,” came the deep, resonant voice.

			Odo and Charlotte turned quickly. Standing a short distance behind them stood an imposing knight. He wore a white surcoat with a bold red cross on the front. Odo recognized him immediately but fought to recall his name. “Greetings, Sir, er, Sir… William.” It came to him. It was the Templar knight who’d helped him and changed his life. “Charlotte, do ye recall, Sir William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke?”

			Sir William smiled and stepped closer to them both.

			“Sir William, a pleasure to see ye again,” Charlotte responded.

			He didn’t respond to her. “It pleases me to see ye both here as the king’s guests.” He kept his face turned to Odo. “Ye have done yer father and us proud Odo, and ye have fared well.” He smiled warmly then his expression changed. “I have been asked to pass on a message to you of caution.” Sir William casually looked around to see who could overhear him. He lowered his voice. “There are forces at play that seek to undermine ye, Odo. Do not disregard Exeter’s new bishop, fer he is corrupt and cares not but fer himself. He does Christianity a disservice and conspires against ye with another.”

			“Bishop Schafer and another, milord?”

			“Aye, fer ye know him only too well, Bishop Laninga, of Utrecht, who ye have met.”

			Odo felt a chill as he recalled seeing Bishop Immers and Bishop Laninga seated at the Bishops Court scowling at him. “Aye, it surprises me not. But why would they continue to cause me ill will, fer I have done nothing….”

			Sir William leaned down. “Odo, Laninga believes ye killed two men in Frisia. We know ye didn’t, but Bishop Laninga is under pressure to punish the person responsible. It is easier fer him to point his finger at ye. This isn’t about justice, it’s about Bishop Laninga appeasing the people who support him. He must be seen to take action to punish those responsible. He cares not if ye are innocent, nay, fer that is the way of the man.”

			“He was a tall, dark-complexioned knight. I saw him, we both witnessed him push the farmer, didn’t we, Charlotte?”

			“Aye, Odo has done no wrong, milord,” Charlotte reiterated. 

			Sir William continued to ignore Charlotte. 

			“Aye, Odo, fear not. We know what happened. But tread carefully, fer Bishop Schafer is well acquainted with Bishop Laninga.”

			“Sir William, the king hails fer ye!” shouted a voice.

			“I must go. Take care, Odo Brus.” He spun and walked away.

			Sir Warwick was inspecting the work of his men. They’d been toiling hard in the sun for days. He knew that the undertaking was gruelling and arduous, but they were making good progress. He was happy and voiced his pleasure to his reeve. 

			“When do ye think we can begin?” asked Sir Warwick.

			“Ohh, well then, I don’t know exactly milord, perhaps in a few days, eh,” he replied. “When we reach that tree,” he pointed a dirty hand, “we can go back and breakthrough; nature will do its work fer us.”

			Sir Warwick nodded. “I want it ready in two days. Two days, ye can’t delay.”

			The reeve looked at the ground and kicked at a piece of sod. “I’ll need to speak to the master carpenter an’ give ’im a hurry up, milord.”

			“See ye do, reeve,” Sir Warwick ordered. He looked around the countryside and saw three of his knights riding some distance away around a loose perimeter of the hamlet, and he knew he’d need to increase their presence considerably. 

			Wadenham’s lord was aware that he didn’t have much time. He’d been told that Odo Brus would be returning from Dover castle and was expected back in Mellester in seven to ten days. If his plan was going to impact Mellester, he had to have everything ready soon. “Carry on, reeve.”

			Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney was quite disturbed. She should have heard back from Chevalier Guiot Thibaut and the archer, Jehan, but still hadn’t heard anything. She’d had someone in South Hamtun, and most, fortunately, they had reported back to her but could offer no helpful information. As far as she was concerned, Odo Brus remained alive, and the chevalier and archer failed. She knew that word would have quickly spread if a lord had been killed. Oh, yes, she’d heard other snippets of news about Odo Brus. Mellester Manor required a steward and freemen. 

			She paced backwards and forwards in her chamber in growing frustration and tried to solve a vexing problem. If the archer had made an attempt on Odo Brus’s life and failed, he’d now be forewarned and be extra vigilant. This made her task even more difficult. 

			She considered poison. Some mysterious men and sorcerers claimed they could blend toxic potions and kill anyone. Another option was to send chevaliers, decimate the manor, and raise it to the ground, but again she discarded that notion, for King Louis would be infuriated when he found out. She stopped pacing as her ankles caused her pain and returned to her chair.

			“I have been thinking of this woman, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney, milord,” began Hann when they stopped to water their horses.

			Odo sat beneath a tree and still wore the chainmail he found irritating and cumbersome. Complain as he might, Hann refused to relent and insisted he wore the mail until they arrived back in Mellester. He turned to Hann.

			“There is no easy way,” he shook his head. “Charlotte is right, and ye will both be living in fear if nothing is done. It has to stop.”

			“Agreed, and how?”

			“Ah, therein lays the question.” Hann picked up a small stick and fidgeted with it. “Once we return to Mellester, I will depart with twenty-five knights and ride fer Burgundy. It needs to be a powerful force, and I will seek an audience with the countess.”

			Odo turned to Charlotte, whose mouth dropped open. He turned back to Hann.

			“As Marquis Hann Masey, there is no reason to believe she knows who my liege lord is, and I can only hope it remains so. When I meet, then I will confront her and challenge this pointless vendetta and demand her oath to end it.”

			“And if she doesn’t agree?” Odo asked.

			Hann snapped the stick he played with, lifted his head and faced Odo. “Then I will kill her.” 

			Odo recoiled. “Uh, is that the only choice ye have?”

			“Do ye have another notion?”

			Odo looked at the ground at his feet and thought carefully. “Charlotte, what say ye? I do not want to see people killed, and before I knew of what the Courteney’s had done to my family, I would have easily said nay. But now, after what we learned from Queen Eleanor that her father was also assassinated by the count… I am of a second mind. Both of us are targets,” Odo inhaled deeply, “and so will our children be. If the countess is dead, then there is no one else who can continue this foolish notion of revenge.”

			Charlotte eased herself to her feet. “Odo, I believe in ye; if ye think this is right, I support ye, but I do not want to see any innocent people die because of this blood feud.”

			Both Hann and Odo nodded. 

			“Aye, can ye do this without killing others?” Odo asked.

			Hann shook his head. “Nay, fer if I kill her, then guards and chevaliers loyal to the countess will try to capture or kill me. This is why I take twenty-five knights with me, and they will protect me if we are pursued afterwards.”

			“Could they then come to Mellester?” Charlotte asked.

			“Nay, fer this is, as Odo said, a blood feud, they will not have the coin or power to do that. If she dies, then it ends.”

			“What say ye, Cathal? Will ye ride with Hann?” Odo asked.

			Cathal was seated nearby and hadn’t contributed to the conversation. “If ye seek only death….” He shrugged. “Then there is no place for me.”

			“My father suffered. My mother, brother and sister were slain because of this woman and her family. No one here knows what he endured, and this bitterness has gone on fer years. I do not seek her death unless it brings an end to the feud,” reinforced Odo.

			Cathal nodded and looked away as he considered his words carefully because he knew what he said next would impact Odo. “Master Odo, I know how much yer father suffered, and I know the goodness of his heart….”

			“What say ye? What do ye talk about?”

			“I met yer father–”

			“In Mellester as Priest Oswald,” Odo responded.

			Cathal shook his head. “Nay, as a Templar Knight, it was long past.”

			Odo’s eyebrows furrowed. “Ye have never said this before.”

			“Because, Master Odo, there was no reason. I knew the time would come when I would tell ye of this, fer when I did, then it would be important to ye, and ye might listen.”

			Hann and Charlotte looked on and waited for him to continue. 

			“Yer father was a man of virtue… I was just a boy but remember him well. He lay injured… his thigh….” Cathal looked out into the distance. “He nearly died because the wound had festered and was corrupt. My mother saved his leg, fer they were going to take it. I think he would have died if not fer her.”

			Odo was spellbound. Cathal’s voice was silky smooth, and he spoke plainly.

			“Sometime later, and I know not how long, I met him again. He lay beside a stream and lost his wakeful mind. He suffered from many wounds that festered, but only one wound was visible, and again, he would have died. He was no longer a Templar, but he’d suffered more than any man ever should. The torment and hurt were there for all to see, the pain he endured…. Fer Master Odo, the second time I saw him was after yer mother, brother and sister were slaughtered. He lived only fer one reason, and no other – to keep ye alive.”

			Odo hadn’t moved; he was transfixed and stared at Cathal. 

			Cathal turned to Hann. “I will come with ye, but know that I do not support killing. I know of this countess but have met her not. It is unlikely she will agree to a peaceful truce, but ye must try. If she and others who attack ye are killed in defence, then that is the way.”

			“Then ye support having her killed?” Odo asked.

			Cathal turned to face him. “If her death saves other innocent lives…” he nodded. “Aye, I do.”

			Odo hadn’t moved. “Cathal, can we speak more on my father when we return to Mellester? I have much to ask.”

			Cathal nodded. “Aye, fer I know this is to help ye.”

			“And I approve of Hann’s plan,” Odo stated. “How soon can ye be on yer way?”

			Chapter Thirteen

			Miller Lucan wiped the sweat from his brow with a dirty cloth. He’d been working hard, and the new mill was performing splendidly and functioning as it should. When the mill was designed, the millwright had strongly urged Odo and Sir Hyde to purchase and install a larger millstone than usual because the water flow from the river had sufficient power to turn a heavier grindstone. Although more costly, it was agreed, and now Miller Lucan was enjoying the benefits of a larger stone and a higher yield. However, the downside was it was more work because they could grind more grain. 

			Farmers from nearby manors were already arriving with wagonloads of wheat, and the storehouse was beginning to fill. Reeve Petrus had his men smooth land behind the village and started creating a road as Odo instructed. Already cruck homes were being built, along with another Inn, and there was talk that some merchants were keen to develop and set up shoppe. Mellester Manor was thriving and expanding quickly, primarily because of the Falls Ende mill. Miller Lucan, his woman Gatty and their sons, were already working tirelessly, and Reeve Petrus began searching for additional people to assist him. Unusually, no one was available. Mellester was growing, and he needed homes to attract freemen.

			Odo had a multitude of tasks to do once he and Charlotte returned to Mellester. With no steward, the manor’s reckonings fell to Charlotte. Steward Baldric had explained as much as he could how the system of reckoning the manor’s coin and receiving rents worked before returning to Ridgley Manor, but she couldn’t be expected to do it all. 

			Lord Odo had called for his knights and was nervous. This would be the first time he had summoned his liegemen and was curious to know how they’d react when he informed them he required their skills. Hann assured him all would be well.

			However, not all was well in Wadenham. Sir Warwick’s men had encountered difficulty when they struck rock. It was unexpected and unfortunate, explained Wadenham’s reeve to Sir Warwick. 

			Sir Warwick looked distressed. “When will ye be ready?” he barked.

			“Two or three days at most, milord. We make progress, and it won’t be long now,” he assured.

			

		

Sir Warwick harumphed and stomped away. He knew that Herdsman Odo would probably retaliate against him, but he wanted to inflict as much damage as possible on him before then. Wadenham’s lord prepared as best he could and spoke to friends, other knights and lords he knew well, and many believed as he did that Odo Brus had cleverly deceived King Henry and had no legitimate claim to the noble title or lands conferred to him.

			The good news came later, on the following day, when Sir Warwick heard that Odo had called for his knights, and they would depart Mellester for an unknown destination. Twenty-five knights reasoned Wadenham’s lord. That was a considerable force. The summons had not come from the king, so he was intrigued about what Odo was up to. However, this new development fitted perfectly into his plans. It was a Godsend.

			He wandered over to inspect the work of his men and was in a cheery mood. “How fare ye, reeve?” he asked with a smile.

			Along with the assistance of a horse, the reeve was helping to manhandle a large boulder away. He looked up. “I’ll be happy when this work is done, milord.” 

			“Not long to go, eh?”

			“Maybe on the morrow, milord.”

			Sir Warwick walked away whistling. 

			Sir Dain would act as marshal in Hann’s absence. Although Mellester only had about five available knights they could call on in the unlikely event they were needed. Odo was reassured five knights could cope with most emergencies until Hann returned.

			There was a sense of excitement as twenty-five knights and squires departed Mellester. Hann kept the details of their mission and their destination a secret, which added some mystery and drama to the occasion. 

			Odo and Charlotte stood outside and waved farewell to the departing knights, and Odilia stood tearfully beside her sister. She’d said goodbye to Hann amongst a flutter of emotions, and he promised to return as quickly as possible. Noticeably missing was Odo’s standard, as Hann felt it best that they were not identified before arriving in Burgundy. 

			“I hope we have made the right decision, Odo,” said Charlotte once the last knight rode down the carriageway and was out of sight. 

			Odo exhaled. “I bear the responsibility of their wellbeing and fer their families too. If one man dies, then his family will be affected fer ever. I trust Hann, Charlotte, but not Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney.” He placed his arm around her and turned to enter the manor. 

			Odo walked through the village every day and spoke to merchants and peasants, and he felt it gave him a sense of how the people were feeling – their mood. It had felt awkward at first; however, the people of Mellester had not outwardly shown him anything but respect and acceptance as Mellester’s new lord. Yes, a few were stand-offish and felt he’d grown too big for his britches and was high’n mighty, but even those folk had calmed down. Mellester was recovering from the devastation of the murrain and Saint Anthony’s Fire, and if people had coin, they were happy.

			  He’d stopped by to say hello to Cheesemaker Gerald and just left his shoppe when he heard a shout.

			“Milord! Milord!”

			The men-at-arms near Odo tensed. They’d been told to be extra vigilant as an attempt had been made on Lord Odo’s life. 

			“Milord!” cried the reeve. 

			“Reeve Petrus, what has ye in such a lather, eh?”

			The reeve looked flustered when he stepped up. “Tis the river Eks, it has slowed, and there isn’t enough water flow to turn the mill.”

			“Nay, it cannot be. While we enjoy summer and the river is low, the flow is aplenty,” stated Odo. “Is the wheel faulty?”

			“Come, look fer yerself.”

			Odo and the reeve approached the Falls Ende mill with the men-at-arms following close behind. Miller Lucan stood outside with his hands on hips, shaking his head.

			“Milord, this is most confounding, fer I understand it not. The water level has dropped,” Miller Lucan said.

			Odo stepped up and looked down into the river. He knew its temperament and personality more than anyone, and sure enough, just as the miller said, the water level was noticeably lower. “I’ve never seen this before, and wh-what has happened?” he asked.

			Reeve Petrus shrugged. 

			“Reeve, take a horse from the stable and follow the river upstream. Find out the cause.”

			“Aye, milord, I will do.”

			“How long can ye wait before ye can’t accept any more grain?” Odo asked.

			Miller Lucan rubbed his shiny scalp and considered his reply. “Oh, I’d say, if the river hasn’t returned to normal, then in two or three days, milord, then I’ll have to turn them away.”

			“Aye, as I thought. Is there another way to turn the wheel, horses or…?”

			“Nay, not this mill. Is the river or nothing,” replied the miller.

			“The moment something changes, send word to me, Miller Lucan.”

			“As ye command, milord.” The miller dipped his head in respect as Odo walked away.

			Gilo Lavigne departed Ridgley Manor the day before and walked towards Mellester Manor. After exactly fifteen-thousand paces, he stopped, searched for a suitable location and spent the night beneath a tree. The following morning, just as the sun was rising, he set out and, by habit, counted the paces. It wasn’t a conscious effort to tally how many steps he walked, his mind did it of its own volition, and all he had to do was think of how many steps he’d walked, and the solution would come to mind. Of course, everything depended on maintaining a consistent stride, which he always attempted.

			 

			He was told by Steward Baldric how far Mellester was from Ridgley Manor. In a blink of an eye, Gilo calculated the distance in paces, then walked precisely half the distance before resting for the night. Ridgley’s steward had been reasonably accurate surmised Gilo because he counted fourteen-thousand nine-hundred and seventy-seven paces before he set foot in Mellester. 

			Gilo paused at the corner of the main road, beside a church, and looked towards his right, at the carriageway leading up to the manor, at about one hundred and twenty paces away. He repositioned the leather bag slung over his shoulder and set off. One… two… three.…

			A scullery maid informed Odo that a young man was in the great hall to see him. He’d come here on the express orders of Steward Baldric and Sir Hyde.

			“A Steward?” Odo stated with a measure of hope.

			Charlotte grinned, “We need some good news.”

			Gilo was admitted into the great hall and told to wait for Mellester’s Lord, Baron Odo. Since he had to wait, Gilo walked the length of the great hall and found it interesting, but probably not a coincidence, that the interior length of the hall, not including the dais, was exactly ten paces. To verify, he walked back.

			After a brief wait, a man-at-arms appeared, followed by a man and a woman he believed was the Lord and Lady of Mellester. The guard stood close enough to the lord to remind anyone of his presence as they sat.

			‘Hale to ye!” Odo shouted across the hall. “Come closer, I won’t bite ye.”

			Gilo walked exactly eight paces, stopped, bowed in respect, and looked at Odo with a smile. “Milord, I am Gilo Lavigne and have come at the bequest of Steward Baldric and Sir Hyde of Ridgley Manor.” He lowered his bag to the ground and fumbled inside for the message given to him by the Steward. 

			The man-at-arms oversaw his every move.

			“Milord, I was given this message to give to ye. May I approach?”

			The man-at-arms stepped forward, took the message and handed it to Odo.

			Odo read the document, grinned and handed it to Charlotte. “Sir Hyde says ye are gifted with knowing numbers and familiar with the reckonings for a manor, Gilo.”

			“Aye, milord, I find numbers and reckonings comforting and familiar.”

			“Then this is a first, fer ye are the only person I have ever met who feels that way,” laughed Odo. “Then ye have worked in a manor as a steward?”

			Gilo paused a moment. “Milord, I learned the craft of a steward and went to work at Bellham Rise when the steward suffered an injury. Everyone thought he would die, milord, but an entire summer and winter passed, and he recovered to return to work. I had nowhere to go, and then word reached me of yer need. After meeting with Steward Baldric, he gave me some reckonings to do, and he told Sir Hyde that I was perfectly suited fer Mellester Manor.”

			Odo nodded, then rubbed his chin. “How large is this manor, er Bellham Rise, er, how many residents?”

			“Four-hundred and fifty-nine, milord.”

			“Gilo?” Charlotte asked, “Where is Bellham Rise?”

			“Milady, Bellham Rise sits upon a hill overlooking the bay, near Wales.”

			Charlotte and Odo nodded as if they knew precisely where Bellham Rise was – they didn’t. 

			“Uh, is near Bristol, milady,” Gilo clarified.

			“Er, but ye are a Frank,” stated Odo.

			Gilo nodded. “Milord. I came to England with maman and papa some time ago.”

			“Did ye bring family, a woman and children here with ye?” Odo asked

			Gilo shook his head. “Nay, milord.”

			Odo gave Charlotte a quick glance. “And ye would like to be the steward of Mellester Manor?”

			“Aye, that would make me happy, milord. That is why I came.”

			‘Then so be it. I will have someone show ye to yer cruck in the village, and ye can settle in. Ye can meet Reeve Petrus later. In the morn, come by the hall, and Lady Charlotte will show ye all ye need. Ye’ll be paid the same as Steward Allard, thruppence8 a day. That is…” 

			“Milord, that is six-hundred and forty pence a year or fifty-three shillings,” Gilo immediately answered.

			Odo and Charlotte looked at each other and grinned.

			“Do ye agree, Gilo?”  Odo asked.

			Gilo dipped his head. “Ye are most generous, milord.”

			“Gilo?” 

			“Milady?”

			“We hold truth and trust favourably to our heart. Fer us, this is important.” She held his gaze. “We expect ye will too.”

			Gilo nodded enthusiastically. “I understand, milady.”

			Chapter Fourteen

			“Did ye find anything?” Odo asked.

			Reeve Petrus shook his head. “Nay, not the cause of why the river is low, but I was chased away from Wadenham by knights.”

			“Ye were chased away? By Sir Warwick? Fer what reason, Petrus, do tell.”

			They sat on benches in Mellester’s great hall facing each other. A tankard of mead at their elbow. 

			“Nay, not Sir Warwick, his knights. There were three of them, and I was riding alongside the riverbank when they came charging down at me. They were screaming and waving their swords like possessed demons.”

			“Fer what reason would they do that?”

			“If I didn’t know better, I’d say the Church is behind it,” offered Petrus. “But I saw no reason why the river is low.”

			Odo rubbed his chin. “I doubt God has anything to with it. Methinks ye need to ride past Wadenham and see if the river is low upstream of the hamlet, and that will help us learn where the problem is.”

			Reeve Petrus upended his tankard and drained its contents. He placed the empty mug on the table, wiped his mouth with his sleeve and belched loudly. “Sir Warwick or the Church is up to something Odo, and I don’t care fer them or him either way.”

			Odo was worried. “We need to have the mill operating again. I have a shed full of grain I’ve paid fer. It cost a lot, Petrus and I need the coin to pay fer other things.”

			“Aye, ye have the cruck’s being built, then the new road behind the village. I’m sure sending Hann, and twenty-five knights away cost ye a penny or two.”

			“I needn’t be reminded, thank ye, Petrus. And ye ferget, I have a castle to build.”

			“Ye what?”

			“Ye didn’t know?”

			Reeve Petrus gave Odo a severe look.

			“King Henry wants me to build a castle. It’s fer England’s defence, and Hann will help build it, or rather, design it along with the masons.”

			Reeve Petrus bellowed in laughter. When finished, he shook his head. “And where will this grand castle be?”

			“Hann thinks here is best. It will be built around the manor, and that is why I need crucks built; homes fer the masons and their families.”

			The reeve placed his hands over his face. “Ah, now it all makes sense.”

			Odo refilled the reeve’s tankard, and they sat quietly, each lost in thought.

			“Oh, did ye meet our new steward?” Odo asked.

			Reeve Petrus raised an eyebrow. “Nay. Where did ye find him?”

			“He came from Ridgley Manor. Steward Baldric and Sir Hyde spoke to him and sent him here.”

			“Then he ain’t from Ridgley?”

			“Nay, from Bellham Rise. It’s near Wales, he says.”

			“Never heard of it, but that doesn’t mean anything. But is he agreeable and capable?”

			Odo shrugged. “Capable? Oh aye, I think so, and uh, he seems agreeable. He’s quite young. You’ll meet him on the morrow after ye return from yer jaunt past Wadenham.”

			Charlotte took Gilo to the counting house and showed him how Steward Allard kept his records and tallies. To her surprise, he was surprisingly quick and agile with numbers. He could tally a column in his head almost instantly, and it was truly remarkable to witness his speed and accuracy. 

			Even after a short time, he understood all that Steward Allard had done, his system and process, and there was nothing more for Charlotte to do but leave him to his work. Steward Baldric had prepared everything for a new steward, making it easier.

			“If ye have questions or need, come to me, and I will help,” she offered.

			“Thank ye milady, I will.” Gilo acknowledged with a dip of his head. He watched her leave and wondered how it came to be that the Lady of the Manor could read and count numbers. 

			Charlotte and Odo stood outside the manor discussing Gilo’s remarkable talent with numbers when Reeve Petrus cantered up the carriageway. He dismounted quickly, winced as he landed awkwardly on his damaged leg, handed the horse’s reins to an ostler and limped over.

			“Have ye news?” asked Odo.

			“Aye, in a manner,” said the reeve rubbing his leg. “Beyond Wadenham, the river water level is normal, and below Wadenham, the water level is low. Whatever is happening, Wadenham and Sir Warwick are the cause.”

			Odo’s face hardened. “Then I will visit Sir Warwick and ask him what is happening. This is wrong, and I fear deliberate on his part.”

			“Odo, do ye think this has anything to do with him not swearing fealty to ye?” Charlotte asked.

			“Perhaps, but until I speak with him, I won’t know.”

			“I’ll come with ye,” informed the reeve. “Ye ain’t goin’ to Wadenham alone.”

			“Take knights with ye, Odo,” Charlotte pleaded. “If Sir Warwick had knights threaten Reeve Petrus, he may do the same to ye.”

			Odo looked at the reeve.

			He shrugged. “She’d be right.”

			“I don’t believe riding with a large group of knights into Wadenham would be seen as anything but aggressive. I’ll take two knights, and ye come, Petrus.”

			Arrangements were made for Sir Dain to ready two knights while Odo and Charlotte talked about the river. 

			Odo had a sudden thought. “I need to speak with Steward Gilo; come, Charlotte.”

			They entered the counting-house, and immediately Gilo shot to his feet. “Milord, Milady?”

			“Steward Gilo, I need to confirm something. As I am only a new lord, many things are still unfamiliar to me.”

			“Of course, how may I help ye?”

			Charlotte watched in puzzlement.

			“Is the manor of Wadenham part of my lands, is it contested?”

			Gilo stared at the far wall for a moment, then reached for a document behind him. “Ah, yes, I recall now,” he muttered. “Here it is.” He looked up at Odo and smiled. “Milord, per liberam baroniam. Uh, yer barony, er, estate-in-land, includes the manor of Wadenham as part of yer land tenure conferred by King Henry.”

			“Can there be any dispute on this?”

			Steward Gilo shook his head. “Nay, milord, Wadenham is yers. The king has said this is so.”

			Charlotte knew what Odo was thinking. “Steward Gilo, who granted Wadenham Manor to Sir Warwick?”

			Gilo rubbed his chin. “Er, I shall have to look, milady.”

			“Soon as ye can, please tell us,” she instructed.

			“As ye command, milady.”

			Odo and Charlotte walked from the counting-house as Steward Gilo frantically began searching through documents. 

			“Oh, Milord?” Steward Gilo appeared at the door.

			Odo turned. “Aye?”

			“Fergive my question, but there is a discrepancy. A great deal of coin is missing, and a note says, ‘Hann, France’. If this coin is fer the King’s bidding, then ye don’t have to pay tax on that coin, but if it is fer Mellester, then ye do, I need to know the purpose.”

			“Oh, I wrote that note, Steward Gilo,” Charlotte said. 

			“And the cost is fer what?” Gilo questioned. 

			“Marshal Hann Masey and twenty-five knights were dispatched to France; it is fer me, not the king,” added Odo.

			“Thank ye, milord. Uh, and where in France?”

			“Burgundy.”

			Gilo’s eyebrows furrowed. “That is sufficient, milord.”

			 

			Odo and Charlotte continued. “So, I have the authority to remove Sir Warwick….”

			“Aye, Odo, but he may not go quietly, and if, as we believe, Sir Warwick was granted Wadenham by Mellester’s Sir William Ainsley, then it is possible that any other lords also appointed by him may be loyal and side by Sir Warwick.”

			“This needs to end,” Odo fumed. “Sir Warwick has gone too far.”

			“Can the king help us?” she asked.

			“Nay, both Sir Hyde and the king made it clear that as Lord of the Manor, I must solve these petty disputes without his help. He doesn’t wish to know.”

			Odo rode with reeve Petrus at his side and behind two knights closely followed. Rather than ride alongside the river, Odo wanted to enter Wadenham using the main road. They turned off and began to ride towards the hamlet without incident. As they approached, six knights appeared defiantly blocking their way.

			“Stand aside! I am Baron Odo Brus, Lord of Mellester Manor, and I wish to speak with Sir Warwick.”

			One of Sir Warwick’s knights turned and rode away. 

			“Ye may not pass!” shouted another knight.

			Odo’s two knights separated and stepped up, one beside Odo, the other next to the reeve. They now stood line abreast across the road and faced five of Wadenham’s knights only a few paces away. Odo could feel Amica tense, and he fought to calm him. To Amica, having horses standing in line abreast was what he was trained for. He was alert and fidgety.

			Odo turned to Reeve Petrus and could see he was consumed by rage. “Easy, Petrus. Are any of these knights known to ye?” he whispered.

			“Aye, I’ve seen them a’fore but know not their names.”

			“Identify yerselves, who are ye?” Odo asked and turned to each of them to memorize their faces. 

			They looked uncomfortable but remained silent. 

			Within a short time, Odo recognized a man riding towards them from the village accompanied by two more knights. “Are ye Sir Warwick?” he yelled when they approached.

			“Who might ye be?” the man answered. He and the two knights stopped half a dozen paces behind the knights blocking the road.

			Odo took a big breath – this wasn’t going well. “I am Baron Odo Brus, Lord of Mellester Manor. Why do ye block the road?”

			“I do not recognize ye as Lord of Mellester Manor. So see yerself off,” he waved his arm dismissively. 

			Odo felt his knights tense up. “What have ye done to the river and why?” 

			Sir Warwick laughed. “I offer ye the courtesy of one more warning. Begone, ye are unwelcome here.”

			“The hamlet of Wadenham falls under my barony, per the king, and ye leave me with no choice. If ye are unwilling or do not swear allegiance to me, then ye must all leave Wadenham. Sir Warwick, this includes ye.”

			Sir Warwick looked pensive, then nodded to a knight mounted on his horse standing directly opposite Odo. Immediately the knight spurred his horse forward and tried to charge Amica and force him and Odo to turn away. 

			Reeve Petrus extracted his sword and tried to intercept the knight but was too slow. Odo’s two knights were too far away to help, but they lunged forward to try to protect their lord anyway.

			 Odo carried no weapons, but he rode upon one. Amica saw the approaching destrier as a threat and he was superbly trained and ready. His ears lay flat. Immediately he lunged to meet the oncoming danger. He reared with his front feet flailing, and all Odo could do was hang on tightly to Amica’s mane as the stallion bared his teeth and shrieked. Caught unaware, the approaching knight was struck by hoof, at the same time as Amica, with all his weight, struck the shoulder of the slightly smaller destrier. The horse stumbled, and the injured knight toppled from its back. Amica regained his footing and attempted to bite the knight’s horse. 

			It was pandemonium as Odo fought to control the angered stallion while his knights and the reeve tried to place themselves protectively between him and Wadenham’s knights. He hauled on the reins and finally managed to turn Amica away. 

			Seeing his brother knight struck by the black stallion, another of Sir Warwick’s knights spurred his horse forward. With his sword raised, he charged past Reeve Petrus and collided with one of Mellester’s knights to get to Odo, who now faced away. However, Amica wasn’t finished yet. The black stallion dropped his head, nearly spilling Odo, and kicked out with his rear hooves. One hoof caught the horse squarely on its head, and it faltered, stumbled and fell. The knight seated on its back couldn’t dismount quick enough before the horse landed on him, trapping a leg.

			Both Odo’s knights and Reeve Petrus positioned themselves between Odo and Sir Warwick’s men and created a barrier.  

			Two of Sir Warwick’s knights were injured, and their horses struggled to regain their footing. Wadenham’s remaining knights were confused and unsure if they should come to the aid of their brother knights or attack Odo Brus.

			Odo’s chest was thumping loudly when he swung Amica back around to face Sir Warwick. “When I return, make sure ye are not here!”

			The Lord of Wadenham was in shock. He was told that Odo Brus was a herdsman, yet he rode a vicious warhorse as he’d never seen before. The animal was lethal. Two injured knights and an injured horse, possibly two… He raised his sword in defiance. The odds had altered, and he didn’t know what other surprises were waiting. A stand-off was better than attacking. “Ye will find me here!” he seethed, then turned his horse to ride back to Wadenham, leaving his men to care for the injured.

			Odo glared at the back of Sir Warwick and was furious.

			“That horse of yers is something to behold,” stated the reeve when he came alongside Odo.

			Anyone who rode a horse in Mellester knew Amica’s nature and was wary of him. But few had seen the warhorse in action, and Amica’s earlier display made Odo’s knights nervous, and they cautiously kept their distance.

			“Are ye hurt?” Odo asked.

			“Nay, milord,” said one of Odo’s knights. “But it might be best, sire, if we depart.”

			They regrouped and headed back to Mellester.

			“Are ye familiar with any of those knights?” Odo asked as he patted Amica on his neck. 

			“Aye, milord, but they do not hail from Wadenham.”

			Chapter Fifteen

			“I will not act until I know what I’m up against,” Odo fumed as he paced backwards and forwards. 

			Odo and Charlotte were in Mellester’s great hall. Before them on benches sat Reeve Petrus, Sir Dain, Priest Aylwin, and the two knights who rode with Odo when they visited Sir Warwick. At his desk, precisely four paces from Odo, sat Steward Gilo, who listened intently. 

			“It’s open defiance against the king’s decision, and the responsibility falls on me to resolve this issue.” Odo continued his pacing, then paused and turned to Sir Dain. “What do we know about the lords and knights supporting Sir Warwick? It’s been almost two weeks, and the mill still sits idle. How many knights are at Wadenham, and who are their liege lords?” Odo returned to his seat as the knight thought of his response.

			Sir Dain shook his head. “All we know is that at least two other lords support Sir Warwick, but how many knights? I don’t know, milord.”

			Odo’s look softened. “Sir Dain, what do ye recommend? Fer, I know nothing of this.”

			The ageing knight rubbed his damaged and useless arm. “I suggest that we send men on foot into the forest and surrounding areas and tally all knights they see. Ye are correct, milord, it is foolish to enter into any engagement without knowing whom yer opposition is and their capabilities.”

			“And if they can identify knights, and if they are not from Wadenham, then we can challenge their liege lords and pressure them to withdraw their knights,” Odo added.

			“Aye, Odo, but what if they don’t?” stated the reeve. 

			“One thing at a time, reeve.” Odo turned back to Sir Dain. “How many knights can we field if ye approach all my liege lords?”

			“With Hann taking twenty-five knights, we may get five or a few more if we are lucky and ask further afield. But that depends on their loyalty. As ye saw, some of those knights are not from Wadenham. At best, we could have twelve to fifteen.”

			“And is that enough?” Odo asked.

			Sir Dain shook his head. “Nay, milord.”

			“And Sir Warwick knows it,” replied Charlotte.

			All heads turned to her. “Sir Warwick planned this, and he is aware of Mellester’s weaknesses and strengths. What he is doing has been carefully considered,” she added.

			Odo looked thoughtful. “We need to regain control of Wadenham and cast out Sir Warwick and anyone who supports him.” He looked at Charlotte. “And we can plan too,” he added. “Sir Dain, send men to Wadenham, and I’d like to know how many knights and to which manors they belong. Have other manors prepare knights to attend to me here; I want them fully armed.”

			Sir Dain looked surprised at Odo’s assertiveness. “Aye, milord.” 

			Privately Odo doubted the knights he sent to Wadenham would be effective. Knights weren’t trained to stealthily creep undetected through the forest. With armour and cumbersome weapons, they were disadvantaged. As lord of the manor, knights were the only accepted martial option his advisors could recommend. An idea came to mind; perhaps there are other choices. 

			“Milord?” spoke Priest Aylwin interrupting his thoughts. 

			Odo turned to face him.

			“I have cause to visit Wadenham’s parish from time to time. I might be able to enter the village.” 

			He grinned. This was closer to what he had in mind. “If ye can, all the better,” he replied, although he was astonished at the priest’s willingness to lend a hand. 

			Odo turned to the reeve. “I have need to speak with Huntsman Seth, can ye send fer him soonest?”

			“Aye, I will send him to ye soon as we finish here.”

			Charlotte gave Odo a curious look.

			Steward Gilo rose from his seat and walked towards Odo. He stopped after four paces. “Lord Odo, may I ask a question?”

			Odo nodded for him to continue. “I hope I’m not out of place, er, who is paying this expense? From what the huntsman says, then feeding all those knights becomes costly. Does Wadenham have the coin?”

			Sir Dain was rubbing his chin. “Aye, the steward is correct. Who is funding this? Fer Sir Warwick has not the coin in his coffers, and I can tell ye that.”

			“Sir Warwick would have used his coin, to begin with,” offered the reeve. “But then, I believe the knights would bring some food. But they wouldn’t continue to stay there for any length of time unless someone gave coin.”

			“I agree with the reeve, sire,” said Sir Dain.

			“Then, prolonging this works to my benefit, except I also continue to lose coin,” stated Odo.

			No one replied.

			Everyone else had departed the hall except for Steward Gilo, who was fussing with his reckonings and Odo and Charlotte, who were discussing various options on how they could proceed against Sir Warwick.

			The steward rose from his desk, retraced his four steps and stood a single pace away from Odo. 

			Odo and Charlotte turned to him in question.

			“Milord, I have been looking at the reckonings for the Falls Ende Mill,” began Steward Gilo.

			“Aye, and all is well?” asked Odo.

			“I believe that Steward Allard may have erred in his counsel to ye, milord.”

			Odo turned in his seat to better see his steward. “And how would that be?”

			“Ye are selling the flour well below market prices, milord. Yer profit is down, which affects yer income and coin reserves. If ye increased the price–”

			“Steward Gilo, ye are correct, and we are selling flour at a lower price.”

			The steward looked puzzled.

			“Gilo,” Charlotte said. “Mellester Manor suffered a murrain which devasted us. Then many here were afflicted by Saint Anthony’s Fire, and villagers died. People lost loved ones, and many were sick, hungry, and poor.” She turned to Odo briefly, then back to the steward. “Fer us, it isn’t about coin and profit, it’s about helping people return to a normal life. Our responsibility is to ensure that the people of Mellester are safe and that we can provide work and a home for them.”

			Odo could see that Gilo was conflicted and still didn’t understand. “Do ye think that my goal is to become wealthy?”

			The steward nodded. “Aye, milord. Fer the villeins serve their lord. Work them hard, and ye will prosper.” 

			“Nay, this is not so here. Perhaps in other manors where ye have toiled with yer numbers and reckonings, but not in Mellester. Life is hard, and Charlotte and I want to make it easier, so everyone in the manor prospers. If villagers have a penny to spare, what do they do with it?’

			“Milord, that is easy, they spend it.’

			“And who benefits?” Odo asked. 

			“The merchant… and….”

			“Aye, and then what happens?”

			“If a merchant is successful, he can hire another person….” Gilo stared up at the roof as he calculated all the possibilities.”

			“If all the manor’s coin were locked away in the coffers, then tell me, Steward Gilo, can the manor succeed?”

			Steward Gilo nodded, and a smile played across his face. “I understand, milord. What ye explained is fair and equitable to all.”

			“Was this not was practised where ye worked in other manors?” Charlotte asked.

			Gilo looked uncomfortable and fidgeted with his fingers. “Nay, milady. It was about profit and increasing the take at the expense of a villager’s hard work. I was instructed to increase rents, prices and services whenever possible. Uh, I was told that keeping peasants in need kept them servile, the manor safe and free from strife.”

			Charlotte looked at Gilo intensely and spoke slowly so she wouldn’t be misunderstood. “What way do ye think is best, Steward Gilo?” 

			Odo knew Charlotte’s intention, and Steward Gilo’s response would determine his future at Mellester. He could see the young steward mulling over what he’d learned.

			“Milord, milady, I am a freeman steward. My job is to look after the affairs of the lord of the manor. My opinions matter not, fer I must do my job well and accurately. I have been told this many a time … and beaten fer voicing my thoughts and opinions. What ye have told me pleases me but leaves me in conflict, fer I see yer goodness. I have not seen goodness from many lords and ladies, and I must, uh, adapt to ye.” Gilo looked from Odo to Charlotte and dipped his head. “In, er, heartfelt respect to ye both, I will look at Mellester’s reckonings with a different approach.”

			“Thank ye, Gilo,” said Odo.

			Charlotte smiled as Steward Gilo silently counted and walked the four steps back to his desk. 

			Odo leaned forward and whispered. “What a peculiar fellow.”

			“He’s frightened; I see fear in his face.”

			They watched as Steward Gilo sat at his desk and returned to the manor’s reckonings.

			Gilo Lavigne stared at the scarred wood surface of his desk. The scratches, some small, some large and deep, made by unknown people and long-forgotten incidents were perplexing to him. He looked at the gouges and indentations, trying to see a pattern that made sense. He counted thirty-seven scratches, thirty-eight if he included the darker blemish. It was reassuring to create order from confusion, and he used order to calm his troubled mind. What he’d discovered today didn’t make sense. He’d been told Baron Odo Brus was an evil man, but nothing he’d seen, nothing he’d heard since he’d been here in Mellester Manor supported that.

			Along with his confusion, doubt emerged and stirred his conscience. Just as quickly, he cast aside his misgivings. He had an obligation and had little option but to see it through. He shook his head, rose from his desk, grabbed his satchel, looked around to see who was watching, then quietly left Mellester’s great hall and walked thirty-one paces to the stables.

			Evening descended over Mellester, and a few people were still out. Some stragglers were returning from a long day in the fields, and a few others were heading for the inn. Few paid any attention to the man with a capuchin pulled over his head and rode a stolen bay hackney out of Mellester. Once free of the confines of the manor, he urged his horse into a canter to put as much distance as possible between himself and Mellester’s lord, Odo Brus. He knew precisely how long it would take to arrive in South Hamtun, how long the journey across to France would take and the number of days and nights it would take him to reach Brancion in Burgundy. In fact, he’d already calculated it into paces. Every full stride of his horse was equal to ten of his paces, and he automatically deducted the amount from the length of his journey to South Hamtun. 

			No one had seen the steward since the previous day. Reeve Petrus was summoned, and he sent men to Gilo’s cruck to search, and he wasn’t to be found.

			“Milord,” gasped the reeve as he trudged up the carriageway. “A horse is unaccounted fer, and his cruck is mostly empty. He left in a hurry.”

			Immediately Odo sought Charlotte and explained that Steward Gilo was missing and asked her to check and see if out if any of the manor’s coin was taken.

			Odo was in the great hall, and assembled before him was Priest Aylwin, Sir Dain, Reeve Petrus, and of course, Charlotte. Everyone could see the look of worry on Odo’s face. 

			“Why has Gilo fled? Fer what reason does he have to suddenly steal a horse and ride away?” He turned to each of them, hoping for an answer. 

			“He never took coin,” stated the reeve with a head shake. “Other than taking an old nag, he ain’t a thief.”

			Sir Dain looked from person to person, and when no one offered another suggestion, he spoke up. “This, er, Steward Gilo is a Frank?”

			“Aye, but did not come from France… could he be injured and laying somewhere in need of help?” Odo asked.

			“Doesn’t explain why he up and left,” replied Petrus.

			“Send word to the village to keep a lookout for him.”

			The reeve nodded. “Aye, milord.”

			Hann Masey and his detachment of twenty-five knights rode through France as quickly as possible. It had taken considerable time in South Hamtun to find ships to take his men and horses across, and they wasted three days waiting, but eventually, they landed in France and began their long journey to Château de Brancion in Burgundy. 

			Twenty-six fully armed unidentified knights attracted considerable attention, but Hann was well known and satisfied the curiosity of local lords, and most fortunately, they experienced no difficulties and arrived at the Château twelve days after departing Mellester.

			Hann’s plan was simple, but it put him at significant risk. He would approach Château de Brancion with two knights, identify himself as Marquis Hann Masey de Caen, and seek an audience with Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney. Once he met with her, he would state the purpose of his visit and implore her to cease all hostilities with Baron Odo Brus. He wanted a promise, her oath, that she would end the vendetta. 

			If peaceful negotiations failed, he would either kill her then and there, and if that weren’t possible, he would try to disarm any guards near the entrance to the château so his men could gain access. 

			Once he was inside Château de Brancion, his knights would approach and loiter far enough away not to arouse suspicion but be close enough to enter through the gates quickly when needed. Hann knew it was doubtful there would be anything more than half a dozen knights and a handful of men-at-arms in the castle during peace. 

			He and two knights rode towards the entrance to the château, and as expected, a man-at-arms challenged them and the nature of his business.

			“I apologise for my unannounced visit. I am Marquis Hann Masey de Caen and wish an audience with Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney,” he stated. 

			The guard dipped his head in acknowledgement. “What is the purpose?”

			“We have a mutual problem,” Hann replied.

			“Wait here, mon Seigneur.” 

			Hann was nervous and tried to calm himself. His two knights fared no better and tried hard to appear relaxed. Eventually, the guard returned.

			“Mon Seigneur, the countess is poorly, but she will see ye tomorrow at midday. Is this acceptable?”

			Hann tried hard not to show relief. “Oui, I will return tomorrow at midday. Fare thee well.”

			Hann and the two knights turned their horses and walked away.

			Above them in the shadowed ramparts, Gisela and a guest watched, then turned and walked away to retrace their steps, precisely twenty-seven paces, back to her chamber. 

			“Milord?” stated Sir Dain. “I have had word from one or two of the men I sent to Wadenham, and they were discovered by Sir Warwick’s knights and had to flee in fear of their lives.” The ageing knight shook his head in despair. “We don’t have people trained for such tasks, milord.”

			Odo’s face was impassive. It was no surprise that the men Sir Dain had sent to watch the hamlet and identify the knights were seen. It was as he expected.

			“Milord?” asked Sir Dain, puzzled by Odo’s lack of reaction. 

			“If ye can, send them back to Wadenham, Sir Dain. Don’t stop, even if they are seen. Just ensure they’re not harmed or captured. I want Sir Warwick to feel anxious and nervous, and if he feels harassed, it will only help us.”

			Sir Dain nodded. “As ye command, sire.”

			“Did they learn anything, Sir Dain? How many knights? Who are their liege lords? Surely, they must have discovered something of value to help us?”

			“Nay, nothing we didn’t already know,” the knight answered despondently.

			“I want to keep pressure on Sir Warwick,” reminded Odo.

			“As ye command, milord,” Sir Dain acknowledged with a slight bow. He exited the hall feeling perturbed. While he had no qualms about Odo Brus being Lord of the Manor, he knew the young man had no martial experience, no understanding of military tactics and strategy, and he could, through his naivety, put the lives of men in danger. This was troubling and of concern. 

			Essentially, he supported what Odo had done so far. Sir Warwick of Wadenham had overstepped and let his emotions stand in the way of common sense. Odo’s decision to visit Sir Warwick was not only wise, he admitted, but well thought out. Many lords would have just insisted that Sir Warwick come to them. However, Odo put his life in danger when that confounded stallion could have quickly escalated the situation. Fortunately, the only ones hurt were two unknown knights. But having his men crawl through Wadenham trying to identify knights was pure folly and only drew attention to Odo’s inexperience. His men weren’t trained to crawl on their bellies; they were warriors, soldiers trained in armed combat where they fought their enemy wielding swords and lances on horseback. 

			For now, he had no choice; he must obey. Sir Dain believed that if he were lord, he’d assemble knights, ensure he had superior numbers and ride into that hamlet to confront Sir Warwick or have his head. Anyone standing in his way would suffer harsh consequences. Aye, men would die, but they’d die fighting as they’d been trained. He hoped when Hann Masey returned, he could talk some sense into Odo.

			Chapter Sixteen

			Much to his dismay, although not unexpected, guards disarmed him at the entrance to Château de Brancion. Adding to his concern, three men-at-arms’ guards escorted him to a chamber where he finally met Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney. When one of the guards announced him to her, he dipped his head in respect and was rewarded by silence. The only sound was the crackling of logs in the hearth and the howling wind that raced through the dank passageways of the château. She remained rudely silent and just stared at him with hostility. 

			The guards remained in the room: one behind and one on each side of him. In response, he blankly returned her stare and took in her pale skin, watery eyes and thin, cruel lips.

			It was like a stand-off.

			“I knew yer father and met him more than once; he was weak and timid,” she finally spoke.

			Before Hann could reply, she continued. “Ye look the same and hide behind yer size. I see fear in yer eyes, and that pleases me, fer then, I know I have yer attention, and ye will listen.” She grimaced, but it may have been a smile; he wasn’t sure. “Men are more honest when confronted by what they fear.” Her expression returned to malevolence. “And ye fear me, Hann Masey.” She twisted around and hawked into the hearth. 

			Hann’s blood ran cold, and he fought to control his emotions and breathing. He’d been betrayed, and she knew why he’d come. With utmost care, he slowly changed his foot position to widen his stance without drawing attention to himself. 

			As if reading his mind, she continued. “I know why ye came here.” This time she laughed, and it sounded like wood on wood, a harsh dry screech. 

			He didn’t offer her the courtesy of asking how or why she knew; perhaps she didn’t, he thought. He inclined his head slightly and waited. 

			She shook her head. “Listen to me carefully, Hann Masey.” She paused, leaned forward in her chair, and thrust out an arm to point at him. “I will see the death of Odo Brus and his entire family.”

			He saw the hate ingrained in her face. Her lips trembled in virulence, and her thin outstretched hand shook. 

			Gisela withdrew her hand, placed it on her lap and covered it with a blanket draped over her legs. “I have the means and will see it done.”

			Hann sensed the guard behind him move slightly and confirmed what they were planning. He was ready. Without warning, he ducked and spun, reached for the guard behind and propelled him hard into the man-at-arms at his side; both men careened onto the wall and fell onto a heap. 

			The countess didn’t spare him a look; she rose from her chair, turned away and shuffled to the far wall, swept aside a hanging tapestry and disappeared through a cleverly disguised doorway. Hann twisted and tried to step clear of the remaining man-at-arms at his side to follow her when the guard struck him on his back and drove the air from his lungs. It was a powerful blow, and he staggered, gasping for breath before falling to the cold hard floor. 

			A sword pressing into his neck prevented him from rising. He lay down, trying to regain his wind and knew they would kill him. 

			The two guards on the floor untangled themselves and stood. One stepped over to him and kicked. “Bâtard!” he snarled.

			Hann felt the bile rise in his throat, and he swallowed. 

			That’s when the door to the chamber crashed open, and six-armed knights and Cathal rushed in. In fear of the knights, the countess’s men-at-arms backed away with swords extended as Cathal leaned down to help Hann to his feet. Hann rose unsteadily and swayed. Seeing an opportunity, a guard lunged forward and slashed wildly at Hann with his sword, only to have one end of Cathal’s staff thrust firmly onto his chest. He yelped in pain, backpedalled, and slammed into the wall. As Hann’s knights filled the room, they searched for the countess. 

			“There, through the door behind the tapestry,” gasped Hann, still short of breath.

			A knight ran over. “It’s locked!” 

			“I think it best we leave, and quickly,” Cathal urged.

			Already they could hear shouts of alarm resonating from within the château.

			They needed to depart, and quickly. With Cathal assisting Hann, they began to make their way out. Mellester’s knights strategically blocked doorways and corridors and held off the château’s defenders. Of worry to Hann, who’d regained his breath, were the number of men-at-arms and knights inside the château; it was astounding. The countess knew he was coming, and she had prepared. 

			They descended stairs, ran down lengthy hallways, and entered the courtyard only to encounter more resistance. “Where are the others?” Hann yelled. Someone handed him a sword, and with relief, he swung it viciously at an overconfident man-at-arms who stepped too close. 

			“Outside! They’re holding the entrance!” a knight beside him yelled. 

			Now, and without the confines of narrow corridors and small rooms, Hann’s knights began to organise and restructure. No longer were they eighteen individual knights fighting for their lives. They became a coordinated defensive group. Each man protected the knight beside him as they slowly backed away, step by step, towards the portcullis.

			There must have been twenty or more men-at-arms, but they were outmatched and outclassed. A man-at-arms with only basic training could not equal an experienced knight in armed combat. Gisela’s knights had been allocated to defend her and, thankfully, were nowhere to be seen. Cathal was having an easy time with his staff, and anyone stupid enough to try to attack or step close to him felt a hard blow to the ribs, knees, and one or two received a firm knock to the head. 

			Gisela’s men-at-arms lost interest and appeared unwilling to engage fully. Wisely they kept their distance and were only too pleased to see Hann’s knights leave. 

			Hann retrieved his sword and knives from the guard room at the portcullis and stepped through the wicket gate9 to see the rest of his eight knights and squires in a defensive semi-circle surrounding their horses and protecting the château’s entrance. He was never more pleased to see them.

			They weren’t followed, and thankfully, all his knights mounted, turned and cantered away. Hann was lucky to be alive, and he knew it. 

			When they confirmed Gisela’s knights weren’t pursuing them, they reined in some distance away from the château and dismounted to water and rest their horses.

			Immediately, Hann posted lookouts and sought Cathal, who always preferred to ride at the rear and waited for him to arrive. “How did ye know I needed help?” he asked when Cathal rode up.

			Cathal slid a leg over his saddle, dismounted and handed the reins to a knight. “I saw too much activity, more than yesterday. I went to the gate and told the guard I was here to tend to the sick. He opened the door, and we entered.”

			“Ye just walked to the gate and told the guard ye were there to minister to the ailing?”

			“Aye, what would ye have done?”

			Hann laughed.

			“Soon as he opened the door, I took the guard’s weapons, and they,” he pointed to the knights, “came in.”

			“Ye took the guard’s sword, and he allowed that?”

			“Aye, in a manner.” Cathal looked at Hann with a deadpan expression. “I suspected something amiss after you entered. It didn’t feel normal, and there was too much yelling and activity. I knew then ye were in danger. And the guard at the gate was helpful and told us where ye’d be.”

			Hann rubbed his stomach where he’d been kicked. “I feared they would kill me.”

			Cathal nodded. “The château is dark; it speaks to me of pain and evil. This woman, Gisela, is damned,” he said.

			“Aye, I agree,” Hann replied.

			“The countess was forewarned. How could this be?” Hann looked at his men, who were standing in small groups talking. “Someone alerted her.”

			“I think we need return to Mellester soonest,” Cathal stated.

			“She knows Odo wants her dead and she is prepared. There is nothing we can do.” Hann placed his hands on his hips and walked away to think.

			Cathal found shade beneath a tree and thought of who betrayed them. He fumbled in his bag and found the small, embroidered bag he sought. He untied the drawstring, opened it and upended the contents. Small bones scattered and lay haphazardly upon the ground, and with furrowed eyebrows, he bent down and examined their exact position. To the Irish fili, the bones told him a story no one else could decipher. He studied their arrangement from all angles, grunted a few times and then scooped them up and returned them to the bag. 

			“We return to Mellester!” shouted Hann.

			Bishop Schafer sat in a chair and studied both priests who stood anxiously before him. Half a dozen tallow candles sputtered on the table, spewing black soot into the air, and a cleric sat against a wall to the bishop’s side. 

			The bishop turned to Priest Aylwin, and his eyes narrowed. “I wish to know what predicament Mellester has become embroiled in?”

			Priest Aylwin cleared his throat. “Yer Grace, I don’t understand.”

			“Wadenham, curse it!” he snapped

			Priest John of Wadenham flinched.

			“Well? Cat got yer tongue?” snapped the bishop.

			Priest Aylwin spared an anxious quick look at Priest John. “Yer Grace, there is discord between Baron Odo Brus and Sir Warwick. Sir Warwick refuses to swear allegiance to him.”

			“Yer Grace–” interrupted Wadenham’s priest.

			Bishop Schafer raised a hand to stop him from interrupting. “And?”

			“And Sir Warwick has altered the river to prevent the Falls Ende mill from operating. Baron Odo is, er, quite put out,” replied Priest Aylwin in his high-pitched voice. “Yer Grace, this act of defiance by Sir Warwick puts my parish in some difficulty, not to mention the hardship it will cause Wadenham.”

			Bishop Schafer gave Priest John his best patronising smile. “Now it is yer turn.”

			“That’s an untruth, Yer Grace–”

			“It is not. How dare ye!” interrupted Priest Aylwin looking indignant. His face turned crimson.

			Bishop Schafer closed his eyes. The cleric raised his head and looked over.

			“I speak the gospel, Yer Grace,” added Mellester’s priest.

			“Enough! The gospels are the last thing I wish to hear about.” the bishop leaned forward. “Priest John, kindly continue.” He glared at Priest Aylwin, daring him to interject again.

			“Sir Warwick is concerned about our summer crops and had diverted some river water to fill a, er, res, uh, reserve–”

			“A reservoir?” suggested the bishop.

			“Aye, Yer Grace, a reservoir,” nodded Priest John. “Wadenham lacks water in summer, and all he had done is create a useable supply nearer to the fields fer the crops.”

			Bishop Schafer glared at both priests. One was young, clean-shaven, and kept his robe well maintained and free from filth. In contrast, Wadenham’s priest was older, unkempt and filthy. “Tell me, John, why would Sir Warwick disobey the Lord of Mellester Manor to whom he swears fealty?”

			Priest John smiled for the first time, revealing rotting black teeth. “Yer Grace, it is not a quandary. Sir Warwick has not sworn fealty or disobeyed anyone. He does not recognise Odo Brus as a legitimate lord; therefore, he isn’t disregarding any orders or ignoring obligations.”

			Priest Aylwin was hopping from one foot to another. “Yer Grace?”

			The bishop sighed loudly. “What is it, Aylwin?”

			“T’was King Henry himself who decreed Odo Brus as Baron and Lord of Mellester Manor.” 

			“The king was misled by more untruths, Yer Grace,” informed Priest John with a pitiful head shake.

			Bishop Schafer considered what he knew. King Henry denied the Church the opportunity to exercise its rights at the Bishop’s Court to hear the charge of murder against Odo Brus. He declared that Odo was a noble and nobles were exempt from being held accountable at an ecclesiastical court. If the Church feels that King Henry’s decision was unjust or, heaven forbid, simply wrong, then Wadenham’s lord is correct. Taken from the perspective of the Church, Odo Brus has no authority over Sir Warwick. This changes things considerably, thought Bishop Schafer. He turned his attention back to Priest John. “The reservoir must be full, so what is happening to the excess water, the run-off, because it isn’t being returned to the river, or is it?” he asked.

			Priest John nodded enthusiastically. “Aye, Yer Grace, the run-off water flows down the hill to unused valleys and makes its way to the sea.”

			“And that is denying Mellester the water to operate the Falls Ende Mill, Yer Grace,” whined Priest Aylwin.

			Bishop Schafer wasn’t listening. He contemplated what Wadenham’s priest explained and its effect on the parishioners in each village. However, this dispute also created an opportunity…

			“…and Sir Warwick has been most unfair. Mellester is–” 

			“He has not!” shouted Priest John.

			“Stop yer bickering! Ye sound like dolly-mops! Begone, return to yer parish, both of ye, I’ve heard enough.”

			Both priests immediately stopped arguing. “Yer Grace,” they replied in unison and bowed before exiting the bishop’s officium.

			Immediately, and once outside, they began arguing and pushing each other. Priest Aylwin wasn’t about to let Priest John continue to slander Baron Odo and gave Wadenham’s priest a most unholy-like shove. In retaliation, Priest John, a heavier and more robust man, threw a well-timed punch and felled Priest Aylwin like a tree. Priest John stomped away and left Mellester’s priest on the ground rubbing his bloodied nose.

			Chapter Seventeen

			Odo was frustrated. It had been weeks, and all attempts to negotiate with Sir Warwick failed. The Falls Ende Mill was no longer accepting grain, and it sat idle, gathering dust and its large wheel unmoving. He looked at Sir Dain. “Tell me, what news do ye have?”

			Sir Dain cleared his throat. “Milord, the men I sent to scout Wadenham, have largely been unsuccessful.” He rubbed his useless arm. “We have learned that Lord Ashdown has sent three knights to Wadenham.”

			“Sir James?” Odo faced one of the knights who went with him to Wadenham.

			The knight stood. “Milord, I believe that three of the knights we encountered were from Lord Ashdown. As fer the other knights I have seen,” he shrugged. “I know not who their liege lords are.” He sat.

			Odo rubbed his chin. “Priest Aylwin? Did ye manage a visit to Wadenham as ye suggested?”

			Priest Aylwin had successfully kept his face hidden. When he stood, and before he could reply, Charlotte stirred, and Odo’s eyebrows furrowed. “What happened to ye?”

			The priest’s hand automatically rose to his nose. “Milord, I had an altercation, a, er, disagreement of sorts.”

			Odo tried not to laugh. He found Priest Aylwin unpleasant and could easily imagine a parishioner unleashing a fist at him. Nonetheless, any parishioner striking the priest should be held to account. “Who?”

			Priest Aylwin looked down at his feet. “Er, if it pleases ye, Milord, I’d rather not say.”

			He saw Reeve Petrus’s face harden, and Odo knew the reeve felt the same as he did. “It pleases me to know who struck ye, Priest Aylwin.” For the first time, Odo felt a measure of sympathy for the man. 

			All heads faced the priest with some concern; after all, assaulting a priest was not a common occurrence. 

			Priest Aylwin exhaled, and his shoulders slumped. “Milord, I was struck by Priest John–”

			“Wadenham’s priest?” Odo confirmed.

			Priest Aylwin nodded.

			Odo spoke slowly. “And fer what reason?”

			Sir Dain twisted on his seat to better see the priest.

			Priest Aylwin grimaced. “Milord, we was called before Bishop Schafer. Uh, that would be Priest John and me. We was arguing….”

			“Arguing about what?”

			“He says that ye are not lord, and the king was told untruths about ye.”

			Reeve Petrus couldn’t help himself. “Were ye defending Odo? I mean, Lord Odo, when he hit ye.”

			The priest nodded. “But I, er, pushed him first.”

			Reeve Petrus couldn’t hold back any longer. He turned away and tried to hide his laughter with a fit of coughing. 

			Odo gave the reeve a scathing look, then turned his head back to Priest Aylwin and saw a sorrowful and lonely man. “Thank ye, Aylwin. I can fight my own battles, and ye need not put yerself at risk fer me. Understand?”

			Priest Aylwin returned Odo’s look and smiled. “Milord, because of what Priest John did to me, I, er, I cannot go to Wadenham. Er, I’m unwelcome there for the present. Fergive me.”

			The door to the great hall opened, and a man-at-arms entered. “Milord, Huntsman Seth is here, claims ye will see him,” spoke the guard.

			“Aye, see him in,” Odo grinned. This is what he’d waited more than a week for. Seth shuffled nervously into the hall and quickly removed his hat as he approached.

			“Seth, what kept ye?” Odo asked with a smile.

			“Uh, Milord Odo, I did as ye told. And, uh, I wanted to tell ye what I found out.”

			“Sit beside Petrus and relax, Seth.” Odo turned to the group. “I had Huntsman Seth do a little job fer me. No one knows the land, forests and hills around here like Seth. He can hide in the bush like no man can and remain hidden and then pick yer pocket without ye knowing,” Odo laughed. “I asked him to go to Wadenham and find out who is there, who are the knights and to which lords they have sworn fealty. There isn’t a man who could do this better than Huntsman Seth.”

			Sir Dain was stunned. He curiously waited to learn what the huntsman had discovered that his men couldn’t. He had to give young Odo credit; it hadn’t crossed his mind to send the huntsman to Wadenham.

			Seth looked embarrassed and wasn’t comfortable talking to so many people at once unless it was his drinking friends, then, he was the loudest. He fidgeted with his hat. 

			“Did ye discover anything?”

			“I uh, found out that there’d be bout twenty-five knights available to Wadenham’s lord. They, uh come from Lord James, Lord Bertrand, Lord Ashdown,” Seth scratched his head. “Uh, Lord Gareth and, uh, there was another, uh, Lord Degore.”

			Sir Dain shot to his feet. “Milord, how can this be? How is it possible this man, a huntsman, can know all this?” He looked at Seth. “Tell me, by what means did ye obtain that information?”

			Seth turned to Odo in question. 

			“Go on, Seth, tell us.”

			“I, uh, spent time in the bushes and then up a tree near where they camped. Uh, knights be talkin’ a lot, and uh, they brag and things. Then they were on the mead, and I crept into the village and pretended to be a villager.”

			“Ye are brave,” offered Sir Dain.

			“Nay milord, I was thirsty, and they was all a drinkin’, so I joined in with other villagers. All I did was listen. Everyone’s a-talkin’ bout all the knights visiting Wadenham. They mentioned all their names, milord.”

			Odo was grinning. “And ye were drunk?”

			Seth looked sheepish. 

			Reeve Petrus began another coughing fit as he knew Seth’s antics all too well. 

			“I, uh, I know many folk in Wadenham, they welcome me, and if I didn’t share a mead or ale with em, they wouldn’t take kindly to that now, would they?”

			“They, uh, those villagers didn’t tell Sir Warwick ye were there?” Sir Dain asked.

			Seth shook his head. “Why would they, milord? I’ve been there more times than I can remember, and they are friends.”

			Odo was again serious. “Is that twenty-five knights in total, and does that include Sir Warwick’s knights?” he asked.

			Seth shook his head. “Nay, milord, it doesn’t include Sir Warwick’s knights. 

			Sir Dain looked pensive. 

			“Sir Dain?” Odo asked. “What ails ye?”

			“Milord, Wadenham has too many knights fer ye to retaliate and drive them off. Even when Hann returns, ye will need at least ninety knights to attack thirty defenders. The advantage is always with the defenders if they have made defensive preparations.”

			“And have they begun making preparations, Seth?” Charlotte asked.

			“Aye, some, Charlotte, uh, milady. They’d be digging trenches and moving things around to create barriers.”

			Odo looked thoughtful. “Sir Dain, help me to understand. Ye say the defenders have the advantage, why is that?”

			“Defenders are organised and position themselves in places, or create them, that offer protection from an advancing force. The attackers must overcome those positions.”  

			“And if the defenders are unorganised and in disarray?” Odo asked.

			“Then that changes everything,” the elderly knight stated. 

			“How?” 

			“Milord, if the defenders are not protected and have no structure, it becomes a fight, man-on-man and more equal.”

			Odo nodded and looked away, lost in thought.

			Sir Dain rose and began pacing backwards and forwards. All heads turned to him and waited. Eventually, he stopped and faced Odo. “Milord, I see no easy solution other than negotiation, and ye’ve tried that. I hope Hann has ideas, sire, fer I have none.”

			The inability to do anything plagued Odo. Sleepless nights and constant worry took their toll. Sir Dain had offered up every conceivable option, and for the most part and to accomplish anything, he needed lots of knights. He knew there had to be another way and a thread of an idea came to mind.

			Odo still habitually woke early and missed his days spent with his cows in the pastures at Falls Ende. Beset by worry, and well before the sun rose, he crept from his bed, dressed and quietly walked from the manor and down to the village. A few people were up and ignored him, for he was dressed like any other peasant with the hood of his capuchin covering his head.

			He entered his old byre and was rewarded with the familiar noises and smells of his animals. Sally snickered when she saw him, and he stepped over to rub her nose. 

			Herdsman Daniel was surprised to see him. “Odo!” he exclaimed, then realised his error. “I mean, mil, milord.”

			“When together, Daniel, I am Odo,” he smiled.

			“They talked about this and that, and Odo caught up on all Daniel had been doing. Mother Rosa appeared with her daughters and a couple of other milkmaids and set about milking. One by one, the animals were set out, and Odo asked Daniel to walk with him so they could talk.

			For Odo, there was only one destination, and they strolled towards Falls Ende.

			“Daniel,” began Odo, “I have need of a boon. It is most unusual, and I ask that ye keep our conversation and details private.”

			“Ye needn’t have to ask, mil… Odo.”

			“We need to switch the cows, rotate them from Exeter….”

			“Aye, fer breeding,” Daniel agreed. 

			The sound of cascading water was familiar, but it wasn’t the same, it wasn’t as loud, and the spray and mist were light. It irked Odo to no end that the river was low. He spared a look towards the mill, which was silent, its wheel stationary.

			“I want ye to arrange for Benedict and Grace to bring all the cows here.”

			“All of them?”

			“Aye, all, including the bulls,” Odo affirmed. Once we are done, we will swap them, and they can return with Benedict and Grace. But this needs to be done soon as possible.”

			Daniel looked puzzled. “But there is more?”

			“Aye, there is, and ye won’t like it, but I will tell ye what I want to do later. Just bring all the cows here first. If ye need to hire other herdsmen to help, then do this.”

			Daniel nodded. “Aye, I will.”

			“Speak to Reeve Petrus, and I will have him send a couple of men-at-arms to keep ye and the herd safe. 

			“Aye, Odo.”

			Odo clapped him on the back; let’s return, eh.”

			They strode back towards the byre laughing over the good times they’d shared, and when they returned to the byre, Mother Rosa stood, filling the doorway with her hands on her hips. 

			“I’d like to have a wee chat with yer, Odo,” she stated. It wasn’t a request.

			Odo knew her only too well. A wee chat was not a chat; Mother Rosa had something to say. 

			Seeing the danger signs, Herdsman Daniel made himself scarce.

			“How can I help ye, Mother Rosa,” Odo asked warily.

			“It pleases me to see yer in yer old clothes down here in the village with the folk,” she began. “Ye can’t lose touch, Odo.”

			“Aye, I hear ye,” he said and waited for her to continue.

			She didn’t and began strolling along the fence line. Odo followed in step beside her and gave her the time to formulate her thoughts. After a short while, she stopped and turned to him. “I be a hear’n ye spoke to Queen Eleanor.”

			Odo was taken back and surprised. “Aye, I did.”

			“Did she tell ye much?”

			 “Aye, she told me a little about my father or all she could, but there are things I still do not know.” 

			Odo had known Mother Rosa all his life. But he had never questioned how she’d come to be in Mellester. He didn’t know her past or her previous involvement in his life, and it wasn’t something you asked people. Their business and lives were private. However, when he thought about it, his early childhood memories always included her. She was a part of his life, and in some regards, she had been like a mother to him. He respected Mother Rosa immensely for her dedication, and because of that, their relationship was unique and very different from anyone else.

			“I don’t think the Queen knew of me,” she suddenly said.

			“Why would she?” Odo questioned.

			Mother Rosa took a long deep breath. “Because, Odo, I brought ye here to Mellester from Scotland with yer father when ye were a wee bairn10.” 

			Odo’s mouth fell open. 

			“Aye, ye didn’t know, did ye? she managed a laugh. “I had to give ye up to Godwin and Hetti Read, right there,” she raised a meaty arm and pointed to Odo’s old cruck that he grew up in. “I didn’t want to and very nearly didn’t. I loved ye like a son… and, and still do.” She wiped away a tear. 

			This was the second time he’d seen her become emotional. 

			They both turned to a noise. A man-at-arms had found him. Before Odo could speak, Mother Rosa yelled, “Awa’ n bile yer head!”11

			The man-at-arms was no fool. Everyone in Mellester was cautious around Mother Rosa; he quickly turned and walked back to the byre, where it was safe to wait.

			She explained how Odo Brus had come to her family home in Scotland, totally distraught, seeking help from her pa after the death of Josceline and his two children. She told him of her ordeal with her family and how she wanted to be rid of them. She recounted their long journey south, carrying him in a sling around her shoulder and the pain and heartache that Odo Brus endured. 

			What struck Odo was her passion. She spoke of his father’s love for him and how Odo Brus never enjoyed the privilege of being accepted as young Odo’s father. It had hurt him deeply, but he had always been there, guiding, caring, and loving through the misery of loss. 

			Except Odo never realised it before, and it quickly dawned on him that Mother Rosa had always been there for him. He looked at her and understood then what he meant to her. And like a fool, he’d never acknowledged it, either to himself or, more importantly, to her, and he’d taken her for granted… “I, I’m so sorry. I, er, I never knew.”  

			It began with a simple statement of sympathy and then swelled into an outpouring of emotion. Odo couldn’t help himself, and the acknowledgement and acceptance of her past role in his life struck him hard. Memories of little things, small insignificant titbits of past experiences and recollections filled his mind and strung together to complete missing gaps. She opened her arms, and he welcomed her loving embrace. Mother Rosa held him tightly as he wept. 

			He was the son she never had, and her tears and love spilt freely onto him. To her, she was his mother. She had raised the boy and taught him about life, values and goodness. When needed, she’d clipped him across his ears, smacked his bottom and scolded. Yes, Godwin and Hetti had also done their part, but she had been there before them and was still here long after they’d gone.

			It seemed like an age before he could again speak, and when he did, he looked at her with tenderness. “Why did ye never tell me? Why now, why here?”

			“Yer father made me promise that anything about him or his past life could never be revealed to ye except by him. As yer father, it was his right.” She wiped her eyes with a sleeve. “But here? Odo, this is yer home, these fields behind the byre with Falls Ende at yer back, this is yer place and where ye are most comfortable. King Henry made ye a baron, but ye will always be yer father’s son, Odo Brus the younger.” 

			She spoke more of their journey and the struggles, not knowing if they’d ever find Mellester Manor and the herdsman, Godwin and his wife, Hetti. “Ye mean everything t’me, Odo.”

			He understood and nodded. “Thank ye, Mother Rosa, fer all and everything ye have done. Not just fer me, but fer my father as well. If it hadn’t been fer ye…” he sighed. “I know not, and life would have been very different fer us both.”

			They turned, and she slipped her arm securely through his as they walked back to the byre.

			Chapter Eighteen

			Odo counted the knights as they cantered up the carriageway and stopped at twenty-six. Including Hann, they’d all arrived safely from their journey to France, losing no one, and it came as a relief. 

			It was an impressive sight watching them return, and more so by the standard held aloft by a squire who rode at Hann’s side. To maintain anonymity, they’d departed the manor without flying his standard and returned with it raised proudly and thoughtfully for everyone to see. It was a nice touch, and Odo was grateful.

			His heart swelled in pride. The standard represented so much, and more so by each passing day when he learned about his past and father. Perhaps, at some time in the future, he and Charlotte could journey north to Scotland and see the place where he was born.

			Hann looked exhausted as he strode towards Odo and Charlotte. He dipped his head and smiled at them both.

			“Is good to see ye return hale and hearty, Hann,” said Odo clapping him on the back. 

			Behind him, ostlers and grooms were already leading horses into the stables to begin watering, feeding and rubbing them down.

			Hann’s smile vanished. “Odo, we must talk.”

			“Aye, come into the hall,” Odo replied.

			“Ye must be hungry, let me bring food and drink fer ye,” Charlotte offered.

			Odo, Charlotte and Sir Dain sat in the hall with Hann. “How did ye fare? I was worried fer ye,” Odo asked. 

			Hann took a hefty pull from a tankard of mead and turned to Odo, his expression grim. “Not well, milord.” He shook his head. 

			Odo’s eyes opened wide.

			“The countess knew we came fer her and had prepared well. I tried but could not get close to her. Fergive me, Odo, I failed.”

			“Did ye speak to her?”

			“Aye,” Hann nodded. “But she is a vile creature. She said she would see the death of Odo Brus and his entire family, and nothing more.”

			Odo’s face paled, and Charlotte reached out to hold his hand. “Ye said she was prepared, prepared fer what?”

			“Odo, she knew we were coming; she was forewarned. Someone told.”

			“A traitor, a spie12? Who could have done this?” Odo asked.

			“I know not,” Hann replied. “It was none of us, all knights were accounted fer, and Sir Dain vouched fer each of them.”

			Sir Dain nodded. “Fear not, yer knights are loyal, milord,” he affirmed with the gravity of the situation.

			Hann continued. “Whoever informed her came from here.”

			“No one knew of the mission, and we told no one.” Odo reminded him.

			“Aye, not a soul,” said Hann quietly.

			Sir Dain shot to his feet. “The traitorous bastard!” 

			Everyone turned to him. 

			“Yer steward, Gilo. It had to be him, milord,” suggested the elderly knight.

			Hann listened and looked puzzled; he’d not met the steward.

			“Our steward deserted us, Hann. Without a word, he stole a horse and disappeared. We haven’t heard a word of his whereabouts,” Odo clarified.

			“Aye, it had to be him, and he must have been sent here by the countess,” added Sir Dain.

			“And she would do such a thing,” Hann affirmed.

			“He fooled us.” Odo was angered. “And he was clever with reckonings, never seen anything like it.” 

			“That will be the last time we’ll lay eyes on him,” said Charlotte. 

			Odo scratched his head. “But Steward Gilo ran from here after ye departed. How could he warn the countess?”

			Hann nodded. “We had to wait three days fer two ships to take us. He could easily have found passage.”

			Odo was furious and wanted to change the subject to hear more about their journey. “And did ye encounter difficulty?” 

			“Indeed, we had no difficulty entering the château, but we had to fight our way out. She had a dozen knights and well over a score of men-at-arms. We were fortunate. The knights were called on to defend her while we fought the men-at-arms as we tried to escape.”

			“No one was hurt?” Charlotte spoke.

			“Nay, a few minor wounds, nothing serious. We were fortunate.”

			Odo sought confirmation. “And Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney still lives?” 

			“Aye, by the grace of God and not much else. She is truly wicked, Odo.”

			Odo placed his head in his hands. 

			“How fares Mellester? Is the river flowing again?” Hann enquired.

			Odo groaned.

			Hann turned from Odo to Charlotte. “What happened?”

			Hann and Odo walked the perimeter of Mellester’s manor house and determined where the castle walls would be constructed. Hann pointed to features in the land, rocky outcrops, mentioned water and a myriad of little things Odo had never considered.

			Once they’d finished, they returned to the low wall surrounding part of the manor that a previous unknown lord had built.

			“Because of the size of this hill, Odo, yer castle will be a little bigger than ye expect,” Hann informed him.

			Odo raised his eyebrows.

			“One of the best defensive strategies of a castle is the terrain and its location, and those features are a deterrent for any attacking force. Here ye have a substantial hill.” He swept his arm in a wide semi-circle. “It’s ideal. Not too big and not too small, it’s perfect. Making a determined assault will prove challenging if the walls are high enough and the portcullis and gatehouse are secure. But fer us, the challenge is, from where to get the stone to build it, eh?”

			“Ye mean a quarry?”

			“Aye, we want granite, not sandstone or lime. Granite will last a while.”

			“I, uh, I don’t know, Hann. I’ve never had to think about that a’fore.”

			“The closer the granite quarry is to Mellester, the lesser the cost. Huntsman Seth will know where granite can be found.”

			“Aye, he will. Er, Hann, how much do ye think it will cost?” 

			Hann stretched his back, five-hundred pounds, or perhaps more, even as much as a thousand pounds.”

			Odo winced.

			“If the quarry is close, that will help. But it depends on the size of the walls and if we build an inner wall. Not to mention the size of the keep.”

			“The Keep is the building inside the walls?”

			Hann gave Odo a stern look. “If the castle should fall, a keep is the last refuge for the castle’s inhabitants. Often it’s a fortified tower or something similar.”

			Odo wasn’t listening and was staring out across Mellester towards Wadenham.

			“Odo? … Milord?”

			Odo turned back to him and sighed. “I apologise, Hann, here ye are explaining all this to me, and I have a madwoman intent on killing Charlotte and me, and then a lord of a neighbouring manor is trying to ruin me. And meanwhile, the king wants me to build him a castle.”

			“Aye, being lord of the manor isn’t always easy, Odo.”

			Odo gave him a disparaging look.

			“We need to discuss Sir Warwick and how to solve this problem. Let’s talk with Sir Dain and the reeve and determine what to do, eh?”

			“Are we in danger? Will the countess send knights here?” Charlotte asked.

			Sir Dain stood. “That steward knows a lot about what is happening in Mellester. He knows how many knights we have; he knows–”

			“Everything,” Odo finished his sentence. He rose from his seat and began pacing. After a moment or two, he stopped and turned to Hann. “Do ye think she would send knights and attack Mellester?”

			“That woman can do anything; it wouldn’t surprise me if she sent King Louis here.”

			“I have a problem with Sir Warwick and now this woman in Burgundy… I need to resolve this Wadenham plight most soonest. What can ye advise me, Hann?” He returned to his seat.

			“Sir Dain is correct, ye need three times the number of attackers than there are defenders, and if the number of knights at Wadenham is accurate, then ye’d need about ninety knights, and from where will ye get them from, milord? Perhaps mercenaries? That would empty yer coffers.” Hann stood and stretched his back. “Any form of negotiation with the man is a waste of time. Give me a day or so, let me discuss this with Sir Dain and some others, together, we should be able to think of something.”

			“No longer than two days, Hann, fer every day bothers me more. Now I wake each morn and hope fer rain so the river flow may increase… and now I have Exeter’s new bishop wanting to visit me.”

			Bishop Hamlin Schafer concluded his work for the day, quickly ate his evening meal, and changed his clothes before setting out. Without the protection of his guards, he pulled his hat low and stepped from his manor and walked briskly into the night. It wasn’t a long walk, and he kept his head low, ignoring the ill-fated who begged for favour or coin and headed directly for the building he’d come to know quite well since arriving in Exeter.

			Two men standing outside the doorway recognised him and granted him access without acknowledgement or greeting, and Schafer made his way up the stairs into a large room crowded with people. In eager anticipation and heightened senses, Hamlin Schafer wiped his clammy hands on his coat before taking his customary, good luck seat at a table that faced the entrance that kept his face in shadow.

			Four participants could sit at each of the six tables. Overpriced refreshments that catered to all manner of exotic tastes were sold from a counter that ran the length of the room and served by alluring women who also availed themselves for other uses if their guests were so inclined. 

			Bishop Schafer ordered wine, laughed a little and amiably chatted with other men as they filled empty chairs. If anyone knew, which they didn’t, they would have been surprised to learn Hamlin Schafer was Exeter’s bishop. Schafer ensured no one knew, fer if the Church discovered his immoral pursuits… it didn’t bear thinking about.   

			Passe-Dix is a gambling game consisting of three dice. Of the four men seated at the table, one man was designated banker through a dice roll. The other three players each placed a small wager on the table while one of them rolled the dice. Schafer didn’t care that the game’s origins extended back to biblical times and that Roman soldiers were reputed to have played the game beneath the cross of Jesus of Nazareth during his crucifixion. Instead, and with fists clenched, Schafer vociferously prayed that the upturned face of each dice, when added together, totalled ten or higher, hence the name of the game, Passe-Dix or pass ten. If all three dice equalled ten or more, the banker would award double the stake to each player in the game. After three rolls of the dice, the role of banker would shift to the next player in line. The game was simple and addictive.

			Bishop Schafer’s evening began well. Fortified with ample wine, he collected modest winnings and thoroughly enjoyed himself. After some time, the organiser suspended the games, all tables were pushed together, and any player who wished could join and play the game with everyone combined. This time, the stakes increased, and the potential to win higher amounts was tempting. Schafer couldn’t help himself and decided to participate along with seventeen others. Due to their previous losses, six gamblers chose not to play and stood aside to observe.

			He won a few games, but his fortunes turned, and he began losing. After four consecutive dice rolls, which did not total ten or more, the bishop’s mood soured, and his losses mounted. When he was banker, players won, and he repeatedly lost when he increased his stakes. His evening that began with such promise was not ending well.

			If sober, he might have made more sensible decisions, but with all the wine he’d consumed, his judgment was impaired and, through some unwise wagering, lost the last remaining coin he’d brought with him. Rather than return home, which would have been the sensible option, Bishop Schafer left the table, approached the event’s host, and explained his unfortunate predicament. The host, a shifty-eyed but shrewd trader called Crispin Browne, did not gamble himself. Instead, he preyed on the vices of the sinful and capitalised on their misfortune, which was frequent. When approached, and with strict conditions, he was fully prepared and quite eager to come to his guest’s aid and lend him coin. After extracting a promise of full repayment, from a signed debtor’s note, which included a hefty levy for the convenience, Browne handed the bishop a purse containing ten shillings. Bishop Schafer turned to an attentive maid and demanded another wine before returning to his seat and continuing to gamble.

			Although it was still dark, dawn wasn’t that far away when almost penniless, Bishop Schafer finally stumbled home.

			Chapter Nineteen

			Steward Gilo Lavigne faced Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney and nervously fidgeted with his hat. As apt to do, he looked for symmetry in disorder and tried to look for patterns in the deep wrinkles of her face that made numerical sense. So far, he’d had no luck, which added to his disquiet and apparent unease. He concluded that her face had a disproportionate number of lines on one side of her face than the other. Even when he broke her face down into quarters, nothing matched, and each of the four areas of her face that he’d identified was remarkably different, and the number of creases varied. He was completely unaware of the scrutiny she gave him in return and oblivious to her growing volatility. The constant rotating of his hat in his hands added fuel to a highly explosive encounter, and heedless of her disposition, Gilo felt no compulsion to stop.

			Revolted, she turned away, reached for a goblet of wine that sat on a small table beside her, lifted it to her mouth, and downed a hefty gulp before turning her attention back to him. 

			“And that is all ye have to tell me?” she spat.

			Gilo finally saw what he sought as she gave him a look of contempt -– balance. He immediately relaxed and stopped rotating his hat as an equal number of lines momentarily appeared on both sides of her face. “Milady, I have told ye all I know and left Mellester with haste fer I could not conceal my deception. Had I remained, they would have discovered my deceit.”

			“Ye are a coward!” she hissed and threw the goblet at him.

			The goblet struck his upper chest, and wine splashed up into his face. He stepped back and bent double to wipe his eyes. He felt no pain, she hadn’t the strength to throw the vessel with force, but the wine stung his eyes. 

			“I have done what ye demanded of me. Please, as ye promised, release Maman.” Gilo finished wiping his face and stepped forward to be positioned precisely in the room’s centre.

			“Ye sicken me,” she snarled and waved her arm at him. “Yer mother is dead, and so shall ye be.”

			Gilo’s mouth opened, and he shook his head slowly in disbelief. “How, how can this be? Ye promised, we had an arrangement….”

			“And ye failed me, ye miserable cur!”

			“Ye lie, she lives,” he accused.

			The countess ignored him and stared into the hearth.

			“Where is she?” Gilo’s voice rose in pitch. 

			“This lord ye spoke of, Sir Warwick, can he defend his manor, has he the knights?”

			“Where is maman?” he bravely took a step closer, away from the centre of the room, towards her. Behind him, a man-at-arms reached out and roughly pulled him back, away from the countess.

			“Answer me, damn ye!”

			Gilo looked at her with a blank expression.

			“Has he the knights to defend his manor?” she snarled.

			The guard drove a fist into Gilo’s side, and he collapsed to the stone floor, gasping. “N, nay, methinks not. Wadenham is too small. Wh, what have ye done with Maman?” he coughed.

			Gisela had enough. “She died before ye left fer Mellester,” she laughed. “Now begone, out of my sight!”

			The guard hauled Gilo back to his feet and propelled him towards the door.

			“Send fer my marshal,” she instructed the man-at-arms, “and bring more wine!”

			Gisela spent considerable time explaining to Marshall Josse what she’d learned from Gilo. He listened attentively and offered no comment as he was unsure what the countess intended to do. However, he knew her well enough and had learned never to underestimate her, and he wasn’t disappointed. 

			“Have ye listened to a word I’ve said?” she asked.

			He dipped his head. “Of course, Countess.”

			“Then tell me if ye think my plan will work?”

			Marshal Josse raised his eyebrows as she set forth her plan.

			“I will send two groups of knights to England. Each group will be twenty knights.”

			The marshal opened his mouth to protest, forty knights was a considerable number, but she continued.

			“Two groups will not attract a lot of attention. They will travel independently and meet at this hamlet of Wadenham, where they will assist this weak lord, Sir Warwick and help defeat any attack by Odo Brus and kill as many of his knights as possible. This will weaken his forces, so he has little to defend Mellester.”

			Gisela’s marshal nodded and rubbed his chin. “And then attack Mellester Manor?”

			She made a weak attempt to smile. “Oui, after his defeat, they will attack and kill Odo Brus and his woman at Mellester.”

			“But this only works if we succeed and are victorious in Wadenham,” he confirmed.

			“And ye will ensure that happens. She sat back in her chair, rather pleased with herself.

			Her marshal was an experienced knight, had been in countless battles and was well respected. He carefully considered what she envisioned. “Countess Gisela, Lord Odo will not commit all his knights to Wadenham, and I expect fierce resistance from his defenders at Mellester. Fer this plan to work, I will need more than forty knights, milady.”

			“Ye are just like Gilo, a coward! Ye have forty knights, Marshal Josse, a larger group, will only attract attention from the king.”

			The marshal knew she was correct, but it was worth seeing if she would agree to more. “Yer plan is sound, Countess, but we do not know when and if Lord Odo will attack Wadenham. We need to move quickly or lose the advantage.”

			“See it done soonest Marshal Josse.” She gave him a stern look.

			“It could be a week or so before I can assemble forty knights.”

			She waved him away. “Fool.”

			Gilo was heartbroken. He loved his mother dearly, and a kindly guard took pity and confirmed how his mother died. 

			“She suffered a knock to the head when she was moved here to the gaol; she never recovered from it and never woke,” the guard explained.

			The cold, dank cell Gilo sat in offered no comforts or warmth. It was dark and miserable, and he couldn’t communicate with other prisoners, if there were any. The only consolation was the constant chatter of guards as they gossiped endlessly. At least he didn’t feel completely alone, but he overheard that the countess was marshalling her forces, and two groups of knights would separately depart for England and together, defend Wadenham from Lord Odo’s assault, and then counter-attack Mellester.

			With his hands behind his head, he lay down on the filthy straw and thought about his mother and the consuming hate for that heinous woman, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney.

			Trader Crispin Browne and two associates rode for Mellester Manor and arrived shortly before midday. He allowed his protectors to visit the inn while he went to see his sister, Molle. Molle lived with her man and three children in Mellester and worked for the tanner. The illness, Saint Anthony’s Fire that recently struck the manor had almost taken her life. If not for the ministrations of Charlotte, Molle would have succumbed and died. While Crispin may not have been known for his sympathetic and considerate nature, he loved his sister and would do anything for her. Crispin had begged her to leave Mellester and come to Exeter countless times, where he could easily provide her with a better life. No amount of persuasion would change her mind, and she stubbornly refused. After each visit, he’d leave her some coin and hoped it would improve her life as he couldn’t understand why she chose to remain. 

			While Crispin was genuinely concerned for Molle’s wellbeing, he was also privately grateful to Charlotte and Odo. If not for them, his sister would have died. So, when Molle told him of the difficulties Mellester was currently having, Crispin had a thought and decided that he would try to speak with Mellester’s new lord. Perhaps he could return a favour and ingratiate himself in the process.

			After saying farewell to Molle, he rousted his two associates from the inn and rode up the carriageway towards the manor house. A man-at-arms standing guard at the entrance to the hall refused him permission to enter and asked about the nature of his business with Lord Odo.

			Crispin thought carefully. “My name is Crispin Browne, and I’d be livin’ in Exeter. My sister, Molle, live’s ‘ere, she be a workin’ for th’ tanner. I haves some business to discuss with Lord Odo, and if he could spare a moment to talk, then it would be of value to ’im it would.”

			The guard looked Crispin up and down and then at the two other rough and burly characters accompanying him. It was easy to see they were bully-boys, and if someone like Crispin Browne sought to meet with the lord, he must have a good reason. “Aye, remain here,” he insisted.

			Odo and Charlotte entered the hall along with two men-at-arms and found a skeletally thin man standing near the dais; his eyes constantly moved as if assessing and calculating. Odo was instantly wary.

			“Hale to ye, Trader Crispin,” Odo began, “Ye wish to speak with me?” Both he and Charlotte took their customary seats, and the men-at-arms stood slightly to the rear and on each side. Crispin’s two minders waited outside.

			Crispin’s eyes shifted quickly from Charlotte to the two men-at-arms and then focused briefly on Odo before he looked away. “Milord, I am th’ brother of Molle, who works fer th’ tanner.”

			“Aye, we know her well,” Odo replied.

			“Er, I give ye thanks fer what ye dun t’ help her.”

			Charlotte smiled in acknowledgement, and Odo nodded. “How can I help ye?”

			“I er, run a establishment in Exeter, milord. It’s a, er…” he looked guiltily at Charlotte, “It would be fer leisure, where my guests, er, can play some er games.”

			“Gambling?” Odo clarified.

			Crispin showed his teeth in a smile, and his eyes flicked towards Charlotte again. “I had a guest who, uh, well, milord, let’s say he was unwise and lost coin and then borrowed more, a lot more, milord.”

			Odo looked to Charlotte in puzzlement, then back to Crispin. “How does this affect me? Have ye come here to extort coin…?”

			“Nay, nay, milord,” Crispin shook his head vigorously in denial. “I believes, uh, what would be o’ interest to ye, milord, is who it be.”

			Odo leaned forward in his chair. “Who?”

			“Milord, I put myself in harm’s way by comin’ ‘ere to ye.” His eyes darted to the men-at-arms and back to Odo. “I’d be a needin t’ speak to ye, in er, private, milord. I won’t be hurtin ye, fer I have no weapons.” 

			Odo looked to Charlotte and back to Crispin and nodded. “Very well.” He glanced at each guard. “Give us a moment.” 

			The guards quietly exited the hall, and Odo knew they’d be on the other side of the door and could enter quickly if needed.

			“Er, can I step closer?” Crispin asked.

			Odo nodded and tensed.

			The scrawny man leaned forward. “Milord, th’ man was Hamlin Schafer,” he whispered.

			Odo’s eyes opened wide. “Exeter’s new bishop?”

			Crispin nodded and took a step back. 

			Odo rubbed his chin. He knew all too well how the Church frowned on gambling, and for the bishop to involve himself in games of chance was indeed a grave affair. He exhaled loudly. “How do I know ye be telling me the truth?”

			Crispin showed his teeth again and reached into his coat, and extracted a handful of grimy pieces of parchment. He licked his fingers and sorted through. “Here it be,” and stabbed the parchment with a dirty finger. He handed it to Odo.

			Charlotte leaned across to look. She saw the bishop’s name and an amount scrawled untidily. “Ten shillings? That is considerable,” she exclaimed.

			“Ye can read and write?” Odo asked.

			Crispin shook his head. “Nay, milord but I cans recognise numbers.”

			“Will he pay the debt to ye?”

			“Oh aye, milord, I ain’t be worry’in. He’ll pay alright.”

			“And what do ye suggest I do with this information, Trader Crispin?”

			“Aye, well, that be up to ye, milord. But the true value to ye is not in th’ amount, but in th’ power of the note and debt.”

			Odo’s eyebrows furrowed.

			Crispin smiled. “Milord, if ye own the debt, then ye have the power.”

			Odo leaned back in his chair. “Trader Crispin, I thank ye fer bringing this to me, but I see no need. I’ve not yet met the new bishop, and he has done me no ill will.” He returned the parchment to Crispin.

			Crispin looked shocked. “But milord, have ye not heard?” he quickly looked from Odo to Charlotte, then back to Odo. 

			“Heard what?”

			“The bishop is approaching lords around Exeter to stand in support of Sir Warwick, of Wadenham, this be why I came to ye. Did ye not know?”

			Odo felt the blood drain from his face simultaneously as Charlotte gasped. “Do ye speak untruths to me, Crispin Browne…?”

			“Nay, nay, milord. Why else would I puts meself at risk? I do this to help ye fer all ye have dun to help Molle. I wish ye no bad tidings, milord.”

			“Wait outside, give us a moment to discuss this. Please, we won’t be long,” Odo asked.

			“Milord, milady,” Crispin dipped his head and walked from the hall. 

			When he’d gone, Odo turned to Charlotte in mute question and then shook his head. “It’s wrong, Charlotte….”

			“So, we again must fight the Church? What this bishop does is wrong, Odo,” Charlotte exclaimed.

			“Aye.” He rose from his chair. “What Crispin is telling us is we can buy the bishop’s debt from him, that means that the bishop is beholden to us….”

			“…And we can convince him to stop the folly and dissuade these lords from siding with Sir Warwick,” Charlotte added.

			Odo rubbed his forehead. “And we lower ourselves to the sewers.”

			Chapter Twenty

			“I have need to go to Combe Templariorum, Hann, and will return to Mellester with a great deal of coin,” Odo informed.

			“Combe Templariorum?” Hann questioned.

			“Aye, it is a tale I shall share with ye along our journey. We need to leave soonest fer, if we delay, and the situation worsens in Wadenham, then we need all available knights here and not playing guard to me with my coin.”

			Hann nodded. “How soon?”

			“On the morrow, if it suits, and Odilia will allow ye to leave fer three days,” Odo grinned.

			Hann took a playful swing at Odo, who ducked. 

			“How many knights do ye think we should take?”

			“Are ye bringing back a king’s ransom?” Hann asked with a smile.

			“Nay, but enough coin to encourage outlaws. But nay, we need no cart. We ride quickly.”

			“Along with me, another four knights,” Hann stated.

			“Very well, we leave at dawn.”

			A few puffy clouds drifted lazily above them, the temperature was warm and pleasant, and there wasn’t a man amongst them who didn’t enjoy the freedom of riding quickly through the countryside on fast horses on such a beautiful day. 

			Other than Odo, no one had previously been to Combe Templariorum, and each was excited to learn more about the mysterious Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and from the Order of the Temple of Solomon.

			After a day and a half of hard riding, they approached the preceptory, and Odo saw mounted Templars in open pastures going through various training routines. All Mellester’s knights looked on curiously, and none more than Hann, who pointed out a few details of interest to his fellow knights. Odo grinned. Combe Templariorum was home to the Templars in this region of England and for any fighting man, observing the skills of Templar knights was a sight to behold. 

			They arrived at the preceptory, and immediately groomsmen took their horses to feed, water and rub down. Hann followed Odo inside while the other four knights wandered off to observe the training. Hann was surprised at how comfortable Odo was amongst the Templars as they both waited for the preceptor to see them. 

			It wasn’t a long wait before a monk escorted them to an exquisitely furnished room. 

			“Baron Odo Brus, it pleases me to lay my eyes upon ye again. Ye look hale and hearty,” greeted Preceptor Lucius with a warm smile when he saw Odo.

			“Aye, and to see ye too, Preceptor Lucius,” replied Odo.

			“And who do we have here?” the preceptor turned to Hann with interest. 

			“Ye may remember Marquis Hann Masey, he helped locate the mercenaries in Exeter a short time past,” Odo answered.

			Preceptor Lucius nodded and dipped his head in acknowledgement of Hann’s nobility. “Indeed, and welcome to Combe Templariorum,” smiled the preceptor. “Please be seated.”

			Both men sat on beautifully carved chairs with padded seats. 

			“Your abilities and reputation precede ye, Hann Masey. Odo is fortunate to have ye alongside.”

			“Thank ye, Preceptor Lucius,” Hann responded.

			The preceptor’s smile vanished and, with a sober expression, turned to Odo. “I am distressed to learn that ye are having some difficulty with Wadenham Manor,” he began, “are ye able to resolve the issue before conflict arises?” 

			Odo wasn’t surprised the preceptor knew what was happening. He knew the Templars made it their business to know everything that happened. Hann couldn’t help but look astonished.

			“I wish it were that simple, but alas, Wadenham’s lord, Sir Warwick, is stubborn and refuses to swear fealty. Conflict is likely. He has diverted part of the river Eks so that the Falls Ende Mill cannot operate. I need to enter Wadenham, restore the river flow and expel Sir Warwick. He has garnered support from other lords, and I have not the knights to challenge him.”

			Preceptor Lucius’s face clouded over. “What do ye intend to do?”

			“That is why I am here, Preceptor. I need coin fer the castle I am to build, and may need to hire mercenaries and pay costs. I have had enormous expenses, and without a steward, it is most difficult.”

			They spent some time discussing business and the situation around Sir Warwick before the preceptor leaned forward at this table. “Tell me of Gisela Chastain-Courteney?”

			Again, Odo detailed all he knew and then waited for Hann to finish recounting his recent experience with the woman after his unsuccessful journey to France. The preceptor was attentive and asked many questions before the room fell silent. 

			“Brother Jerome!” yelled the preceptor. Within moments the door opened, and a monk entered. He looked to the preceptor in question. “Has Sir William returned?”

			“Nay, Preceptor, he has not.”

			Preceptor Lucius looked thoughtful. “Please find Sir Finnian and ask him if he has time to share his wisdom with us.”

			Brother Jerome smiled. “Of course.” 

			The monk left the room, and the preceptor turned to Odo and Hann. “I am not an expert in martial affairs, and Sir Finnian is more than capable, he might have some suggestions to offer assistance.”

			“Then ye may send knights to help?” Odo asked with a measure of hope.

			“Nay, we are not permitted to engage in battle with Christians,” the preceptor clarified.

			Od looked downcast.

			It wasn’t long before a large, formidable-looking Templar knight entered the room. Despite his size, he had an open, expressive face, smiled warmly at Odo, and turned to Hann. “Ye may not recall, milord, but we met some years ago, in, er, Paris.” 

			Hann shook his head. “Fergive me, I do not remember.”

			Sir Finnian laughed and rubbed the side of his face. “Ye left me on the ground outside an Inn. It was a, a, uh, friendly disagreement.”

			Hann looked embarrassed. “Please accept my regrets. I presume mead was involved.”

			“Indeed it was, milord. But I am also to blame. Youth has a way of empowering our speech.”

			Everyone laughed. The preceptor slid a chair over, and Sir Finnian took a seat beside Hann. Preceptor Lucius explained the situation in Mellester and Wadenham in some detail, and when he finished, he asked Sir Finnian’s opinion on the best course of action for Odo.

			“I believe what ye suggest is the best ye can do. Ye can’t starve the village, ye can’t wait, ye said that ye tried negotiation,” he exhaled. “and this ridiculous farce by Sir Warwick needs to end. Although I feel he is emboldened by someone. Fer a lord of a small Hamlet, he has much confidence. Any notions about who is helping him other than the lords who have provided knights?”

			Hann and Odo shook their heads. Odo didn’t want to mention what he’d learned about Bishop Schafer’s involvement.

			“What of Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney? Is she going to intercede and help Sir Warwick, fer if I were her, it would suit me to come to his aid and weaken ye, Lord Odo,” said Sir Finnian.

			“Of concern to me is how she continues to hold resentment fer what yer father did all those years ago, and this vendetta must stop. Sir Odo Brus may have acted rashly when he slew her brother in the archery duel. But Jean Courteney duelled without honour, and under the rules, yer father was justified in launching another arrow. Many witnesses saw Jean Courteney move,” added the preceptor.

			“Lord Odo, Marquis Hann,” Sir Finnian turned to them. “We cannot interfere with yer disagreement with Sir Warwick, and we cannot become involved and attack a Lord of the Manor just because he disagrees with ye.”

			Hann nodded. “It is as I thought.” He looked down at his feet a moment, then up at Sir Finnian and held his gaze. “But… ye can defend.”

			Preceptor Lucius and Sir Finnian exchanged a quick glance. It was the preceptor who spoke. “I think yer main concern is fer the countess, and ye need to take all steps to ensure she cannot and will not become involved.”

			Again, they discussed more details before Sir Finnian excused himself and Odo made his request for some coin. While that was being arranged, the preceptor left Odo and Hann alone.

			“That wasn’t very helpful, was it?” Odo said.

			“What did ye expect, Odo. The Templars are not yer private army, they are monks fighting fer Christianity not fer Odo Brus.”

			“Aye, but they always manage to find a way to help.”

			“If ye are the king or the pope and can influence them, then, aye,” Hann laughed. “But ye are a lord of a small manor.” 

			Odo nodded.

			 “Now ye have yer coin, we can return to Mellester.”

			“Aye, the sooner, the better,” added Odo. “The bishop will be visiting in a few days.”

			Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney wanted Gilo dead. However, her pragmatic side prevailed, and she knew the gifted steward was too valuable to have him killed. She also knew that any prolonged time spent in her gaol could affect his fragile mind, abilities, and thus, his usefulness.  

			Reluctantly she ordered him released and instructed him to remain in the vicinity and not to leave Brancion. His fear would ensure compliance because Gisela knew he was petrified of her. 

			What she failed to understand was the hate he harboured. It superseded any other emotion, and while Gilo was genuinely fearful of the countess, he loathed her even more. It was pure abhorrence that motivated Gilo and sick with disgust, and upon his release, he retrieved his horse and fled. His destination wasn’t important, and he believed anywhere was better, as long as it was ten-thousand paces distant and was far enough away to think and plan his future.

			Gilo dismounted, loosened the saddle and allowed his horse to drink. The stream and thicket of dense bush where he stood weren’t ten-thousand paces from Gisela’s château as hoped; they were ten-thousand one hundred and seventeen paces. Not ideal, but it would have to suffice, he thought.

			With his mother dead, he had few loyalties and was free of any restraints that kept him in or near Brancion. He had no family, so to speak, or rather none he cared to be reminded of. His friends weren’t close acquaintances but people he just knew, and they put up with him and his oddities for short periods. Coin wasn’t an issue; he’d always managed to put some aside and could instantly recollect how much he had at any given time. Gilo knew he could travel anywhere – except back to the château and that monster Gisela.

			It was already growing late, and feeling safer and more relaxed, Gilo settled down for the night, quite happy to lay on his back, grieve for his mother, and look for symmetry and order in the skies and stars above.

			Gilo woke as the sun first peeked above the distant landscape and knew what needed to be done and where to go. With purpose, he mounted his horse and set off. One, two, three…

			Odo decided to meet with Bishop Schafer in Mellester’s great hall rather than in a more comfortable and intimate day chamber both would prefer. By design, he didn’t want to make the bishop feel overly welcome. Having him as a guest and spending the night here in the manor was troublesome at best. As lord, he had an obligation to extend his hospitality to Church dignitaries, however, he believed the bishop would decline the invitation to spend the night as a guest in Mellester Manor.

			As instructed, all guards departed the hall and stood outside with explicit instructions not to allow anyone inside. They were alone. 

			“Yer Excellency, Bishop Schafer, welcome to Mellester Manor,” Odo cordially greeted. 

			Bishop Schafer smiled with a suitable measure of divinity and extended his hand.

			Hann had instructed Odo on correct protocols, and with distaste, Odo dipped his head and kissed the episcopal ring.

			“Thank ye, Baron Odo; it is generous of ye to welcome me here, er, even if it is the hall.”

			Odo ignored the barb. A decanter of wine and two goblets sat on a small table. “Please, Yer Grace, wine?”

			The bishop nodded, leaned back in his chair, and adjusted his robes while Odo poured. 

			“How have ye taken to becoming Lord of the Manor? It would have been quite an adjustment.”

			Odo handed a goblet to Bishop Schafer, leaned back in his chair, took a small sip, and looked at the smirking bishop. “I have enjoyed the experience tremendously, Yer Grace. There has been much to do, and I’ve been kept busy.”

			“Aye, of course. And Priest Aylwin? I hope that ye have had a chance to assist him in pursuance of his duties?”

			Odo took a breath. “Priest Aylwin and I have reached an understanding and knows that he and the Church have my full support.”

			Bishop Schafer was a little perplexed. He expected an uncouth herdsman to be Mellester’s lord, yet this young man was well-mannered, intelligent, and if he didn’t know better, he thought Odo was sparring with him. Schafer nodded. “Priest Aylwin has spoken of ye in some detail….”

			“Since his return from Exeter, his eye has healed quite well, Yer Grace,” interrupted Odo fighting to hold back a smile. 

			Bishop Schafer turned away to collect himself. “Uh, I’m told Mellester is expanding, and the parish grows. I’d like to offer my congratulations, fer tithes will increase, and the Church can continue to minister and demonstrate compassion to the needy.”

			“Aye, but fer now, things here have slowed a little. We are experiencing a few challenges, er, growth spurts that we will overcome.”

			Bishop Schafer tut-tutted. “Local lords unwilling to swear fealty to ye is not inconsequential, Baron Odo. As Bishop, then I feel concern fer the well-being of parishioners and any disagreement should be peacefully and quickly resolved so that Mellester can return to normal. Is this not so?” Schafer stared at Odo over the rim of his goblet he held to his lips.

			Odo took a moment to digest what the bishop said. This is what he expected. The bishop applies pressure on him to resolve the issue and the same time fuels the fire and encourages conflict. “I am distressed that some lords defy the lawful decree of King Henry and seek to disobey him and me. Does this not bother ye, Bishop Schafer?”

			“Oh, aye, it is disgraceful, Baron Odo,” said Schafer without any conviction.

			“What can ye, as bishop, do to help? A kindly word in the ear of Sir Warwick demonstrating the Church’s displeasure would be a prayer answered.” Odo crossed his legs and looked at the bishop intently. 

			Bishop Schafer slowly shook his head from side to side. “Unfortunately, the Church cannot involve itself in, er, these … secular matters, and it would be most inappropriate. Nay, nay, it wouldn’t do at all.”

			Odo rubbed his chin and kept his eyes firmly on the bishop. “Then Yer Grace, why is it that word has reached me that ye are openly encouraging lords within yer diocese to support Sir Warwick and supply him with knights?

			“Baron Odo Brus!” Bishop Schafer shot to his feet, spilling wine over his fine robes. “How dare ye make unfounded accusations and demonstrate a total lack of respect. As an apostle of the Church, I am deeply offended and seek an immediate apology.” He glared at Odo, who hadn’t reacted.

			Odo had no idea why the bishop sought to undermine his position as lord of the manor. What he did know was that Bishop Schaffer was an unpleasant man and couldn’t be trusted. “Bishop Schafer, return to yer seat!”

			The bishop stared at him in disbelief. He fully expected a grovelling apology, not a harsh command to be seated.

			“Be seated, Bishop Schafer,” Odo’s tone hardened.

			Schafer slowly sat. This isn’t going as expected, thought the bishop in growing anger.

			Odo leaned forward. “This is what ye will do fer me….”

			Chapter Twenty-One

			Bishop Shafer’s eyebrows furrowed. This young lord, a mere herdsman, was dictating terms, making demands… “How dare ye!”

			Odo glared at the bishop. Few had seen Odo riled, except for a few misbehaving cows, and certainly no local man, let alone a bishop of the Church. His voice took on an edge, his eyes narrowed, and he spoke succinctly and clearly. “Ye will talk to every lord ye have spoken to and have them withdraw any knight that has arrived in Wadenham to support Sir Warwick and return to their manor immediately.”

			Bishop Schafer sat transfixed. He’d never been spoken to in such a disrespectful manner, ever. There was something about Odo Brus… The bishop conceded that he felt frightened and intimidated by him, and he could only listen in indignation and mute rage.

			“Do I make myself understood, Bishop?”

			Schafer’s mouth opened to protest, but he couldn’t speak. He swallowed and again felt the pangs of fear creep upwards from his belly. He couldn’t and wouldn’t respond to such a show of disrespect and pure vileness.

			“Ye will do exactly as I instruct – Exactly!”

			Odo’s last word, spoken with such authority and fervour, caused the bishop to jump in his seat. He wiped his sweaty brow with a sleeve and couldn’t look at the young lord.

			“Would ye care to know why ye will do as I have instructed?”

			Shafer risked a look and couldn’t help himself and, against his will, weakly nodded.

			Odo leaned forward. “I hold yer debt fer ten shillings, Bishop Schafer.”

			The sweat on his brow cooled dramatically, and Hamlin Schafer felt the chill of wretchedness. He swallowed thickly, felt his heart pound in his chest and gripped the chair’s armrests until his knuckles turned white, and then his voice failed. “Hh, hh,” he cleared his throat. “H-ow?” was all he could manage. 

			“When an apostle of the Church engages in immoral pursuits, then by the grace of God, we are fortunate when the righteous come forward and speak plainly, is this not so?” Odo hoped he wasn’t overdoing it, but he wanted to make his point. However, his immediate concern was for Schafer, whose skin looked pallid. 

			Bishop Hamlin Schafer looked guilty and stared forlornly at the floor near his feet. He knew without question that if the archbishop found out about his indiscretions, he’d be cast out from the Church, and his life would be over. The Church didn’t consider gambling a sin, nevertheless, it was frowned upon. But debt? However, he knew more than anyone; forgiveness was not something practised, only spoken of. His future and life now lay in the hands of Baron Odo Brus. He’d underestimated the young man and wagered against him and lost. He felt light-headed and released his death grip on the armrests to reach for his goblet and downed its entire contents in two long gulps.

			“I, er, should be returning to Exeter, Baron Odo, and please accept my apologies. I cannot avail myself to yer hospitalities this evening.” Bishop Shafer couldn’t look at him. He rose unsteadily as Odo watched him shuffle pitifully towards the door.

			Odo sat alone for quite some time after the bishop’s hurried exit. He looked up when the door opened and saw Cathal enter. Without a word, Cathal walked down the hall’s length, eased himself into the chair recently vacated by the bishop and sat quietly waiting; he knew Odo would speak when ready.

			It took a while, but Cathal wasn’t concerned; he had all the time in the world.

			“What have I done, Cathal? I have forced my will on another by chantage13, and I am sickened by it.”

			Cathal nodded and kept his eyes firmly on Odo. 

			“Ye say nothing, are ye disappointed in me?”

			“Nay, or perhaps a little, but often we are forced to do distasteful things.”

			“What I did was wrong.”

			“What did ye do?” Cathal asked.

			“The bishop… a man came forward and told me how Bishop Schafer was indebted to him fer ten shillings through wagering. I used that information to order the bishop to have the knights from other manors at Wadenham return to where they are from.”

			“Then ye told the bishop to tell the lords to have their knights return?”

			Odo shrugged. “Aye.”

			“I think this is not the reason ye feel sorrowful. All ye did was right a wrong. But something else ails ye….” Cathal raised an eyebrow and waited.

			Odo’s features hardened. “It felt good to command the bishop.”

			“To command the bishop, or to just command?” Cathal asked.

			Odo looked directly into Cathal’s eyes. “Both.”

			Cathal offered a rare smile and rose from his chair. “Ye are growing, Master Odo. Reigning over someone can raise ye to lofty heights, but remember to keep yer feet on the earth, fer the danger is in toppling.”

			“That is why I have ye, Cathal. Keep reminding me.”

			“Aye, Master Odo, but one more thing….”

			Odo looked up. 

			“Actions always have consequences, and ye have made a powerful enemy.” Cathal spun and walked from the hall.

			It was dark when Bishop Schafer returned to Exeter and immediately had his cleric and steward send messages to various lords explaining that in the best interests of the Church, they should withdraw their support for Lord of Wadenham, Sir Warwick Hughes. All knights return home to their respective manors at their earliest convenience.

			When the steward and cleric eventually went to bed, Bishop Schafer sat alone with a goblet of wine and tried to calm his disquiet and angst. His hands still shook, and he hadn’t been able to eat. He was in a quandary and knew not how to move forward to expiate himself from the mess he found himself in. How would the archbishop react to the news that a bishop had a penchant for gambling and, through unfortunate losses, indebted himself to another? Schafer shook his head in disgust and self-loathing. It didn’t bear thinking about; the archbishop would immediately rescind his holy orders and dismiss him from the Church. He’d have nothing, not a thing, and Lord Odo Brus would still hold the debt.

			He admitted that Odo Brus had outmanoeuvred and outwitted him. Yet, there was also more; Mellester’s lord had been imposing, forceful and behaved with confidence that bespoke authority and conviction. Would Baron Odo continue to use that one small indiscretion against him or release him of indebtedness? 

			He refilled his goblet and pondered the shift in his life. Who could help? Would Bishop Laninga sympathize or see him cast him out? How close was their friendship, and could he rely on Laninga to offer counsel and, more importantly, find a way out so the archbishop never learned of the incident? Based on his first meeting with Odo Brus, he believed the young man would again call on him to do his bidding. 

			He brought the goblet to his lips with trembling hands. 

			Bishop Laninga would be understanding and could help. After all, he was but a man, and it wasn’t like he was free from imprudence. With a grimace, he decided to write to him in the morning and seek help and hopefully forgiveness.

			Bishop Schafer made his way to his chamber and spent a restless night recounting his meeting with Odo Brus.

			Huntsman Seth, Hann, Master Mason Albin and Odo walked into the hills behind Mellester Manor towards a location Huntsman Seth thought might contain the stone they needed to be quarried. They followed a narrow path through a small steep-sided valley about a furlong and a half from the manor house where the valley’s sides opened.

			Seth stopped and pointed to a vast fractured cliff face that towered high above. As a child, Odo had been here countless times while exploring and had forgotten this place even existed. Master Mason Albin doubled over and rested his arms on his thighs, trying to regain his breath while Odo and Hann waited for him to recover. 

			“I fear age – will see – the death – of me,” gasped Master Mason Albin between breaths. After a few moments, he straightened and looked closely at the massive wall of rock.  

			“I hope not, certainly not before finishing the castle,” replied Odo.

			Hann walked towards the stone wall and began poking in between a few cracks. The mason, now somewhat recovered, stepped up and together, both men gave the rock wall scrutiny. Seth turned to Odo and shrugged. To him, it was just a rock wall, and he and generations of youth before him had explored and played here.

			Master Mason Albin pulled a walling hammer from his belt and began tapping exposed edges of the stone to break off small pieces. He began studying the chips carefully to look for flaws or weaknesses. Hann watched closely and commented from time to time in agreement as the mason made observations.

			Eventually, Hann found a crack wide enough to put in his hand and began to scale the sheer face, and after a short distance, he stopped. He reached down where the mason handed him the hammer, and with one hand jammed securely in the fissure, chipped away at a few jagged edges, which the mason collected and studied in the palm of his hand. 

			Hann leapt down, and both he and the mason talked a while before walking over to Odo.

			“It appears this rock face is granite, milord. Master Mason Albin and I agree that the quality of the granite is good enough to begin testing.”

			Hann saw the look of puzzlement on Odo’s face. 

			“We need to cut some blocks from the wall to conduct assessments. Once we know the granite is suitable, I will instruct masons to mark out the rock face and begin cutting.”

			“Is there enough granite to construct a castle?” Odo asked.

			Hann turned to Master Mason Albin. “Milord, without investigating further, there appears to be enough granite here to build two castles.”

			“Wonderful,” beamed Odo, “Then we shall build two castles.”

			“He jests, Mason Albin,” stated Hann with a quick head shake.

			Odo grinned. “How soon can ye begin?”

			Master Mason Albin rested his hands on his hips and whistled. “Milord, we can begin immediately. It will be a week or so before we know fer sure if we have sufficient quantities of superior granite. But between ye and me, sire, I believe all is well, and with Marquis Hann’s help, we can begin to lay out markers for foundations and finish the design.

			“We’ll need a road, and thankfully it will be mostly downhill to the manor,” stated Hann. 

			“Aye, I will talk to Petrus, as he has had men building the new road behind the village. He can have them create a road from here to the manor,” Odo replied. 

			“Milord, I will speak to the reeve, fer this road needs to be level and smooth,” added the master mason.

			Odo felt a drop of rain and looked up. In the distance, he could see the white haze of moisture in the sky. Hann felt it too and looked at Odo. “I hope it pours,” Odo said.

			“Be just a drizzle, milord, my knee aches when rain a coming, and it ain’t be hurting yet,” replied the master mason.

			“Would ye like fer me to kick yer knee?” grinned Odo, “It might bring rain.”

			They slowly made their way back to the manor and discussed some details and changes that would need to occur around the manor as masons and labourers were hired and began moving in. 

			Any hope of heavy rain was dispelled when a drizzle blanketed Mellester. It wouldn’t make any difference to the river flow, and Odo felt discouraged and gloomy as they returned to the great hall. 

			Some knights were grouped talking in the area immediately surrounding the manor house. Others had just arrived, and more were expected. As ordered by Odo, Hann had begun to marshal all available knights. Those who were already here were sent out to ride Wadenham’s perimeter. The presence of Mellester’s knights constantly patrolling the area would add pressure to Wadenham’s defenders, and he didn’t want to give Sir Warwick any respite. 

			Odo greeted a couple of new arrivals, and before he could step inside the hall, he heard a commotion and turned back to look down the carriageway. Protesting loudly was Steward Gilo being shoved forward by Reeve Petrus as they walked up towards him.

			Odo was incensed. “Help the Reeve,” he instructed the man-at-arms guarding the entrance to the hall. “and bring him to me.” He turned to Hann, who was about to speak to the new arrivals and indicated to follow him inside. Another man-at-arms ran over to assist and take Gilo’s stolen horse led by the reeve. 

			Relieved of his burden, the reeve followed the procession into Mellester’s great hall.

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			“Do ye know why I am displeased?” Odo stood directly in front of Gilo, restrained by two men-at-arms, firmly holding his elbows. While he waited for an answer, he turned away and took a seat on the dais beside Charlotte, who he’d called for.

			Reeve Petrus and Hann sat side by side facing Odo near the steward, and both were curious as to why Gilo Lavigne had fled Mellester, only to return. 

			Gilo tried unsuccessfully to pull his arms free; however, both men-at-arms held him securely. 

			“Release him,” Odo instructed as he crossed his legs.

			Of some comfort to Gilo was the familiarity of where he stood. He was two paces from the dais and eight from the hall’s entrance and stood where he’d previously faced Lord Odo Brus. He took a deep calming breath. “I owe ye all an apology, milord, and I have not been honest.”

			“Tell us something we don’t know,” grumbled the reeve.

			Odo rubbed his chin and leaned slightly in his chair towards Charlotte.

			“I was sent here by Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney–”

			Odo’s eyes narrowed, and he sat straighter.

			“Milord, I was to learn about Mellester Manor, yer strengths and weaknesses and then inform the countess.”

			“To what end?” Odo asked.

			“She has a grievance for ye milord, but I know not why. But I have since learned that she used what I told her to gather knights as she intends to seek yer death, and yers, too milady.”

			Odo recoiled as Hann stood. “How many knights and when will they come?” Hann asked. 

			“I am unfamiliar with the details, but I do know that she seeks forty knights–”

			Reeve Petrus groaned and raised his hands to his face. 

			“They will support Sir Warwick at Wadenham, and then they will attack Mellester and seek yer death,” Gilo continued.

			“And ye don’t know when?” clarified Hann.

			Gilo vigorously shook his head. “Nay, milord.”

			Hann gave Odo a quick look. “But ye say that forty knights – forty, will assist Wadenham if we attack, then when we are defeated and weak, they will counter-attack Mellester?”

			“Aye, that is what I have heard, milord.”

			“Makes no sense; why would we attack Wadenham when they have superior numbers?” Hann shook his head.

			“She might think Mellester will get help,” suggested the reeve.

			“Why did ye return here, Gilo? Ye knew we were unhappy with the way ye left, and ye stole a horse,” Odo asked.

			“Aye, milord…” he took another deep breath and looked at the symmetry of the hall and the flags and banners hung in display and remembrance. It was balanced and created structure. “Milord, I was forced to come here and deceive ye against my will–”

			Reeve Petrus scoffed.

			“The countess held my maman captive and threatened to kill her if I did not do as she commanded. I had no choice, nor did I enjoy deceiving the good folk here fer it is not in my nature, milord.”

			“What of yer mother now? Surely ye fear fer her safety?” Charlotte asked.

			Gilo’s expression faltered. “Mi-milady, my maman no longer lives.”

			“The countess killed her?” Hann asked.

			“A guard informed me that maman was injured when brought to Château Brancion. She never recovered and died a short time later, and I was not told of this until after I returned from here. The countess kept her death from me.”

			Odo returned to leaning back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Then why return, ye could have gone anywhere?”

			“Milord, the countess instructed me to remain in Brancion and forbid me from leaving. I disobeyed and wanted to amend fer my actions here.”

			Odo was puzzled. “Were ye not locked in a goal?”

			Gilo nodded. “Milord, God has given me a gift with numbers, and I find little comfort in disorder. Chaos and randomness unsettle and upset me. She knows this and felt my freedom would keep me from disquiet. She feels my talents are valuable, and she wishes to use them.” He lowered his head and stared at the floor, counting gouges, blemishes and marks on the thick planks.

			“Does he speak the truth?” the reeve asked.

			No one answered. 

			Odo looked at one of the men-at-arms. “Take him to the storage room and see he has food and water.” Before he could say more, Gilo protested.

			“Milord!” he appealed. 

			Odo’s expression changed, and his face hardened. “Gilo, we need to talk, and ye need to eat. Ye won’t be mistreated or harmed. Go quietly, please.” He spoke assertively and with absolute authority.

			Hann and Reeve Petrus shared a glance. They’d not heard Mellester’s lord speak in such a way, which took them both by surprise. 

			Both guards coaxed Gilo to turn, leading him out of the hall. 

			Gilo counted. Eight, seven, six…

			“Can we trust what he says?” asked Reeve Petrus when Gilo was led away.

			“Did ye see his face?” Charlotte asked. “He speaks honestly, ye cannot hide despair, and that… that... woman…countess….”

			

		

“And now we have forty chevaliers about to ride fer Mellester, and they seek yer head, Odo,” added Hann.

			“And mine,” stated Charlotte. “I have not met Countess. Gisela, and yet I find her so repugnant.”

			“Aye, she is,” replied Hann.

			“Well, what do we do? Do we believe Gilo, and what do we do with him?” Odo looked at each person in question.

			“Aye, he speaks the truth,” Hann replied first. “He had no reason to come back, and he did so at risk to his life.”

			“But did the countess send him back?” queried the reeve.

			Odo looked at Charlotte for her opinion. “I think he is sincere, and I saw his face and the pain he felt fer his mother. That cannot be feigned. He speaks honestly, and we should allow him his freedom, offer our thanks, and then ask him if he wants his job. We have no steward and desperately need one. His skill with numbers and reckoning is like I have never seen a’fore. We need him.”

			“What say ye?” Odo repeated. “Does Mellester have a gifted steward again?”

			All nodded in agreement. 

			“Now, what about these forty knights or chevaliers? What should we do, Hann?”

			“I wanted to speak to ye about that earlier,” began Hann, “Odo. Huntsman Seth came to me and told me that many of the knights at Wadenham have begun leaving, and the number of knights they now have is almost manageable fer us.”

			“How is that possible?” Reeve Petrus looked confused. “Why would they suddenly up and leave?”

			Odo smiled and gave quiet thanks to Bishop Schafer. He shrugged. “How many more knights have yet to leave Wadenham before we have the advantage, Hann? And how long before the countess sends her knights here?”

			Hann began pacing. “I will need to talk to Huntsman Seth again and get a tally from him. As fer the countess and her men, I suspect it will take some time to marshal forty knights, but with urgency, they could be on their way in a day or so and be here in seven to ten days.”

			“Can ye go to Sir Hyde with this information?” asked Reeve Petrus.

			“Nay, nay, I cannot. He insisted, any problems like this, then I must resolve them myself.”

			“The Templars?” asked the reeve.

			“Nay, they can’t either,” answered Hann.

			“So then, we are on our own?” The reeve looked exasperated. 

			“Perhaps not,” replied Odo. “Hann, I want to take another ride towards and around Wadenham, and nay, I do not wish to encounter his knights or Sir Warwick. I have an idea and need to view Wadenham and think a little. On the morrow, have two knights and yerself ready fer a brisk morning jaunt, eh,” he grinned.

			No one had any idea what Odo was thinking and just looked at him.

			Accompanied by Reeve Petrus, Odo and Charlotte made their way to the storage room that housed Mellester’s goal. Built of stone, it was small, effective and dry. Odo knew it only too well as he’d spent time there himself.  

			Gilo was seated on the floor and had just finished eating when they entered. He shot to his feet and brushed straw from his clothes, and Charlotte noted how he stood distinctly in the middle of the goal.

			“Gilo, ye let us down and lied to us when lady Charlotte told ye how we valued truth and honesty.” Gilo went to speak, but Odo held up his hand. “What bothers me is where do yer loyalties lie, and can ye be trusted?”

			Another person entered the storeroom, and Odo turned to see Cathal. He walked over and silently appraised Gilo.

			Gilo was understandably nervous. “Milord, words have no meaning unless reinforced by actions. I have no loyalty towards Countess Gisela, nor do I have need to return to Brancion or her château. I would prefer, with yer blessing, to remain here in Mellester, and then ye will see yer faith and trust in me is justified.”

			“Why do ye stand in the middle of the goal?” asked Cathal, looking puzzled.

			Gilo was taken back. “Er, because it is safe.”

			“Safe from what?” Cathal asked.

			“If I stand on the left, then the right side is unbalanced, and if I stand on the right, the left becomes unbalanced. In the middle, both sides exist equally, and not one side is favoured over the other.”

			Cathal nodded. “Is this what ye seek, balance?”

			“Aye, it puts me at ease. Otherwise, I become agitated.”

			Odo looked at Charlotte and raised his eyebrows. This was a most peculiar conversation.

			Cathal turned and faced Odo. “He speaks the truth.”

			“How can ye know? Balance left or balance right… and I know not why that determines if he tells the truth, it’s absurd.” Odo stated in frustration.

			“Master Odo, it is not what he said but how he said it. When he speaks of his need fer balance, his tone and manners are real fer he tells the truth about how he experiences life and the world around him. He used the same tone and mannerisms when he spoke of being truthful to ye.”

			Odo held Cathal’s gaze and smiled. “Thank ye,” he whispered, then looked at Gilo. “Yer work here at Mellester Manor waits fer ye, Steward Gilo, ye are free to leave. Do ye care to return to work or walk away?”

			Gilo took a step forward, looked at the iron bars and gripped a bar on either side of the centre one. “Then I may leave? No conditions, and I am free to go?”

			“If that is what ye wish,” Odo confirmed. 

			“Then I choose to remain here in Mellester, milord.”

			“Very well, I suggest ye heed yer promise and busy yerself as there is much work to be done,” Odo smiled. “Welcome home, Gilo.”

			The man-at-arms unlocked the door, and Gilo almost ran from the small goal. “Thank ye, milord.” He strode to the counting-house in his distinctive lengthy stride of measured steps.

			“A most peculiar fellow, but with an astonishing gift,” Odo said after he disappeared.

			Cathal inclined his head. “Perhaps, but this may be what ye need.”

			Leaving the reeve and Charlotte to talk, Cathal and Odo walked outside from the storage room. The clouds had cleared, and the sun shone brightly against a vivid blue sky. 

			“What I need, Cathal, other than rain, is a solution. Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney intends on attacking Mellester with forty knights, and I have no realistic view on what to do.”

			Cathal looked upwards at the sky and exhaled loudly. “But ye do have a notion, do ye not?”

			“I have a desperate measure that might work.”

			“Do ye realise that Sir Warwick has planned well, but only for a conventional response?”

			Odo’s eyebrows furrowed. “Conventional?”

			“Aye, he expects only what any military-trained lord would do.” He smiled. “But ye have no military training, and it might serve ye well to remember that.”

			“But that is the problem, I have no experience,” Odo appealed. 

			“Is that so?” Cathal replied and wandered away.

			The reeve and Charlotte stepped up. “What was that about?” she asked. 

			“That man irks me. Why can he not converse like a normal person? Is life a continual riddle fer him?”

			“It might be, Lord Odo, that he be teachin’ ye,” Reeve Petrus added with a wink at Charlotte.

			“Teaching me what?”

			“How to think.”

			Odo stormed off.

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Odo, Hann, Sir Leif and Sir Arne departed Mellester as the sun peeked above distant hills. Odo was impatient and keen to set out. He’d had a restless night as Cathal’s words kept repeating themselves over and over in his head. As angry as he was at the cryptic conversations with the Irishman, he inherently knew his words always rung true. They were like a cypher that needed understanding, and while Cathal always made himself available to dispense wise counsel, he seldom actually provided the answer. However, Odo felt his idea had merit, and what he needed to do was arrive with answers to the questions and endure the ridicule that was sure to come. Scouting Wadenham would provide some of those answers, or so he hoped.

				All four destriers thundered down the carriageway and headed northwards and to the road that led to Wadenham. Amica nudged ahead, and the other fully armed and armoured knights struggled to keep pace. On Hann’s urging, Odo wore chainmail beneath a tunic but no additional protection. 

				He slowed Amica and allowed the others to catch up. He grinned as Hann pulled alongside. They drew closer to the Wadenham turn-off, and Odo slowed Amica to a walk. Hann’s head swivelled from side to side beside him as he scrutinised the countryside. He took in the trees, tracks, paths and fields. Cautiously they turned down the road towards Wadenham, and Odo continued to take in the land’s features. He looked at fences, walls, buildings, and ditches. He could picture the layout of the hamlet easily as he’d been there more times than he could recollect. 

				“Easy, Odo, we should ride with care, fer we are close to where Sir Warwick’s knights patrol. 

				Odo looked behind. Sir Arne and Sir Leif rode with one hand on their swords, their heads constantly turning and looking for danger. Sir Arne to his left, and Sir Leif to his right.

			 Odo reined Amica to a stop. “I think this is far enough.” He stood upright on his stirrups and stared across fields on both sides of the track they were on.

				“What are ye seeking?” Hann asked.

				“Ye’ll find out, Marshal Hann,” Odo teased. Satisfied, he sat back in his saddle. “Now, we can return to the main road.”

			“And Mellester?” Hann queried.

			“Nay, we will ride down the road a little; I need to see more.”

			“Sir Hann!” warned Sir Arne. He pointed in the distance. Through the trees ahead, two of Sir Warwick’s knights on horses were studying them.

			“Milord, fer yer safety, we should leave,” Hann stated.

			“Aye.” He wheeled Amica around and began walking back from where they came.

			They rode further down the main road as Odo wanted, and again he studied all the features of the terrain. Eventually, he was satisfied, and he informed Hann it was time to return. 

			They cantered back down the main road towards the turn-off to Wadenham and saw two knights near the junction waiting. If they had any ill intentions, Odo didn’t know. When Hann withdrew his sword, followed by the two knights behind who quickly unsheathed theirs, Wadenham’s knights turned and walked away. They didn’t want a confrontation. 

			Once they’d passed the road to Wadenham, Odo slowed Amica and rode alongside Hann so they could talk. 

			“Er, Hann, I’ve given some thought to this...”

			Hann looked over at Odo and was immediately wary.

			“We now have all these knights at the manor, and I think it would be good fer morale to have some sport.”

			Hann raised an eyebrow. “Sport?”

			“Aye, a, uh, a hunt,” Odo grinned.

			Hann shook his head. “And why would ye do this?”

			Odo had been expecting this question and answered quickly. “The knights need a distraction and would serve them well to hone their skills before any engagement with Sir Warwick. Huntsman Seth tells me that he needs to cull the boar in the hills, they breed in abundance, and some of the villagers are frightened to venture too far into the forest. Also, the meat would serve as a good feast, and we can give a boar or two to the village. Let them enjoy the spoils too, eh?”

			Try as he might, Hann couldn’t find a reason to disagree other than one. “We might be doing battle with Wadenham soon. Having knights galivanting through the forest instead of being ready at Mellester seems risky.”

			“Aye, if ye took all the knights, but ye might take five or six out on one day, then the next day, some others to ensure they could each have fair sport with a fine kill. It would remove the boredom of riding circles around Wadenham, would it not?”

			Again, Hann couldn’t really disagree. “Aye, ye may be right, Odo.”

			“I will offer a prize for the knight who slays the largest boar by weight for each day and another prize for the overall heaviest kill.”

			Hann let his horse amble on for a few steps. “Aye, I support yer hunt, but if I didn’t know ye better, I’d think ye were up to something, Baron Odo,” he smiled. 

			“Then, it is best to begin the hunt as soon as possible. Speak to Huntsman Seth, he is ready fer ye.” With that, Odo squeezed his thighs, and Amica shot forward, leaving Hann thinking that Odo was scheming. 

			Odo wanted to think and thoroughly understand and accept the risks of his idea. From his earlier reconnoitring, he saw no reason why his plan couldn’t work and admitted it was crazy, unorthodox and unexpected. However, before he spoke of it to Hann and Petrus, he needed to ensure he’d thought of everything. 

			Falls Ende was where he walked towards, two men-at-arms trailed behind, and Odo greeted villagers, said hello and waved. How often had he walked through Mellester’s main thoroughfare throughout his life and been ignored? Now, when he strolled past the merchants with their wares, past the inn, people called out in greeting, waved, or stepped up to say hello, how life had changed.

			With instructions to remain at the byre where Herdsman Daniel lived, the men-at-arms allowed Odo to walk alone towards Falls Ende. Even though the river level was low, a slight mist still crept up and blew away. The sound of the falls lacked the deep rumble he was so used to hearing, but as he approached, the slightly muted roar of cascading water filled his ears. He stopped, leaned against a fence post and stared down. He felt the peace and relaxed.

			He’d been there a while but wasn’t sure how long when his musings were interrupted. “Milord?”

			Odo recognised Daniel at once and smiled. “Herdsman Daniel, fare thee well?”

			“Aye, uh, Odo, as well as ever,” he replied. 

			“I’m pleased ye found me, fer I wanted to talk.”

			Hann was growing increasingly agitated. The more he thought about what Sir Warwick was doing to Odo, the more it rankled him. He knew Sir Warwick’s antics carried no substance and were borne over nothing more than petty jealousies and insecurities. 

			There was nothing wrong with Wadenham Manor; it was a beautiful, serene, and peaceful hamlet. The manor was in an ideal location that once afforded travellers a safe and secure place to ford the River Eks until a road was created that circumvented the river crossing. Sir Warwick, through his darkness, had annexed Wadenham and allowed it to breed and moulder his discontent and disquiet, which inadvertently affected the lives of villagers and peace of the region through his personal discord. 

			As evening descended over Mellester, Hann’s unease festered. He lay on his bed, unable to sleep and thought of how Odo and Charlotte must feel. He couldn’t explain it, as Mellester hadn’t been his home for very long. He was new to the area and to the people who lived here, but for some inexplicable reason, he found himself loyal and increasingly protective towards Odo and Charlotte. He didn’t understand it and couldn’t determine why he felt as he did. But the young lord proved to be remarkably different from anyone else he’d previously encountered. He would have scoffed at the notion that a lord who had no experience or training in military matters could ever succeed. However, Odo had again proven him wrong. He certainly didn’t lack courage and consistently demonstrated his concern for the well-being of everyone. When someone like Sir Warwick sought to undermine Odo, his blood boiled, and Hann acknowledged that Wadenham’s lord needed to be stopped.

			Hann sat up as an idea formed. He swung his legs over the bed, sat on the edge and thought about the implications of his audacious notion. He saw no apparent downside, and all it required was a little stealth, some good fortune and someone with enough daring to pull it off. If he were successful, Odo and Charlotte’s life would improve dramatically, and they could face Gisela’s knights on a more fair and equal footing. 

			With his mind made up, he dressed simply in breeches and a tunic, strapped his sword and knives around his waist and crept from his room towards Mellester’s stables a short distance away.

			He informed guards he was reconnoitring and would return by dawn. No one argued or challenged Mellester’s military commander, and Hann rode quietly down the carriageway into the darkness.

			He turned down and into Mellester’s main thoroughfare and rode towards Falls Ende. Once near the footbridge, he turned left and followed the river north, towards Wadenham. Sir Warwick was unaware that he would die this night.

			The moon provided enough light to help him a little, but the path he rode on was well used, and his horse steadily made its way without any guidance. After a while, he reined in, dismounted and hobbled his horse. From here on, he would go on foot, circumvent the hamlet, quietly enter Wadenham’s manor house, and simply drive his sword through the chest of Sir Warwick.

			He double-checked his weapons to ensure they didn’t noisily hit one another and headed towards a stand of trees. He didn’t want to alert Mellester’s knights patrolling the area of his presence and preferred that no one knew what he was doing. 

			It was almost pitch black, and he cautiously approached, listening for any sign of guards. He expected them but hoped through boredom they’d be inattentive or dozing. On safely reaching the trees, he paused and listened. He was in no immediate hurry and wanted to wait a short time to see if Sir Warwick’s knights rode by or were in some type of rotation. 

			High above, the odd cloud passed by the moon and created moving shadows. Seeing the movement and believing it to be a guard, he silently withdrew his sword and almost stabbed a bush. With a silent curse and a grimace, he crouched down to patiently observe and listen.

			Confident he hadn’t been discovered, he rose and slowly crept forward, step by step, through the trees until he reached the fringe. On his right, the river flowed towards Mellester, and just ahead, on his left, sleeping villagers lay safely in their crucks. He wanted to walk alongside the river’s embankment and as far away as possible from any homes or if a dog caught wind of him and began barking. 

			He stopped again to listen. 

			It was a subtle change in the surrounding ambience that alerted him. With the utmost care, he unsheathed his sword and crouched behind a bush to wait. It was silent, and there was nothing to be heard, but then the hairs on his neck rose. Someone or something was nearby and creeping towards him. 

			He remained unmoving; his senses tuned. Then he heard it or instead felt it, one stealthy step and another. If he hadn’t paused, then he could easily have missed it. He tensed as whoever stalked him drew closer. Judging his timing carefully, and when he believed the man was within two paces away, he tensed and launched himself upright to thrust his sword forward. He couldn’t miss.

			Directly in front, the dark outline of a man appeared. In reflex, Hann’s sword speared out, directly towards the silhouette, and instead of feeling the sword’s resistance as it pierced through clothing and flesh, he felt nothing. Instead, his arm was grabbed, twisted and then a foot was placed behind his own, and he found himself unarmed and helplessly lying on his back. A hand was placed over his mouth. 

			A shape loomed over. “An evening stroll can be most perilous, is this not so?”

			The hand was removed. “Cathal?” Hann whispered in astonishment. 

			Cathal straightened and helped him to his feet. 

			Hann had to steady his nerves as he realised how easily he’d been disarmed. “I, uh, I could have killed ye.”

			“Methinks ye were in more danger,” Cathal chuckled. “However, we must talk. Come, away from here, we may be heard.”

			Cathal began to walk away, his footfalls lost in the natural stillness of the night. Hann scrambled to find his sword and followed. 

			“What are ye doing here?” Hann asked when he caught up to him. “How did ye find me?” Cathal paused near Hann’s horse, and he immediately saw another unidentified figure outlined in the moonlight. 

			“Ye have Huntsman Seth to thank. He saw ye leave Mellester and found me.”

			“Milord,” sheepishly greeted Seth. 

			Hann shook his head. “Why did ye stop me?”

			Cathal turned, and the glow of the moon illuminated his face. “What ye wanted to do is kill Sir Warwick. I understand why, but ye can’t, Hann. This contest between Sir Warwick and Odo… it’s Odo’s fight, and he, as lord, must be the one to overcome it. If ye killed Sir Warwick, it would look badly on Odo. I understand yer loyalty to him; we all feel it, and it is part of who he is. But if ye killed Sir Warwick… it would not have helped Odo. As lord of the manor, he needs to resolve this problem himself, and as lord, issue commands.” Cathal gave no opportunity for Hann to respond. “Do ye think Odo would have ordered ye to creep into Wadenham and kill Sir Warwick?”

			Hann considered what Cathal said. “How do ye know why I came here?”

			Cathal laughed. “Why else and what other reason could ye have had?”

			Hann felt foolish. “Nay, I do not think Odo would ever consider killing Sir Warwick in this way. I just wanted to end this.”

			“Aye, as we all do, Hann. But have faith and trust in Odo, and we must allow him to grow and make the decisions.”

			“We are in danger, Cathal. Odo can’t possibly overcome Sir Warwick and Gisela, and to do so, he needs help from Sir Hyde, the King, and even the Templars. But they each say they are unable to lend assistance.”

			“Do ye think Odo knows this?” 

			“Aye, Cathal, I have spoken many times of this and given him options and choices. But until Odo’s knights all arrive in Mellester, little more can be done. If ye say he needs a plan, then I have yet to hear of one, and time is quickly running out. He has a few days at best. This is why I came tonight.”

			Cathal turned slightly and looked directly up at the moon, and exhaled. “I believe Odo will overcome, and ye and I have yet to see the best of him.”

			Deep down, Hann knew Cathal was right. 

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			“There must be something we can do?” loudly exclaimed Sir Hyde Fortescue in frustration. “Ye know as well as I that numerically Odo Brus cannot overcome Sir Warwick and that countess, Gisela.”

				Sir William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke, a Templar knight and a military advisor to the king, watched Sir Hyde pace backwards and forwards in his chamber. “The king is aware of this, but he insists we allow Odo Brus to prove himself.”

				“It’s a ridiculous notion, and ye know it!” Sir Hyde pointed at Sir William with his only hand. “He is setting up Odo to fail.”

				“Or, to show what he is made of.” Sir William’s expression softened. “Queen Eleanor believes in Odo, but the king has met with complaint since he appointed his nephew as Mellester’s lord. Privately, and between ye and I, Sir Hyde, Sir Warwick, and Countess Gisela will suffer retribution if Odo Brus loses his battle.”

				“Aye, but at the expense of a fine young man who still has much to learn,” stated Sir Hyde, “It is little consolation if he loses his life. Ye know, as well as I, that Odo Brus can’t overcome Sir Warwick and Gisela. He may be victorious against Sir Warwick but has not the forces to defeat Gisela.”

				“I concur and have a fondness fer Odo… but the king… So far, Odo has held himself to good account, and his marshal, Hann Masey, has done everything possible, and to good effect with the limited resources he has.”

				Sir Hyde stopped his pacing. “And there we agree. Hann Masey has ringed Wadenham and prevented anyone from coming or going. He’s put pressure on Sir Warwick, which may force his hand. But as I have learned, Odo has yet to reach his full complement of knights. I admit to being somewhat curious about how he will overcome this.”

				Both men reflected in silence before Sir William spoke. “What would ye do if in Odo’s position?”

			Sir Hyde returned to his seat. “I would have sent someone to kill Sir Warwick. Fail in that, I would attack Wadenham as soon as I have the numerical support of my knights and do it before Gisela’s reinforcements arrive.”

				Sir William nodded. “However, and most perplexing. Many of the knights that came from other manors have begun to withdraw. Are ye aware of that?”

				Sir Hyde’s eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head. “Nay, tell me more.”

				Sir William shrugged. “I know very little but do know that in the last day or so, many knights from other manors have been leaving Wadenham without explanation. Is most puzzling. Fer, why would they be loyal to Sir Warwick and then suddenly begin leaving? And I add, not one or two, but nearly all of them, or as it seems, most will return home to their manors and estates.”

				Sir Hyde scratched his face. “Is Odo somehow responsible fer that, I do wonder?” He laughed. “Could ye imagine if Odo outwitted Sir Warwick, Countess Gisela, and you and I and the king?”

				Sir William joined in. “That would be a tale worth telling. Somehow, I think Odo’s good fortune may have run its course.”

				“Don’t be too sure,” added Sir Hyde.

				The first day of Odo Brus’s hunt had gone down quite well. There were now twenty-eight knights at Mellester, with a few more still to arrive. When Hann told them of the suggestion of a hunt spanning three mornings, the mood and excitement changed considerably. 

				The first day of the hunt saw only two boar killed, and no one thought of commenting that they were both killed very close to Wadenham. Yet, the repeated blasts of Seth’s hunting horn would have alerted not just Mellester’s knights but also Sir Warwick’s. 

				Hann rode with the first group and speared a good-sized boar, and Sir Leif managed to kill the second. Sightings must have been plentiful as Huntsman Seth had been quite active on his horn for most of the morning. 

				As he was unfamiliar with weapons of any description, let alone for hunting, Odo could only be a distant observer. The second day of the hunt saw a different group of knights venture out to try their luck. However, back in Mellester, life continued, and while some of his knights had sport hunting boar in the forest, Odo had things he needed to do. 

			Odo, Reeve Petrus and Herdsman Daniel stood on the road near the turnoff to Wadenham and looked over the fields that belonged to Mellester Manor at the border to Sir Warwick’s lands. They weren’t in any danger as Mellester’s knights had managed to encircle Wadenham and kept Sir Warwick’s knights from venturing far or from leaving the village. Behind Odo, two mounted men-at-arms waited attentively and patiently.

				Odo pointed to various places along the border. “These fences are in disrepair, Petrus.”

				“Aye, but these are fields fer wheat,” he replied and gave Odo a strange look. “Fences aren’t important.”

				Odo nodded. “My cows from Exeter will arrive in a day or so, and I want to put them in here. There is enough food for them to forage, and the dung will help for next season’s planting. They won’t be there long, but I need somewhere to temporarily put them, and here is as good a place as any.”

				“I think they should arrive late tomorrow,” replied the reeve. “But Odo, why put them in this field, there are other places, and here there is no water fer them?”

				“Because this field is the largest, I will put all my cows in here for only a day. They won’t be here long enough fer water to be a problem, but they may be thirsty. However, the fences need to be repaired, and I need a gate there,” Odo pointed.

				Reeve Petrus nodded. “Ye will combine all of yer cows? But that will be over fifty.”

				“And three bulls,” Odo added with a grin. “But I need the fences fixed and a gate when Benedict and Grace arrive with the cows.”

				Reeve Petrus found Odo’s request strange and looked at Herdsman Daniel for support. 

			He received none. 

			“I will begin on the fences immediately, Odo,” replied Daniel and avoided looking at the reeve.

				“Any questions, reeve?” Odo asked.

				“Aye, plenty. This makes no sense to me, Odo, but I will do as ye ask and send men to help Herdsman Daniel.”

				Odo clapped him on the back, “All will become clear to ye soon, Petrus, fret not.”

				They turned back to their horses, mounted, and the group rode sedately back to Mellester.

				Odo didn’t want to discuss his intentions or plans with anyone until he understood everything. He had no knowledge of fighting and knew nothing about defensive and offensive strategies that Hann and other knights constantly spoke of. As his ideas formulated, he asked questions and sought informed answers. From a simple concept, a picture began to form. However, he knew there were still things he didn’t know and would need to call all his key people together and talk through it all before he outlined his plan.

				Odo sat in the great hall and called for Steward Gilo. “I want to send a missive to Bishop Schafer,” he explained when the steward arrived from the counting-house.

				Gilo sat at his desk and fussed with parchment and quills before informing Odo he was ready. 

				Odo dictated what he wanted, and after a few mistakes, he felt the message was complete and acceptable. However, the steward wasn’t satisfied.  

				“Milord, I find this message vague and, er, rather demanding. Fergive me, but a lord doesn’t make demands on a bishop, and this missive does not convey the respect due to him.”

				Odo looked at Gilo and wondered again how much he could trust the man. A steward needed to be above reproach and wholly reliable and trustworthy. If there were doubts, the effectiveness of his position and the manor would suffer. He knew from experience that untrustworthy stewards existed, and they covertly fleeced manors of coin so they could, with pure greed, line their own pockets. They sought favour, privilege and serviced their own needs above their lord and manor. Was Gilo such a steward? Or was he bound by his word and freely given assurances like Stewards Allard and Baldric? 

			Odo knew that at some point, he’d need to test Gilo, and the sooner, the better.

			Steward Gilo sat in thoughtful silence and digested what Odo had told him. 

			Odo sat pensively, waiting for Gilo’s reaction and fully expected him to stand up and walk out.

			“Milord, may I make a suggestion?”

			He didn’t leave. Odo felt the relief. “By all means.”

			Odo waited as the steward scribbled on the parchment with typical precision. When finished, he used his sleeve to blot the ink dry and read aloud the new version of the document.

			Odo grinned. “Steward Gilo, ye have outdone yerself. Please arrange to have the missive sent to Bishop Schafer immediately. Thank ye, what ye have written is much better.”

				

			 The arrival of thirty-five cows and two bulls created quite a sensation in Mellester. Benedict and Grace, accompanied by another six hired herdsmen to help, and two men-at-arms for protection, finally arrived without incident. Odo was thrilled. Reeve Petrus and Herdsman Daniel ensured the animals were led into the field Odo had designated near Wadenham and that they couldn’t escape. Odo’s other cows would be added after milking.

			The field they now used for his cows had previously grown wheat, and only a week or so ago, the grain had been recently harvested. There wasn’t a lot of food for them, but Odo knew they’d forage a little, trample the ground, and the manure would be valuable for next season’s crops, but as he informed, they wouldn’t be there long, or so he privately hoped.

			Many asked why he chose to bring all his cows up from the Templar land he rented near Exeter, and Odo told them all, and quite truthfully, that he was concerned about ensuring his breeding lines were fresh and that his heifers and calves would return with Benedict and Grace.

			Of more good news, Hann informed him that Sir Renier, who had been granted the estate that once belonged to Lady Constance, the wife of Sir William Ainsley, the previous Lord of Mellester Manor, had arrived along with five additional knights. According to Hann Mellester Manor could now field thirty-five knights and a dozen men-at-arms. Of consolation, he informed Odo, Mellester could defend itself against the combined forces of Wadenham and Countess Gisela. 

			However, any elation was overshadowed by the news that Huntsman Seth delivered. He somberly informed Hann and Odo that Sir Warwick’s knights were also bolstered by the arrival of forty knights belonging to the countess. It wasn’t unexpected, but their actual arrival dispelled any hope that, through a turn of good fortune, they wouldn’t come. 

			No one was more despondent than Hann. As marshal, he carried the burden of finding a solution to Mellester’s dilemma, and as he told Sir Dain, he had no answers. Rain, he hoped, would provide a temporary respite if additional water flowed into the river and was not diverted by Sir Warwick. To both seasoned knights, rain was the only hope. 

			Hann had diligently been strengthening Mellester’s defences, and no one was spared helping in preparations for an all-out assault that they would most likely endure. The last day of hunting had concluded that morning and brought a total of four boar and three sow. Mellester’s village would feast, while Mellester’s nobility ate well, the festivities were subdued and quiet. 

			Huntsman Seth had finally reported that Sir Warwick, even after the addition of Gisela’s knights, could only field forty-eight knights, which included Sir Warwick. Hann was perplexed, Sir Warwick should have had more knights, many more… Where had they gone?

			Of anyone, Odo was quietly optimistic, if not a little anxious and decided it was time to call a meeting in the great hall. He informed Steward Gilo that no one could be excused. The list included Hann, Huntsman Seth, Herdsman Daniel, Reeve Petrus, Priest Aylwin, Sir Dain, Cathal, Steward Gilo, and of course, Charlotte. Men-at-arms were positioned around the hall to keep people away, so there was no chance anyone could overhear what was being discussed. 

			Up at the manor, there was an undercurrent of anticipation, as no one had any idea why Odo called for them and why it was so secretive.

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Everyone sat at benches in front of the dais where Odo and Charlotte sat, while Steward Gilo sat at his desk, which was pushed closer to Odo so he could hear easily and respond if needed. It was a uniform two paces from the wall and two from where the lord and lady sat.

			One by one, all conversation ended, and faces turned to Odo in expectancy. It wasn’t lost on him, and for the first time as Lord of Mellester Manor, he felt leadership pressure. People were relying on him, and he increasingly felt responsible for their safety and wellbeing.

			He cleared his throat and turned to Hann. “Can ye explain to me how ye expect the knights at Wadenham to be arranged for defence?”

			“Ye can’t be thinking of attacking Sir Warwick, milord, ye–”

			Odo’s voice carried an edge, and it didn’t go unnoticed. “Hann, I have no military training, as ye know, but it is important to me to understand. How will Sir Warwick prepare to defend Wadenham?” 

			Hann nodded. “Fergive me… Sire, Sir Warwick will concentrate his knights in a tight formation using two lines of lances as a defence against our destriers. Behind the lances, there will be mounted knights waiting to attack anyone who survives the lances and breaks through, and they will be ready.”

			“Where will they form their, uh defensive line?” Odo asked.

			“In front of the village on the road,  …there is nowhere else,” Hann replied. He was puzzled. Odo was asking very pertinent questions, but why?

			“Are they vulnerable from the sides?”

			Hann shook his head. “Nay, milord, they are well defended; trees, fences and buildings…  Sir Warwick has built barriers to protect their flanks.”

			Odo rubbed his chin and looked to be deep in thought. What Hann said confirmed what he already knew. Charlotte watched him curiously, as did everyone else. He looked up at Hann again. “What happens if their uh, defensive line is broken?”

			For the first time, Hann offered a smile. “Then, Odo, their structure falls apart, and it becomes a battle, knight against knight.”

			Odo turned to Sir Dain. “Do ye agree with Hann?”

			“Aye, milord, we have spoken about this many a time, and we agree completely.”

			“Very well.” Odo wanted to move on. “Ye all know that nearly all the knights from outlying manors that came to assist Sir Warwick have departed?”

			“Nay, Odo,” Seth interrupted. “Uh, milord, all them knights, they all be gone now. Sir Warwick only has forty-four knights he does, and hisself, that be forty-five.” 

			Sir Dain and Hann exchanged a look. They both knew this was good news, but it didn’t alter anything.

			“Do ye know why?” Odo asked and looked from person to person.

			“Cause they were tired of the piss poor hospitality of Wadenham,” grumbled Reeve Petrus.

			Odo ignored the reeve. “They all returned because Bishop Schafer told them too.”

			“How is that possible?” asked Hann.

			“Let’s say, er, I was able to persuade him to assist Mellester in our time of need,” Odo smiled. 

			Priest Aylwin looked like he wanted to say something but held his tongue.

			“That’ll be the day,” said the reeve with a head shake.

			“It changes little, Odo,” replied Hann. “Under strategies, we need a numerical advantage to overcome defences.”

			“It changes a lot, Hann,” Odo countered.

			Hann scratched his head as Cathal offered a rare smile.

			“Ye and Sir Dain have been looking fer a military solution to the Wadenham problem, and I believe Sir Warwick has arrived at the same conclusion as ye both have.” Odo rose from his seat and stepped closer to his friends. “But what if the solution does not lie in a complete military strategy?” Everyone was staring open-mouthed at Odo. “I propose that the day after next, at dawn, Herdsman Daniel and helpers, open the gate at the field where all our cows are. With as much noise as we can, and using Huntsman Seth’s horn, drive all fifty cows and three bulls down the road to Wadenham, right into their predictable defences. Behind the cows, following close will be Mellester’s knights and men-at-arms.” There wasn’t a sound in the hall; no one moved. 

			“Have any of ye ever faced a charging cow or bull? It isn’t a pretty sight and takes someone special not to run. Think carefully as ye imagine fifty-three frightened and thirsty beasts running directly for Wadenham’s defensive position. Through his defences, Sir Warwick has ensured there is nowhere else for them to run except directly at those knights and then towards the river and water to drink. I believe Sir Warwick’s knights will turn their backs, run and flee.” Odo returned to his seat and gave Charlotte a wink.

			“With respect, milord!” cried Sir Dain, rising quickly to his feet. “That can’t work, cows against competent armoured knights with lances, yer herd will be destroyed.”

			Hann reached out with a restraining hand. “Wait a moment.”

			Sir Dain turned to face Hann.

			“Odo’s plan has merit. As he said, have ye ever faced a frightened cow or bull running towards ye?”

			“It ain’t pretty,” offered the reeve with a grin. “I know.”

			“Is that why ye had us do the hunt so that Sir Warwick will become used to the huntsman’s horn and pay it scant attention?” Hann asked.

			Odo nodded as Sir Dain returned to his seat. “And to annoy him.”

			“I admit, Sir Warwick will not and cannot have prepared fer this. As Odo said, he will have set up his defences in a typically predictable way. As soon as his knights break ranks and scatter, they become disorganized and then the numerical advantage turns to us – as long as the cows are out of control and run in the right direction,” volunteered Hann.

			“Herdsman Daniel, along with help Benedict and Grace brought with them, will frighten the animals and turn them down the road towards the hamlet, and once they’ve begun, then Mellester’s knights must take over. It might be that we catch Sir Warwick napping, and he cannot set his defences in time, and if so, then that makes it easier,” Odo added.

			“Are ye concerned that yer cows may be slaughtered, fer they’d be valuable beasts?” Sir Dain asked.

			“Aye, I am, but methinks, a knight knows there is little he can do and will more likely seek safety. Killing a cow isn’t that easy, especially head-on.” Odo took a deep breath. “I am fearful but also accept the risk some may die, and I hope not.”

			Everyone knew how close Odo was to his cows and their effect on him if any were killed.

			“Will rounding them up afterwards be difficult?” Sir Dain asked.

			“If we are rounding up cows, then we were victorious,” said the reeve to a bout of laughter.

			Odo turned to Sir Dain and Hann when the hall was again quiet. “What say ye, will this work, and can we defeat Sir Warwick with his four knights and forty of Countess Gisela’s chevaliers?”

			Sir Dain looked unsure. “It is most unorthodox, and in all my years, I have never heard of such a notion.” He looked directly at Odo. “If ye can frighten yer cows enough, then, aye, it might work.”

			“Those cows are thirsty,” spoke the reeve. “Once they’ve been let loose, there’d be only forty-five knights between them and water, they’ll be in a hurry.”

			“Hann?” Odo asked.

			“Ye kept this quiet, milord. I think we need to agree on a few details, but it could work. We have no other plan,” Hann replied.

			“Speak to no one of this, do ye all hear me? If word gets out, then Sir Warwick changes his defences – that will be the end of us.”

			Everyone nodded in agreement.

			“Milord, er, may I speak to ye after, in private? It’s about what ye said with the bishop being, er, so agreeable,” asked Priest Aylwin.

			“Aye, wait until after I have spoken to Hann and Sir Dain. I will have time fer ye then.”

			The priest nodded and looked a little happier.

			“What of Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney?” 

			All heads turned to Cathal, who stood.

			Odo nodded. “Aye, I have thought on this too, and this should be something to discuss once we have solved the problem of Sir Warwick. But Cathal, have ye anything to say about the plan?”

			Cathal’s chest expanded as he took a deep breath. “I am not in favour of killing; ye all know this. Yer idea, Master Odo, is clever and could prevent the deaths of many men, and I do not think Sir Warwick will expect it.” His head bobbed up and down a few times as he nodded in support. Then he looked up and held Odo’s gaze. “Think carefully, fer victory only comes after the battle has been fought – and not before.”

			The great hall was again quiet as everyone digested Cathal’s words.

			Priest Aylwin stood near the low wall surrounding the manor house and hall while waiting for Odo to finish talking to Hann and Sir Dain. He looked out across the village, the fields and peasants toiling hard. He’d grown to like Mellester Manor and even found growing respect for Lord Odo Brus. 

			At first, he thought little of him. Odo was like many people who did not understand the Church or God. But then, he’d come to learn that Odo had never said anything wrong about the Church, but only those people within the Church who were not worthy of respect. Aylwin admitted that many clergymen did not act in the best interests of the Church and served only themselves. He had been such a man until he’d wrongly opened the Church granaries to feed hungry villagers, and as a result, many people died. The responsibility of their deaths fell heavily upon his shoulders, and he felt the burden and sought daily forgiveness.

			Strangely, it was deeply satisfying to help people and make a difference in their lives. If anyone was responsible for the change in his thinking, it was Odo Bus and Charlotte. Where did the Church fit into that? Aylwin didn’t know; what he did know was that he was now happiest when away from Exeter, the bishop, and could spread God’s word honestly.

			A man-at-arms disrupted his musings and told him that Lord Odo could see him.

			Odo sat alone in the great hall when Aylwin entered. He noticed how Odo watched him keenly as he walked closer, and it felt a little unsettling. He stopped directly in front of Mellester’s lord, but all the words he wanted to say had deserted him. He stood mutely and awkwardly waiting for inspiration, but none came.

			“Ye wanted to speak with me, Priest Aylwin?” Odo asked. He was softly spoken and calm.

			Aylwin swallowed. “Milord, I, er wanted to speak to ye, but I–”

			As if reading his mind, Odo spoke. “About Bishop Schafer?”

			“Aye,” he nodded and looked away. Odo’s scrutiny was telling, and it was like he could see into his soul, see his flaws and doubts.

			Odo repositioned himself on his seat. “Bishop Schafer saw good reason to assist Mellester and persuade knights who had come from neighbouring manors to return home.”

			Priest Aylwin’s eyebrows furrowed as he sought to make sense of what he’d just been told. What Odo just said was contrary to what he knew of Bishop Schafer and his thoughts on the feud.

			Odo sighed. “The Church have elevated men to lofty heights, given them power and influence, yet when they have risen to their status, they also bring their weaknesses and shortcomings. Fer, they are still just men, Priest Aylwin. They do not rule their demesne free of their past; they preside over us and make decisions influenced by their daily failings and desires. Bishop Schafer is such a man, and if ye wish to tell him of my thoughts, so be it, ye are entitled, but Priest Aylwin, do not be led by such men, fer they will corrupt ye too.”

			Priest Aylwin looked up at Odo. Strangely, he understood what Odo was talking about; it wasn’t far from what he’d so recently come to believe. “But, milord, the bishop was firm in his opinion on the strife ye and Sir Warwick are having… I understand not how he could change his mind.”

			“His mind was changed by his past, which, unfortunately, has caught up with him. Fer now, that is all I can tell ye,” Odo smiled and stood. “Priest Aylwin, I believe ye are a good man but have been led astray by the falsity of these bishops and others who plague the Church. I seek yer loyalty and support fer the good of everyone, not just me. Help me make lives better fer people, and we can enjoy each other’s company and our lives here in Mellester in harmony. What say ye?”

			Aylwin considered Odo’s words. Months ago, he would have been horrified to hear such disparaging remarks about a bishop and what Odo wanted from him, but now he felt differently. He nodded. “Aye, milord, and when this conflict passes, perhaps we can talk and let me hear your views, fer I am interested in hearing more. I want to help people, too, and I have not been doing that. Thank ye.”

			“Aye, let’s do that, Priest Aylwin.”

			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Sir Warwick knew Odo Brus was scheming but had no idea what he had in mind. Mellester’s knights had successfully ringed Wadenham and prevented his people from coming and going. Initially, he’d been ecstatic when neighbouring lords had given their support and sent knights to him. But recently, many apologised profusely and said they’d been recalled. One by one, they departed Wadenham, approached Mellester’s knights and explained they had no quarrel with them and were then allowed to leave in peace. Finally, all he had left were his four knights.

			The only salvation came from an unexpected source – Frankia. Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney, who he’d never met or previously heard of and unexpectedly sent forty chevaliers to aid him. As explained in an accompanying message, she had no love for Odo Brus and sought only to see his ruin and death. For Sir Warwick, he felt no reason to question the motives of the visiting chevaliers and welcomed their presence as a blessing from God. Good riddance to those knights who’d deserted him in his moment of need. He now had sufficient numbers to resist any attack by Mellester Manor – Odo Brus be damned. 

			He believed Odo Brus had deliberately set out to torment him and allowed his knights sport and to hunt in the forest close to Wadenham. He’d heard the endless blasts from the horn of Mellester’s huntsman, he even heard distant shouts of joy when a beast had been hunted and killed, and his knights had been jealous and wanted to partake. The huntsman’s horn had not been a tool to communicate with the hunters; it had been an annoying, loud distraction and a constant reminder that Mellester Manor and Odo Brus were nearby.

			He’d studied the terrain around his hamlet with care, spoken to experienced battle-hardened chevaliers, and without exception, they’d all agreed. The road near the hamlet was the perfect place to stand fast and repel any attack. Fences, trees, buildings and makeshift barriers would funnel any attacking force directly down the road, and they would meet rows of lance wielding knights with sharpened and hardened iron tips pointing lethally outwards. It was near suicide and would take a considerable-sized force and loss of life to breakthrough. And, if for any reason one or two succeeded, they’d face fifteen mounted chevaliers standing behind to support the knights on the ground. As military strategists suggested, he’d hold some chevaliers in reserve to assist when and if needed, and any attackers would be set upon quickly and killed. 

			He’d even practised assembling his men in case Odo Brus made an uninformed, mindless decision and decided to set upon them anyway. In private conversations with the countess’s chevaliers, he told them that Odo Brus couldn’t attack because he simply lacked the numbers. Therefore, Wadenham’s armed warriors were only a deterrent, and no harm would come to them. Sir Warwick added that he felt Odo would take the only prudent course of action available, negotiate a truce, and reach a peaceful understanding. He’d even placed a small wager with another chevalier on what day Odo Brus would send a messenger to discuss the terms of an armistice.

			 

			Of mild concern to Sir Warwick was the thirty-five cows that Mellester’s herdsman had placed in the field on his border. He saw no logic in it, and neither could he see anything about having so many cows in a neighbouring field that could or would affect the safety of Wadenham. If anything, he’d heard the animals cry out and knew they lacked water. It was cruel and inhumane and only drew attention to the ineptness of Mellester’s lord. 

			There was no way he could lose, and with such a mindset, Sir Warwick Hughes used the time with his visiting knights to socialise. Fuelled by mead and celebrating with Gisela’s chevaliers, he recited exaggerated tales of past victories against impossible odds and boasted of a bloodless victory against Odo Brus.

			Hann and Sir Dain spoke at great length, debating the merits and the negatives of Odo’s daring plan. Sir Dain wasn’t wholly convinced and felt reticent. On his own volition, he admitted he knew nothing about cows, their mannerisms and behaviour when alarmed and panicked and needed some convincing. 

			On Hann’s urging, they wandered down to look at the herd. Odo’s Frisian bulls stood out from the cows by their sheer size and weight. Sir Dain grudgingly admitted the bulls were fearsome and had no notions on how to prevent a single angered bull from charging.

			Hann suggested that swords clanging against shields would help frighten the herd, and Sir Dain replied that he doubted any English knights had ever gone into battle following a herd of Frisian milking cows.

			One thing they both agreed on, the herd must be panicked and be charging Wadenham’s defensive line with some determination. If that couldn’t be achieved, then Mellester’s knights would turn away to avoid being slaughtered. 

			They met with Odo, who stood outside the manor looking out over Mellester.

			“I fear rain has deserted us,” Odo spoke as they approached.

			“Aye, rain will come when ye need it the least,” replied Sir Dain.

			The three men stood in reflective silence for a few moments.

			“We’ve been down to look at yer herd of cows,” began Hann. “Yer bulls are impressive and large.”

			Odo turned to face both men. “When we add Mellester’s cows, there will be fifty adult cows and three bulls, but is it enough to break through Sir Warwick’s defences?”

			“If ye frighten them enough, aye, they’ll take some stopping,” Hann replied. “I think yer plan will work and take Sir Warwick by surprise.”

			Odo looked thoughtful. “I will come on the morrow and help.”

			“Ye can’t do that milord, ye put yerself in jeopardy!” cried Sir Dain looking alarmed.

			Odo laughed. “I have no intention of joining the knights and challenging Sir Warwick, although I am sorely tempted. But I can help drive the cows down until they are running.”

			“Sir Dain will be there observing, Odo, and as he can’t partake, then if ye stay with him, he can alert ye of danger so ye can ride away if needed,” suggested Hann.

			Odo looked to the older knight.

			Sir Dain nodded. “Aye, that is best. But ye must stay close to me, fer things can change quickly, milord. We may need to move at a moment’s notice. I must add, sire, that Lady Charlotte should, er, be moved to safety, perhaps under the care of Sir Hyde?”

			Odo laughed. “We have had that discussion, Sir Dain, and it didn’t go well. Truth be told, I fear Charlotte’s temper more than Sir Warwick.”

			Both knights joined in Odo’s mirth. “Odo, ye will wear chainmail again,” Hann insisted.

			“Aye, I have no intention of riding anywhere near Wadenham without it, but does Sir Warwick have archers?” Odo asked with a look of worry. His recent past encounter with the archer assassin still fresh in his memory.

			Both knights shook their heads, “We have yet to see archers, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have any, and we should be cautious,” Hann replied. 

			Odo couldn’t hide his look of concern. “That worries me.”

			“Huntsman Seth doesn’t know either,” Hann replied.

			Odo shrugged. “Ye will need to speak to Herdsman Daniel and the reeve, so ye plan how to position yerselves after we’ve begun to frighten the cows,” he reminded. “Ye need to know when to move, otherwise, ye could interfere and prevent Daniel from doing what he needs to do.” 

			“Aye, we have spoken to the reeve, and we will talk to all our knights before we set off on the morrow,” Hann informed.

			Odo exhaled loudly. “Aye… on the morrow… I admit my nerves are on edge and fear the worst.”

			“Milord, never have I encountered such a farcical response to attack a superior defensive position,” Sir Dain stated. “Sir Warwick, with all his faults and bravado, is still an accomplished warrior and has proven himself time and time again. However, never, would he ever expect his downfall to be the result of fifty thirsty milking cows,” he smiled. “Sir Warwick will have prepared his defences with the experience of a seasoned warrior, and one thing ye can be sure of, he can’t have anticipated fighting cows.”

			“I hope ye are correct,” Odo said.

			They turned and began walking towards the hall. Ahead of them, near the stables and other buildings, armourers were sharpening swords, horses were being attended to, and some knights were practising and honing skills against a wooden pell. There was an unusual feeling of anticipation in the air, and Odo strongly felt it. He paused near the entrance to the hall and looked at the activity. “Is it always like this before battle?”

			“Aye, sometimes it is more tense, especially when the chances of winning are low. But nearly all yer knights believe yer idea, as barmy as it is, will work, milord,” added Sir Dain. 

			Odo turned to each of them. “Thank ye,” he said and entered the hall.

			Hann turned to Sir Dain. “We know not if Sir Warwick has archers… but ye know he has knights patrolling the area around Wadenham….”

			The older knight rubbed his useless, atrophied arm and looked quizzically at Hann in response.

			“What say ye if we could capture a couple of Gisela’s chevaliers who patrol? Every warrior we capture is one less to fight on the morrow. Today would be the best time to do this, then we could question them.”

			Sir Dain looked at Hann intently as he mulled over the idea, then broke out into a big smile. “Even if we captured one chevalier, that would make a difference. Who would ye use?”

			“But would it provide a warning that we were about to attack?” Hann asked. 

			Sir Dain rubbed his chin. “Even if it did, it wouldn’t allow Sir Warwick to change anything, as he doesn’t know what we intend to do.”

			Hann looked around and watched the knights practising on the pell. “I will take, Sir Arne, Sir Leif, and er, myself.”

			“Is that wise? If ye were caught….”

			“Sir Warwick’s chevaliers’ patrol by themselves. But nearly always in sight of each other. If one of them is in distress or needs help, the closest chevalier will come to his aid. Fer us, it’s convenient.”

			“Then we should inform Odo,” Sir Dain advised.

			“He has more than enough worriment, nay, we will do this quietly.” Hann walked towards the pell where Sir Leif and Sir Arne were polishing their swordcraft. 

			A short time later, three fully armed knights departed the manor and rode towards Falls Ende. Just as he’d done a few evenings ago, Hann turned left at the footbridge and followed the river northwards until he encountered the first of his men who encircled Wadenham. They talked briefly and remained hidden from Wadenham’s patrolling guards. 

			With their horses out of sight, Hann, Sir Arne and Sir Leif crept through the trees and found an ideal location for the three of them to hide. The knight they spoke to altered his riding pattern and walked his horse directly through the trees towards Wadenham and much closer to the hamlet than he usually rode. As Hann hoped and expected, this would cause a Wadenham guard to ride closer and chase the knight away. 

			Hann’s ploy was simple; his knight would goad the guard with a few choice words and some insults and not show any interest in leaving. The guard, offended by the lack of respect and irked by the rudeness, would venture further away from his regular path, where Hann and the others would jump and pull him from his horse. 

			Additionally, he hoped, the guard would shout insults back at Mellester’s knight and alert another guard who would ride towards where they hid in curiosity to see what the fuss was all about and suffer the same fate.

			In the distance and out of sight, Hann could hear one of Wadenham’s guards shouting and warning away Mellester’s knight, who’d ventured too close, and he grinned. His knight had a foul tongue and provoked the guard to hurl some unsavoury remarks in response. As yet, his knight had made no effort to ride away, and Hann was nervous, the last thing he wanted was for one of his knights to be injured in a skirmish or, worse, killed.

			Hann peeked through the bushes and saw his knight wheel his horse around and over his shoulder, continuing to censure the Wadenham guard with more verbal abuse. The knight was leaving it to the last moment, and Wadenham’s knight was furious and urged his destrier into a canter. It was time for Mellester’s knight to go, and he rode past Hann, Sir Arne and Sir Leif, and only a horse length behind, charged the enraged and offended chevalier. 

			They judged their move carefully and leapt from concealment up at the chevalier. The destrier, trained in combat, immediately spun, and its rear legs kicked out. The hapless chevalier could do little as his horse suddenly and unexpectedly moved to combat the threat. Sir Arne and Hann timed their move perfectly, and each of them reached out and struck the chevalier across the chest with their arms. Caught off balance by the combined blow, he was knocked sideways from his saddle and landed on the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Hann and his men were prepared for the destrier’s antics and avoided going near his hindquarters. Before he could defend himself, Hann sat astride the chevalier’s chest and stuffed a piece of cloth into his mouth as Sir Arne began tying his hands and then feet together. Sir Leif caught the destrier and led it away, out of sight. 

			As instructed, Mellester’s knight was told to keep slowly riding away and to ensure he was always visible to the follow-up guard if he came. 

			They weren’t disappointed. Alerted by the shouting, another chevalier followed, but this time he cautiously walked his horse. Hann rolled the motionless and gagged chevalier out of sight and crouched behind a bush, and waited to repeat the sequence. 

			“Maël? Maël?” shouted the chevalier.

			Hann could see this chevalier was wary, but there was little he could do now, as he was fully committed. Fearful of the destrier’s hooves, Hann shot upright from concealment and, with a hard blow from his arm, knocked the chevalier backwards and then dove to the side, hoping to avoid flailing hooves. The chevalier still had his feet in the stirrups but was laying back over the rear of the saddle at the same time as the destrier bucked. There was no give with a high saddle-back or cantle, which was explicitly designed to keep the rider in place on the saddle. If the destrier hadn’t bucked, the result might have had a more favourable outcome for the chevalier. Unfortunately, it didn’t. The chevalier tumbled from the horse and lay still with a broken back.

			Sir Leif returned, kept watch and confirmed no other chevaliers were coming while Hann and Sir Arne decided what to do. 

			There was no other choice, Hann withdrew his sword and knelt over the ailing chevalier. “God be yer comfort and strength,” he began quietly, “God be yer hope and support; God be yer light and yer way; and the blessing of God, Creator, Redeemer and Giver of Life, remain with ye, now and ferever.” With his sword raised, Hann drove it down through the chest of the chevalier, looked down at the still body a moment longer, then rose to his feet. “We should leave.”

			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			“Who is this man?” Odo asked. He stood in front of Mellester’s gaol and turned from the prisoner to Hann, then to Sir Dain and back to Hann. A man-at-arms stood guard at the gaol’s door.

			“We captured him, milord, he is one of Countess Gisela’s chevaliers who was helping Sir Warwick, along with another who, er, did not survive,” Hann informed. “We should talk outside.”

			The three men walked from the storage room into the late afternoon sun. Hann explained how they’d caught him and how the other had been injured. 

			Odo was quiet a moment. “What did ye learn?”

			“Sir Warwick has no archers, Odo, and as we expected, he intends to defend Wadenham from the road near the village where we expected.”

			“Did he confirm how many knights he has defending?”

			Hann nodded. “Again, we were correct. Now, Sir Warwick only has forty-three. Five in total from Wadenham and thirty-eight of Gisela’s chevaliers.”

			“It helps us a little,” Odo mused aloud. “Will Sir Warwick suspect we attack on the morrow when he discovers two missing knights?”

			“Nay, sire,” answered Sir Dain. “But knowing Sir Warwick, he will be fuming.”

			Odo distractedly kicked at a stone and then faced Hann. “I want to capture as many of Gisela’s knights as possible, do ye understand?”

			Hann nodded. 

			“I do not want ye to kill unless there are no other options. If a chevalier surrenders, then accept his plea. All prisoners will be brought back here.”

			Hann looked puzzled.

			“I think it best we offer them parole, and their families will have to pay coin to seek their return.” Odo looked around to ensure they were not overheard and continued in a whisper. “Have ye asked this chevalier what defences Countess Gisela has at her château?

			Hann shook his head. “Nay, Odo, but I will ask. But why?”

			“I do not have a military mind, but if Gisela has sent so many men here, then who is defending her château?”

			“Then ye seek to retaliate and attack her in France?” Hann asked.

			“Aye, I will end this vendetta once and fer all and take her coin in doing so,” Odo added.

			Hann turned to Sir Dain with his eyebrows raised.

			“First, we must be victorious in Wadenham and suffer small losses,” Sir Dain stated.

			“Her château is not the easiest to attack, Odo,” Hann advised. “Gaining access is most difficult, and we are not capable of laying siege to it….”

			“Aye, and I may have a plan.” Odo smiled and walked away.

			Sir Dain’s expression was telling. “How is it that a young man who spent his life looking after cows and becomes lord of the manor can keep one step ahead of us?” He watched Odo disappear around the corner of the great hall. “He keeps reminding us he has no military training, yet… he keeps surprising us. Perhaps he may want us to attack Gisela with his cows.”

			Hann turned away from watching Odo and faced the older knight. “I have been in Mellester only a short time, and I feel that every time he faces a challenge, he digs deeper and finds answers and solutions. He is most remarkable.”

			“Is he dangerous and reckless?” Sir Dain asked.

			Hann shook his head, “Perhaps he once was, but now he is cunning, methinks a great thinker. But now I will ask this chevalier a few more questions about his liege.”

			Sir Warwick was furious and immediately changed his approach to guarding Wadenham and increased the number of chevaliers who guarded his border, so they rode in pairs. Two valuable warriors were lost, two experienced defenders that were sorely needed. He took the loss of the two chevaliers personally and admitted to himself that he’d underestimated Odo Brus. 

			Marshal Hann Masey obviously contributed a great deal, but nonetheless, the lord took responsibility, and he ultimately made the decisions. Sir Warwick realised that Odo Brus had demonstrated good judgement and surrounded himself with capable advisors. 

			The young lord, Baron Odo, was learning, and this revelation unsettled him. As Sir Warwick watched the sun settle over the forested hills, he felt uneasy. An inner voice spoke and warned of disaster and defeat. But even with a sober mind and a clear head, he couldn’t fathom how Odo Brus could turn his untenable situation around. 

			He now regretted his wager with the chevalier about Odo negotiating an armistice. While a truce seemed to be the obvious solution, Sir Warwick realised with horror that he arrived at the solution purely from his own perspective, not Odo’s. In frustration and anger, he punched the willow tree he stood beside and instantly wished he hadn’t. He rubbed his sore knuckles and tried to think differently, from a more detached viewpoint. 

			Unfortunately, all of Sir Warwick’s training centred around the same strategic and tactical martial maxims used by everyone, and he struggled to find objectivity. All his chevaliers agreed with him. But then they’d all been trained in the same martial philosophies, where Odo Brus hadn’t. For the first time since he’d refused to swear allegiance to Odo Brus, he felt the tendrils of fear spread throughout his body, and deep down, in the core of his being, he knew Odo Brus would be triumphant – he just didn’t understand how Odo would do it. He wisely resisted punching the tree a second time.

			Mellester Manor was a hive of activity; people were busy in endless preparation for their attack on Wadenham Manor. Odo and Charlotte just finished talking to Huntsman Seth and Herdsman Daniel. Again and again, they discussed how best to ensure their plan worked and minimise the risk to their animals. 

			Daniel’s viewpoint offered reassurance to Odo, and he claimed that as long as the cows were stampeding, they were more likely to suffer only minor injuries and not life-threatening ones. If they didn’t run, they would be easier targets for Wadenham’s knights and easier to kill. The thought of losing his precious animals to knights was something Odo didn’t want to bear thinking about. However, he knew the risk was worth the reward, and he had no other choice.

			Huntsman Seth had a spare hunting horn and recruited a friend to help who knew how to blow a hunting horn loudly and join them in the morning. The herders hired by Benedict and Grace, who helped drive the cows from near Exeter, had been deployed to assist with rounding up the cows once they’d charged and broken through Wadenham’s defensive line of knights. They’d be waiting on the other side of the river, and they’d herd the animals together and keep them safely away from any fighting. Another group of men, under the direction of Reeve Petrus, would be waiting for a signal so they could destroy the embankments that Sir Warwick had constructed to divert the river, and a few men-at-arms would tag along to dissuade any of Wadenham’s folk from interfering. 

			Gilo calculated that all combined, including his knights, Lord Odo would use ninety-three people to assist. The burden of their safety fell heavily on Odo’s shoulders, and he and Charlotte had talked endlessly with Hann, Reeve Petrus and Priest Aylwin about how they could protect and minimise danger to Mellester’s people. 

			Odo and Charlotte spoke to knights, squires, and support people as they readied themselves for the morning. Hann had called all his knights together and given instructions on how he wanted the attack to proceed. There were questions, a couple of knights had doubts, but one thing was drummed into them, they must allow the herders to rile up the animals and cause them to stampede towards Wadenham. Once that had been achieved, all of Mellester’s knights would ride closely behind the charging cows and make as much noise as possible. Hann would ride at the head of the attacking knights, and if their plan did not succeed and Wadenham’s defenders held fast, he would signal and turn away. Doing battle against Wadenham’s superior numbers would be folly, and they’d be doomed. There was little else to be done until morning. 

			Before the sun rose, Hann and his knights would quietly ride towards Wadenham and wait near the turn-off and allow room for the herders to drive the cows from their field and onto the road. Once the noise and stampede began, the herdsman would stand aside, and the knights would, with as much noise as possible, drive the cows towards Wadenham. No one knew if Sir Warwick had prepared for Odo’s unorthodox plan, only time would tell. 

			As darkness descended over Mellester, Odo and Charlotte returned indoors. 

			Bishop Schafer sat comfortably inside his manor house in Exeter and re-read the message he’d earlier received from Utrecht’s bishop, Laninga. Of some concern to Bishop Schafer was Laninga’s acknowledgement that Odo Brus continued to be a problem for the Church and that he had met with his archbishop to discuss how the Church could move forward. 

			Previously, Bishop Schafer would have offered his full support, but in light of his last discussion with Baron Odo, he now felt less than enthusiastic about any involvement with the young baron and causing further resentment.. 

			Odo Brus had demanded that he influence all the lords who’d sent knights to aid Sir Warwick and recall them to their estates and manors. If that wasn’t enough, he’d received a subsequent message outlining further instructions. 

			As requested by Odo Brus, Bishop Schafer sent a message to Priest John of Wadenham. He proclaimed how the Church frowned upon Sir Warwick’s rebellious antics and instructed the priest to inform Sir Warwick’s knights to put aside their loyalties to their liege lord, stand down, and cease any and all hostilities with Mellester Manor’s knights and lord, Baron Odo Brus. Forced into making such a declaration infuriated Bishop Schafer, but there was little he could do. 

			Now Bishop Laninga had taken up the mantle and was actively working to see Odo Brus face penance for his crimes in Frisia. Even though it was a warm evening, Bishop Schafer shuddered. He predicted that once Odo Brus discovered what Bishop Laninga was doing, he would call on him to dissuade Laninga from pursuing his vendetta. This would test their friendship and relationship. The quandary for Schafer was, should he entrust Bishop Laninga and tell him of his minor indiscretion and penchant for wagering?

			Bishop Schafer knew that Bishop Laninga was, without question, pious, devoted, and his faith unwavering. When he learned of his slight error in judgment, would he offer forgiveness and compassion, or would the esteemed bishop take the appropriate steps to disclose his indiscretion and hold him accountable?

			Bishop Schafer gnawed at his fingernails as he pondered various scenarios and their ominous outcomes. As far as he was concerned, there was only one sensible course of action, and he would confess his minor sin to Bishop Laninga, pray for forgiveness and seek guidance on how to overcome and release the grip Odo Brus had over him.

			It was growing late when Bishop Schafer finished his letter. He decided to dispatch a rider in the morning to deliver his message, along with other Church communiqués, to Bishop Laninga. Although, pondered the bishop, there was always the chance that Odo Brus would fail in his endeavours and meet with an untimely mishap, thus releasing him of his obligation. How that could be affected, he didn’t know, however, keeping that thought in mind, he calculated that the opportunity could always arise and would seek that as a potential solution. It would solve many problems. With his letter to Bishop Laninga completed and again feeling more confident, Bishop Schafer decided that Odo Brus’s death would benefit the Church.

			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Odo hadn’t slept during the night and, accompanied by Charlotte, arrived at Herdsman Daniel’s byre ahead of time. He was understandably anxious and, to no surprise, got underfoot, and was quickly put in place by Mother Rosa. Along with help from her milkmaids and Grace, Mother Rosa had risen extra early. She completed milking before Odo, Herdsman Daniel, Benedict, and a few others moved all of Mellester’s cows and placed them in the temporary holding field with the others. Charlotte, Mother Rosa and Grace returned to the manor to anxiously wait on developments.

			It was still pitch black when knights in a single orderly file first began to make their way towards the junction road to Wadenham and began assembling just north of the turn-off. Some distance away at the river, Reeve Petrus and his men, primarily able-bodied peasants armed only with spades, waited for the noise that would signal Odo’s plan was finally put into action. Four men-at-arms stood with them and waited somewhat apprehensively. 

			Hann was constantly moving between his knights and Herdsman Daniel to determine his state of readiness. Thankfully everyone was prepared, and they all waited impatiently for the sun to peek above distant hills before they made their move. It was agreed that the cows should begin charging towards Wadenham when it was light enough to see a little but still dark enough for Sir Warwick’s defenders to have difficulties determining what was coming towards them. As Odo and Herdsman Daniel reminded everyone, a charging cow was not to be misjudged and, as they hoped, would instil enough uncertainty and fear to scatter Wadenham’s forces. 

			Soon as the cows encountered Wadenham’s defenders, Mellester’s knights, who patrolled the boundaries, would close in and do their best to avoid the animals and prevent anyone from fleeing. Hann’s role was to find and subdue Sir Warwick. 

			The light had noticeably changed and slowly dissolved from black to a tenuous grey; it was becoming lighter, and not a man amongst them couldn’t help look skywards and anxiously wait for daylight. 

			Hann stood near the gate with Odo, who was noticeably fretful, and Herdsman Daniel. Mounted on his horse, Sir Dain returned to the assembled knights to remind them to keep their voices down as they were becoming more vocal as they succumbed to pre-battle nerves.

			“I hope Reeve Petrus is in position,” said Odo to Herdsman Daniel.

			“Aye, he’ll be there and waiting, he knows what must be done,” Daniel replied.  

			Odo looked up at the lightening sky again. “Won’t be long now. Any sign Wadenham is aware we’re coming?”

			“Nay, Odo, not since last time ye asked,” Hann replied with a grin.

			Odo nodded. “And Cathal, has he been seen?”

			“No one has seen him,” said Daniel, also looking upwards. “But Lord Odo, ye know him; he always shows up at the right time and place.”

			Sir Dain rode back and reined in at the gate. “Almost time, milord.”

			Hann, Odo, Sir Dain and Herdsman Daniel all raised their heads and looked to where the first rays of sun began to illuminate distant hills. With the help of a squire, Hann mounted his armoured destrier and was handed a great helm14, which he placed on his head over a coif15. Once adjusted, the squire gave Hann his shield.

			Odo saw the shield and his coat of arms and felt his emotions well. He was moved by his brave warriors who would do his bidding with sworn loyalty and put their lives at risk without question. He understood knights a little more than from his past, where he believed them to be pampered, loud and boisterous. He saw them now as gallant, brave men to be respected and praised. 

			It took some adjusting until Hann was satisfied with his headgear. He then turned to face Odo, raised his right hand to lift the visor and made eye contact16. He held Odo’s gaze a moment, then nodded and wheeled his destrier around to ride back to his men.

			Odo’s heart thumped in his chest. He could taste, feel and almost see the fear and anxiety that threatened to overwhelm him – and he wasn’t riding into battle. 

			Herdsman Daniel must have seen something and patted him on the back. “Odo?”

			Odo swallowed. “Aye, aye, all is well,” he tried to smile, but it was more of a sneer.

			“Well, milord, is it time?” asked Sir Dain.

			Odo scanned the sky; it was becoming lighter quickly. “Aye. Daniel, drive the herd out and towards Wadenham.”

			Daniel grinned, Aye milord,” and he opened the gate.

			With care and patience, fifty-five cows and three bulls were sedately led from the paddock, and Odo helped turn the herd, so they faced Wadenham. As yet, everything had been done noiselessly without raised voices. However, most of the cows were agitated and unsettled, they’d been without water for some time and were thirsty, and Odo believed it wouldn’t take much to frighten them.

			Mellester’s knights blocked the herd from moving north along the main road, while Odo’s herders restricted movement south towards Mellester. Only one direction remained where they could run, which was towards Wadenham and water. 

			Odo took a deep breath. “HIYAAAAA!” 

			Immediately Seth and his friend, who’d moved up behind the herd, blew their hunting horns. Startled by the unexpected clamour, the cows began to panic. Even though he expected it, Odo jumped; two hunting horns were loud. On his left, some destriers reacted to the sudden noise and needed calming. Everyone began yelling, and now frightened, the skittish herd began to run even faster. The much larger bulls edged out in front, and Odo, Herdsman Daniel and others yelled and screamed while Huntsman Seth and friend ran behind, blowing loudly into their horns. The terrified cows increased their pace and now charged towards Wadenham.

			Odo turned behind and saw his knights had formed up. Some began beating on their shields with swords. It was unbelievably loud, and there was no doubt the cows were stampeding.

			“Daniel, Seth!” Odo yelled over the din.

			They turned and saw him motion to run to the side of the road and safety. It was time for Hann to do his job.

			The knights launched forward and passed Odo, most dipped their heads in respect, and they stormed up and behind the cows urging them to run even faster. When the last knight passed, a groomsman rode up, leading Amica. 

			Pleased to be astride his stallion again. Odo turned to Herdsman Daniel and Huntsman Seth, “Ye better hide; we don’t know what will happen.” From this point on, Odo knew he was only a spectator.

			Sir Warwick also had a sleepless night and lay awake trying to think how Odo would attack. It was still dark when he was roused by a guard frantically calling for him. He ran from his manor, strapping his sword to his waist and heard an ungodly noise coming from up the road. He had no idea what it was but knew this was the moment – somehow, Odo Brus had put one over on him and effected a plan of attack.

			Chevaliers alerted to the warning cries were already forming in their prearranged defensive positions, but the cockiness and bravado they exhibited a short time ago were replaced by uncertainty. No one knew what was coming. 

			Sir Warwick shouted orders and instructions and was pleased with how quickly his men responded. Mounted chevaliers were quickly arriving and took their place behind lance wielding knights. He heard the noise and wondered what terror Odo Brus had unleashed on Wadenham.

			Someone brought his destrier, and Sir Warwick mounted; the extra height gave him a better view, but the light wasn’t sufficient to see clearly. All he could distinguish in the gloom was a massive, darkened form bearing down on his position. What they all heard gave him a chill. “Standfast!” he yelled. “Standfast!”

			“What is it?” fearful voices exclaimed.

			Chevaliers turned to each other for support or assurance. A few lancers stood to see better.

			“Take yer positions!” screamed Sir Hugh. 

			To Wadenham’s defenders, it sounded like hundreds of savage mounted warriors bore down on them. More lancers stood, and Sir Warwick screamed at them to hold their place. A few, feeling unsure, took a single step to the side and back. Even the mounted chevaliers were nervous; their horses became skittish and pranced around, and their defensive formation lost structure; it was difficult to maintain control.

			Almost all Wadenham’s defenders were in position and blocked the entire road, although no longer with confidence. Individual shapes began to materialise through the gloom of daybreak; the first to identify what came at them were the mounted chevaliers. They stared in open-mouth disbelief as three enormous black bulls were almost upon them. 

			The lancers broke first and tried to run. Where once rows of pointed steel-tipped lances sprouted from the road, suddenly there were none. The bulls crashed into the destriers in full stride, knocking some over to thrash helplessly on the ground, while others were shunted to the side. Behind the bulls came the fifty cows, and they didn’t even slow. 

			Sir Warwick was mute with rage and positioned to the side where his defenders had stood. His horse, in sheer terror, leapt away to the edge of the road, which probably saved his life. 

			The cows continued through, trampling knights, fallen horses and anything in their way and drove onwards towards the river. 

			If that wasn’t enough, Mellester’s knights closely followed with swords drawn and lances extended. Those of Wadenham’s knights who avoided injury or death were disorganised, and in dread, many fled. Their loyalties to Sir Warwick stretched only so far and didn’t include death from an enraged charging beast or Mellester’s angered knights. 

			Hann’s knights collided into the remnants of Sir Warwick’s defenders and, with skill and purpose, began a systematic slaughter of anyone who didn’t yield. 

			The tide had turned, and Mellester’s knights were focused and driven. First, one chevalier surrendered, then another one or two on their feet dropped to a knee. By this time, all the cows had passed through them, and now they faced only Mellester’s finest warriors.

			Hann searched for Sir Warwick, but poor light made it difficult to see clearly. He began to circle back, and as he rode past a stone wall fence, he saw a knight trying to turn his horse and ride away, back towards the village. A closer second look revealed it was Sir Warwick. Hann’s destrier lunged forward.

			“Yield, Sir Warwick!” Hann shouted. “Yield!”

			Wadenham’s lord wasn’t having any of it and defiantly struck out with his sword as Hann raced by. 

			“It’s over, yield, Sir Warwick,” Hann cried, his voice sounding muffled in the great helm he wore.

			Behind, a few brave chevaliers tried to hold off Mellester’s knights, but it was futile, and they were quickly overcome. However, Sir Warwick’s wild and desperate slash left Hann with no doubt – he wanted to fight his way out of the predicament. With no alternative, Hann wheeled his destrier around and rode for Sir Warwick. With his sword ready, he raised his arm and charged. 

			If Sir Warwick expected to do battle on horseback, he must have been disappointed. Hann’s feint caught him off guard and ill-prepared. He was entirely focused on the attacking sword and didn’t expect to have Hann’s destrier suddenly change direction and crash hard into him. His horse stumbled and managed to regain its feet, but Hann was now alongside, facing in the same direction. It was a clever ploy; Sir Warwick had to reach with his sword arm, to his left, over his horse to attack and defend, while Hann’s right sword arm was within easy striking distance. Hann swung at Sir Warwick, who leaned to the side and temporarily exposed his left shoulder. Hann leaned over, reached out with his free arm and hauled Wadenham’s lord from his horse.

			Hann threw a leg over the saddle and slid to the ground as his destrier trotted away. Sir Warwick faced him with a scowl and a curse. 

			Without pause, Hann quickly removed his great helm and prepared to meet Sir Warwick, who regained his footing and was about to charge at him. “Yield, Sir Warwick!” he appealed.

			Wadenham’s lord had no intention of surrendering. Blind to reason and in pure anger, he foolishly rushed at Hann. 

			Hann stepped back, deflected the sword thrust and stuck out a foot. Sir Warwick almost stabbed himself as he tripped and fell. With agility and driven by his hatred, he stood quickly and attacked again. 

			“Yield, damn ye!” Hann screamed at him.

			It mattered not. Sir Warwick, with nothing more to lose, was deaf to reason. 

			This time, Hann stood his ground and deftly countered the brute force of the smaller man and, by using a back-handed upwards slash, powered through Sir Warwick’s chainmail to open a deep gut wound. 

			Driven by fury and pure hatred, Sir Warwick, ignored his injury and, in a desperate attempt, leapt at Hann. With his sword held low, he tried to impale Mellester’s marshal by driving his sword up, but again, the larger man was quicker and more skilled. 

			Hann blocked the wild thrust and speared the lord in the same place as the previous injury; this time, he plunged the sword deep into his abdomen. Sir Warwick staggered, fell to his knees, and toppled over. “Damn ye,” were his last words.

			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Reeve Petrus and the two-dozen men who waited with him heard the stampede and then the chilling screams of trampled men that followed. They couldn’t see much from where they positioned themselves, and he sent two men-at-arms closer to observe and report back. It seemed only moments later before the first of Odo’s cows arrived at the river. No longer harried by hunting horns and yells, they slowed and drank thirstily from the river. First, a few came, then more and more. The clash of swords and the sound of men doing battle reached them, and none of his men looked keen to step into the village and complete their task. Their faces expressed fear and doubt, and the reeve reminded them they were volunteers, weren’t expected to fight, and the most challenging thing they needed to do was destroy the barrier built by Sir Warwick’s people to divert the river. 

			“Ye’ll all have wet feet, and that be the worst that’ll happen to ye,” he told them. “But when ye return to Mellester, ye’ll be heroes, and ye can tell yer wee ’uns how ye helped defeat Sir Warwick Hughes of Wadenham.”

			The distraction helped, and none more than when the two men-at-arms he sent out breathlessly returned and loudly proclaimed that Lord Odo had won. Reeve Petrus felt relief. “Now it be our turn!” he yelled. 

			He and his men broke from cover and jogged with determination along the river and towards the hamlet. The presence of four men-at-arms leading the way dissuaded Wadenham’s peasants loyal to Sir Warwick from challenging them, and they were ignored. Only a chorus of barking dogs met them, and still, in fear of their lives, the people of Wadenham remained indoors and left well enough alone. 

			They found what they sought at the northernmost end of Wadenham Manor, where the river curved. Reeve Petrus stood with hands on his hips and surveyed the handiwork of Sir Warwick with a disapproving shake of his head.

			Here the river curved, and the water level was deepest along the outer bank of the river. Trees had been felled and logs carefully positioned diagonally across the river to redirect the water to flow straight into a canal. Reeve Petrus could see how Wadenham’s peasants had achieved the difficult task. Firstly, they’d built a deep ditch; it didn’t need to be wide, just deep enough for some water to flow into it. Once the logs were lowered into the river, the current funnelled water into the ditch. Immediately, the volume of water began to erode the soil on each side. It became deeper, wider and more of a canal that naturally expanded in size as the water carried the soil away. He could see it wouldn’t have taken long for the river to widen with the amount of water that began to pass through it. Once Sir Warwick was satisfied that enough water flowed into the canal, his people lowered additional logs lengthwise into the canal’s sides to create a wall and prevent further erosion.

			Reeve Petrus waded across the river, up the far bank and towards the canal to see where the water flowed. In the distance, he saw the destruction. Lakes had formed, and all low-lying areas were flooded, and beyond that, he saw the water collect and then form into a swiftly moving river to disappear towards the coast. Reeve Petrus could only wonder how other villages coped with the sudden appearance of a new river.

			He turned, walked back and from his elevated position, and saw Mellester’s knights gathering. It was a sad day for the dead and defeated.

			Reeve Petrus set his men to work. The first task was to remove large rocks used to prevent the logs from moving, and they’d need beasts to help drag them away. The reeve calculated that if they’d had heavy rain, the rise in the water level and subsequent force would have quickly washed Sir Warwick’s handiwork away. He knew Sir Warwick’s reeve, and he wandered towards his cruck to arrange for animals and workers to help restore the river. His men couldn’t do it alone.

			Sir Dain and Odo cautiously rode down the road towards Wadenham accompanied by two knights sent by Hann for protection. As they approached the place where Sir Warwick and Gisela’s chevaliers had attempted to defend, he could smell death. Amica shook his head and was uneasy, but Odo pressed on and saw the dark red stains where men had bled and perished. Hann had instructed his men to gather all the bodies and tally the numbers.

			Odo searched for the carcasses of dead cows and saw none, but that didn’t mean anything. A wounded beast could run for some time before it collapsed and died.

			Hann saw Odo and Sir Dain arrive and walked over to greet them.

			“Milord, this day has brought ye a victory,” said Hann without expression.

			Odo looked at Hann and solemnly nodded. “How many men were lost to us?”

			Hann shook his head, “None, milord, we suffered only minor injuries and captured twenty-five, including four of Sir Warwick’s knights.”

			The relief was immense, and Odo felt the weight lifted. “And what of Sir Warwick?”

			“He died in a rage, Odo. I asked him to yield, and he sought death in defeat.”

			Odo exhaled. “Ye and yer men have done well, and I am relieved and surprised we suffered no losses. Congratulations on yer victory Hann.” He looked around. 

			“Where are they, the prisoners?” Odo asked.

			“We moved them to the stables to give them water and so they could attend to their injuries,” Hann stated.

			“Aye, soon as ye can, have them brought to Mellester where I will talk with them,” Odo advised.”

			“Aye, we will take them soon.” 

			“Have ye word on the cows?”

			“Nay, Odo, ye’ll need to see Herdsman Daniel; he just passed by and is at the river.”

			Sir Dain remained with Hann as Odo, followed by two knights, wandered towards the river. Peasants stood in open doorways and stared as he rode past. Odo knew what the looks meant. They were glances of uncertainty and worry. Peasants needed to feel secure and have a purpose; work gave them purpose, offered them coin in exchange for their labour and efforts, and they could feed their families and feel safe. For Wadenham’s people, they had no assurances, and their worry was justified and his responsibility. He knew and recognised their faces but didn’t acknowledge them because, at this time, he had nothing to offer, and any greeting would appear insincere. He knew how they felt.

			His cows stood in a group surrounded by his men. He saw Benedict, Daniel, and other helpers inspecting them for injuries.

			“How fare ye?” he shouted to Herdsman Daniel.

			Herdsman Daniel and Benedict both ran over. “Milord, we have some injuries, nothing serious, we were most fortunate.”

			“No cows died?” Odo confirmed.

			“Nay, none, but some have minor cuts, but not more,” Benedict added.

			This was fantastic news. Odo wanted to discuss with Hann what happened so he could form a picture of how well the stampede worked. “Well done to ye all. Be best to move them back to Mellester and spilt the herd, Daniel. We will discuss which animals Benedict will take back to Exeter later.”

			“Milord,” they both replied and dipped their heads.

			Odo turned and looked upriver and could see Reeve Petrus and his men, along with two bullocks pulling hefty water-laden logs from the river. He walked over to inspect what Sir Warwick had done.

			“If we had one decent night of rain, Odo, one night of a good downpour, all this,” Reeve Petrus waved a muddy arm at the logs and canal, “would have washed away.” He didn’t smile, and to Odo, he looked angry.

			Odo dismounted and walked up to his friend. “Are ye bothered?” he asked in a low voice.

			Reeve Petrus looked at him, and Odo could see the strain etched on his face. “These people didn’t deserve this, Odo. Sir Warwick was a tyrant. It is difficult enough fer them as it is without a wayward lord making life even harder … I know these people, they are worthy of better.”

			“Aye, I feel it too,” Odo replied.

			Just then, they heard a cheer. Odo and the reeve turned. One of the big logs in the river broke free and was being dragged up the riverbank by two bullocks. Another log, now unable to hold back the water, shifted and would have drifted downstream if not for the rope holding it secure. Immediately the water flow changed and was no longer diverted. Unimpeded, the water began to flow again as it once did. Even Wadenham’s reeve joined in with a cheer.

			Odo clapped the reeve on the back. “How is he?” 

			“Reeve Wilken is a good man, Odo. He willingly lent us a hand and wanted no part in what Sir Warwick did.”

			“Aye, and good fer him. Petrus, when ye are done, bring him to Mellester fer me. Can ye do this?”

			“Aye, Odo.”

			“Very well, I will see ye back there as soon as ye can.”

			Odo remounted Amica and slowly rode back through Wadenham.

			Along with Sir Dain’s help, Hann had been busy organising the prisoners now mounted on their destriers and led away. Priest John and Priest Aylwin had made amends and were arranging to have graves dug and the dead buried at Wadenham’s church. Odo was surprised; Priest Aylwin had transformed and seemed more dedicated to helping people. Others had also commented that he was now fiercely loyal to Odo and Mellester Manor, and all most welcomed his new friendlier disposition. 

			The cows were already being driven back to Mellester, Odo’s knights were departing, and Reeve Petrus was finishing his arduous task and would return soon. 

			Behind Odo, the people of Wadenham ventured out from their homes to a new and uncertain future. They stood in groups talking, speculating and wondering how their lives would change. Sir Warwick’s woman and children were already packing belongings into a cart. According to Reeve Petrus, she was only too happy to leave Wadenham, which she despised, and return to her family’s lands in Cornwall. She’d not shed a single tear for her departed man.

			Odo wasn’t elated, and felt no thrill of victory. He felt saddened and reflective as he considered the men who’d died. Each chevalier had a woman, most likely a family and some may have had parents who still lived. When news reached them of the death of their son, or father, brother, or husband, hearts would break, and people would weep. The repercussions would be long felt through Sir Warwick’s selfish and unreasonable actions. 

			Sir Warwick may have contributed to the deaths through his self-righteous behaviour, but Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney was ultimately responsible. The long-standing feud wasn’t over, not yet. Odo’s jaw clenched tight in determination; the ongoing terror of that evil woman had to stop. 

			If there was a single lesson to be learned, Odo realised that he was the master of his destiny. He’d fought this battle on his own with his people. Sir Hyde, King Henry, the Templars – they’d not been there for him, they’d not lent their support, offered counsel and the benefit of their wisdom and experience. He’d been abandoned and left alone to resolve Wadenham’s dispute, and he could just as quickly have failed and lost. 

			He couldn’t recall the ride back to Mellester; all he could remember was this decision and the promise he made. No longer would he allow anyone to dictate terms or tell him what to do – they’d lost that right when they turned their backs to him. 

			People like Charlotte, Mother Rosa, Hann, Sir Dain, Reeve Petrus, Cathal, even Huntsman Seth, Herdsman Daniel, Benedict and Grace; they’d been at his side and supportive the entire time. Then there were those like Priest Aylwin and Steward Gilo … time would tell.

			Even before he arrived at Falls Ende, he saw the mill wheel turning again. He was grinning from ear to ear when he stepped inside the mill to greet Miller Lucan.  

			“Lord Odo,” cried the miller when he saw Odo. “I give ye my thanks, fer now we can again grind wheat.”

			“Aye, I am happy too. Have there been any problems? Is everything working?” Odo asked.

			Miller Lucan nodded and wiped his shiny palette. “Milord, everything is wonderful, and we have much work ahead of us.”

			“Thank ye, Miller Lucan, don’t let me stop ye.” Odo turned and walked outside, back to Amica and rode towards the manor.

			Charlotte, Mother Rosa and Grace joyously welcomed their return. Charlotte rushed into his arms and wept. She held him tightly and refused to let him go, and when he pried her loose, he turned to Mother Rosa, and she swallowed him up in her arms. It felt good to be home, and there was so much to do, and it wasn’t even midday. 

			Odo spoke to Steward Gilo and gave him a list of all the people he wanted to attend to him in the great hall later in the afternoon. He wanted guards; men-at-arms posted around the entire manor house. No one who wasn’t invited was permitted to be anywhere near the building without exceptions.

			He wanted the prisoners to clean themselves, be given food and tend to their injuries. Cathal had been waiting for them when they arrived and was already hard at work administering to the needy. Odo disappeared with Charlotte to talk about the morning and what happened. He had plans and needed her thoughts, opinions, and support.

			Chapter Thirty

			Wadenham’s Reeve Wilken had only just departed. Odo spent a little time with him to assess where his loyalties lay and if he would cause problems. As the man revealed, he had no love for Sir Warwick and did his bidding because he had no choice. He affirmed his loyalty to Odo and departed back to Wadenham to repair the extensive damage caused by the water.

			It had been a long day, and everyone here had woken extra early. There wasn’t a person seated in Mellester’s great hall who wasn’t exhausted. Odo noticed that Charlotte pushed her chair a little closer to his, and her hand rested on the back of his seat. If the people before him expected jubilance over their victory, there was none. Odo didn’t feel it appropriate to celebrate when people had died. He studied the faces of everyone before him, his head moved from person to person, and he silently acknowledged their contribution. In return, they scrutinised him and he saw their curious looks. They waited to hear what he had to say.

			“Hann, will ye stand,” he began.

			Hann eased himself upright, and Odo saw Odilia look up at him proudly with a smile. It was unusual for her to attend a gathering like this, but he wanted her here with him.

			“Milord?”

			“How fare our prisoners?” Odo asked.

			Hann cleared his throat. “We have twenty-one of Countess Gisela’s chevaliers, and Sir Warwick’s four knights survived; two have minor wounds.”

			“I want ye to sit with Steward Gilo and tally what would be a suitable parole amount fer each of Gisela’s men. Once done, and I have seen the reckonings, we will send a messenger to her with a payment demand. Is this understood?”

			“Aye, milord,” Hann replied. 

			“Sir Warwick’s knights have a simple choice, they swear fealty to me, or they will forfeit their lands.”

			Hann nodded. “As ye command.”

			“The Chevaliers, as part of their parole, will give their word and weapons to me. They will be allowed to freely move about Mellester, but they may not leave. We will treat them with respect and provide fer their immediate needs.” Odo quickly surveyed the room again and looked at Hann, who remained standing. He knew there wasn’t a person who sat before him who couldn’t be trusted.

			“I intend to gather a force and attack Countess Gisela. She is greatly weakened with the loss of forty chevaliers, and until her death, Charlotte and I will always live in fear. The woman is evil.” Odo took another deep breath as a surprised muttering spread throughout the hall. 

			“Hann, ye will gather as many knights and squires as ye can, and once ready, we will travel to France.”

			Sir Dain stood. “Milord, er, yer quest… it could invoke the ire of Sir Hyde or even the king….”

			Odo was expecting that response. “Aye, indeed, they could object, however, because Mellester was left to its own, without help or support to deal with Sir Warwick, then they have no right to censure or challenge me. I will deal with Countess Gisela as I see fit!” he held the gaze of the elder knight. “I take responsibility and will accept the repercussions.”

			Sir Dain nodded. “Ye have my support, milord.” He went to return to his seat.

			Hann also began to sit, believing Odo was finished with him.

			“Wait!”

			Both men looked up and straightened as they faced their lord. 

			“We will discuss my plan to attack her in a day or so. But speak to no one of this; word must not reach her ears.” Odo saw a couple of people’s eyes flick towards Steward Gilo, who sat at his desk. “Certainly not an utterance to her chevaliers. If word reaches her, then Mellester’s men will die.”

			“Aye,” Hann affirmed.

			“Milord,” agreed Sir Dain.

			“Charlotte and I wish to thank everyone fer yer loyalty and unquestioned support. Without ye, we couldn’t have overcome Sir Warwick. Hann, ye and Sir Dain were exceptional.” Odo stood and dipped his head in respect to both men. Yer wisdom and experience made all the difference this day, and we are both grateful to ye.”

			Hann and Sir Dain both acknowledged Odo with a bow. 

			“I am not finished with ye yet, Hann. Sir Dain, ye may sit.” Odo took a step closer to Hann.

			For the first time, Hann looked unsure. He quickly looked down at Odilia and back at Mellester’s lord. Charlotte rose from her seat and edged closer to Odo.

			Another murmur rippled through the hall, and a few people twisted on their seats to better see Hann, who appeared very uncomfortable. 

			“Marquis Hann Masey, through the legal jurisdiction granted to me by King Henry–”

			Odilia slowly rose to her feet and clasped Hann’s hand.

			“–as baron, overlord, and Lord of Mellester, I grant ye, Wadenham Manor. It is yers,” Odo smiled. “Keep its people safe from harm, and see they are fed and looked after without want or strife.”

			“And don’t block that cursed river!” grumbled Reeve Petrus to a roar of laughter. 

			Hann stood mutely, staring at Odo while Odilia tried to hug him. He silently mouthed, thank ye.

			Everyone rose to their feet and loudly offered congratulations as scullery maids entered the hall with massive dishes heaped with food. Others carried pitchers of wine and mead. Mellester’s Lord and Lady wanted to give thanks to family and rejoice with friends who stood at their side.

			It was still early in the morning, and Sir William, 1st Earl of Pembroke, was brought before Sir Hyde Fortescue of Ridgley Manor for an unannounced visit.

			“Ye must have had a sleepless night, fer why else would ye be here at this time?” laughed Sir Hyde and pointed to a chair. 

			Sir William sat with a grunt. “Aye, it was. But not fer the reason ye think,” stated Sir William. “I journey to France to counsel King Henry and thought it best to speak with ye first.”

			Sir Hyde raised a single eyebrow. “Then ye bring bad tidings?”

			“Then ye have not heard?”

			“I have heard nothing but the dawn call of birds. What ails ye, Sir William?”

			Sir William shook his head. “Odo Brus attacked Wadenham.”

			“Nay, this can’t be. How many men did he lose?” Sir Hyde turned away as he thought of the consequences. “That means Sir Warwick has Mellester, and that is a thorn in my side. Damn it!” He looked back at Sir William, who did not appear troubled. 

			“Let me share this with ye,” began Sir William, “Not only did Odo Brus attack Wadenham, he sustained no losses and slew twenty of Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney’s chevaliers.”

			Sir Hyde shot to his feet. “How is this possible without sorcery? Ye know, as well as I, Odo Brus had not the knights to launch an attack, let alone herald a victory.”

			Sir William nodded. “Aye, and I questioned that too.” He stood to stand beside his friend. “Do ye know how the cunning sod did it?”

			“If I knew, I wouldn’t be standing here with my mouth open,” laughed Sir Hyde.  

			“I asked ye, last time I was here, how would ye do it, how would ye fight Sir Warwick and take Wadenham Manor.”

			Sir Hyde nodded. “And I have pondered on this.”

			“Ye had no answer, as did I, and we felt attacking Sir Warwick was unwise and foolish. As it happened, Baron Odo Brus outsmarted us, King Henry, and not to exclude Sir Warwick, who is dead, fer he had no answer either.”

			“Sir Warwick… dead?” questioned Sir Hyde. 

			“Aye, in fair play. He was asked to yield and was taken down by a sword to the gut.”

			“Who?” queried Sir Hyde.

			“Hann Masey.”

			Sir Hyde whistled. “Sir Warwick was good with his sword, but Hann Masey? He is impressive, and, it seems, a much better swordsman. But do tell, how did Odo manage it? Fer perhaps Hann Masey is the clever one, and he should receive all the praise.”

			Sir William inclined his head. “Baron Odo awarded Marquis Hann Masey, Wadenham Manor.”

			“Then it was Hann, not Odo,” stated Sir Hyde.

			This time Sir William laughed. “Nay, not Hann, although his skills contributed. Before Odo became baron, what was his work?”

			“He was a herdsman, of course.”

			Sir William nodded. “He stampeded his cows through Sir Warwick’s line, and his lance-wielding defenders scattered in fear. Hann and Mellester’s knights, who rode behind the cows, chased them down. It was over in no time with no loss of life to Odo’s men.”

			Sir Hyde’s mouth opened in surprise, and he shook his head in total disbelief. “Who would have thought…?” He returned to his chair and rubbed his chin. “I underestimated Odo, we all underestimated him, and now I feel guilt fer not having come to his aid, fer he was desperate.”

			“Ye couldn’t. The king wanted Odo to fight his own battle and learn,” added Sir William.

			“But the king couldn’t know Odo would best Sir Warwick.”

			Sir William shrugged. “And I begin to doubt that too.”

			“I am shocked. I thought long and hard on how Odo could defeat Sir Warwick, and it never came to my mind to use cows,” Sir Hyde laughed. “I am proud of him, and that is a lesson fer us. We have much to learn, even fer a greybeard like me.”

			Sir William’s expression hardened. “What will Odo do now? With a victory over Sir Warwick, will he attack the countess?”

			Sir Hyde’s eyes narrowed, and he looked closely at Sir William. “This is why ye go to the king, fer if Odo attacks her, how will King Louis react?”

			“Aye,” Sir William grimaced. 

			“What will ye advise?” asked Sir Hyde.

			“I can tell him only what I believe to be truthful and wise. If the king knows nothing of Odo’s intention, then he can’t stop him. Let Odo deal with that heinous woman, fer I’d be rid of her too. King Henry played no part in Sir Warwick’s defeat, and everyone knows this. If Odo is clever, he will attack her, I would, and do so quickly and quietly. If King Louis is angered, let him have cause with Odo Brus.” 

			“And will King Henry protect Odo if France’s King wants retribution?”

			“Ahh, now ye see my dilemma,” replied Sir William.

			Both men sat quietly as they pondered the matter.

			“What if the king decrees Odo must not go to France? Will Odo listen? And, my old friend, if Odo goes anyway and slays her, then King Henry can tell King Louis, he tried,” Sir Hyde suggested.

			Sir William raised a finger. “And then what happens when King Louis demands Odo Brus be punished and held to account.”

			Sir Hyde placed his hand over his face. “Dear God. What will Odo do?”

			“What would ye do?” Sir William asked.

			“If I know Odo, he will take every opportunity. Hann Masey will recommend that Odo strike quickly. How many chevaliers did she send over? Twenty? Thirty?”

			Sir William stared at Sir Hyde. “Forty, forty chevaliers!”

			Sir Hyde grunted. “One thing, and ponder well, fer yer assessment of Odo may need rethinking,” began Sir Hyde. “How would ye feel if no one came to assist ye in yer fight with Sir Warwick? Ye’d be angered, and rightly so. Would ye ask fer help to slay Gisela?”

			Sir William shook his head. “Nay, I would do it anyway and be dammed the consequences.” 

			“Then, my old friend,” Sir Hyde raised his only hand and pointed a finger at Sir William. “Odo Brus will do exactly that.”

			Sir William exhaled. “The king could warn Louis.”

			“Ye would go against young Odo? How would Queen Eleanor feel knowing her husband betrayed her nephew?”

			Sir William looked contrite. “I, I have no answer.”

			“Nor I.”

			They sat in silence. Sir Hyde eased himself to his feet and walked to an open window. “Do ye recall when we last spoke?”

			“Aye, my memory has not failed me, although others believe otherwise.”

			Sir Hyde didn’t return the smile. “We talked about how many knights had come from other lords to support Sir Warwick, and then suddenly they began leaving and returning home.”

			“Continue,” Sir William asked.

			“Do ye find that peculiar? Why would all these knights who pledged support to Sir Warwick just up and go?”

			Sir William shrugged. “I know not.”

			“As I said before, we have underestimated young Odo Brus, and I believe he was somehow behind those knights leaving. That young man deceived us again, and only he could have done something to cause those knights to depart.”

			Sir William laughed. “I know not about how others feel about Baron Odo Brus, but the more I learn about him, the more I come to understand and respect him.”

			“Aye, it would be folly to go against him,” said Sir Hyde, as he looked through the window at Ridgely Manor and smiled.

			“Would Odo Brus defy King Henry?”

			Chapter Thirty-One

			Odo and Charlotte sat with Steward Gilo, who had just finished explaining and detailing the terms of the chevaliers’ parole obligations. Earlier, Hann and Steward Gilo spoke to each chevalier, and they arrived at a financial agreement on the amount of coin they would pay Odo to regain their freedom. 

			As the chevaliers didn’t usually carry vast amounts of coin with them, their respective families would be contacted, and a demand for payment would be issued. Full payment would secure the freedom of the knight once Baron Odo received the coin. Shortly after escaping from the countess, Steward Gilo had brought this unknown parole concept to his attention, and he loved the idea. Odo had never heard of such a precarious arrangement before, and with some enthusiasm, Steward Gilo explained the value of a parole agreement to the victor.

			Since then, Hann and Steward Gilo had negotiated with each chevalier, arrived at a fair sum of their financial worth to their family, and presented those numbers to Odo. After his reckonings, Gilo informed Odo and Charlotte that the total amount was substantial. However, there were no guarantees or assurances that he would receive that amount. Until Odo received payment, the chevaliers were essentially prisoners and bound by their word to their captor, Baron Odo Brus. 

			As Mellester Manor did not have the facilities to hold twenty-one men in captivity, their bindings became their word of honour and not chains or metal bars. The chevalier caught by Hann at Wadenham’s border was also released on his word. Without exception, they all agreed to Odo’s terms and were free to roam through Mellester Manor and not leave its borders. Neither were they permitted to carry weapons or pick up arms in anger against anyone and had to obey all laws. A dishonourable death would greet parolees who failed or broke their parole conditions.

			If the family could not or was unwilling to pay the amount, they could turn to their liege lord for assistance. Odo loved the concept and hoped the coin it brought would help offset some of the many losses he’d recently endured. 

			The only remaining detail was where was the coin to be delivered. The obvious place, suggested Steward Gilo, was Mellester Manor. However, Odo had another idea that he needed to speak with Hann about. He thought it made sense to have the coin delivered to him personally in France after the death of Countess Gisela. 

			Odo had sent word to Hann at Wadenham to attend to him, and he and Charlotte waited for him to arrive. 

			Since Wadenham’s defeat, Odo had received missives from lords who had previously supported Sir Warwick and now wished to swear allegiance to him. A strange but not an unexpected turn. As a result, Hann calculated that they could travel to France with thirty knights and squires and still leave sufficient knights at Mellester for defensive purposes. 

			However, as Hann and Sir Dain pointed out, Baron Odo Brus was not equipped to lay siege to a large château in France. Thirty knights and squires were well short of what they’d need. But where would Odo acquire trebuchets or siege engines, they’d asked. 

			Odo steadfastly refused to answer and told them he would provide them with a plan when he was ready. After a lengthy chat with Steward Gilo, Odo was now prepared. 

			“Lord Hann!” greeted Odo to a bout of laughter from Hann when he entered Mellester’s hall. “And pray tell, does Wadenham treat ye well?”

			Hann grinned and dipped his head. “Lord Odo, Wadenham is but a jewel bequeathed by a king. I am unworthy to receive such lavish adornments.”

			Odo hadn’t seen Hann since he departed for his manor and welcomed his return with a burst of laughter. “Let’s hope the weight around yer neck does not impede yer responsibilities.”

			Hann hugged Charlotte, and the three of them sat at benches while Steward Gilo quietly performed his duties at his desk. Once the pleasantries had been dealt with, Hann’s smile vanished, and he looked intently at Odo. “I hope ye have news that ye have found siege engines and two-hundred knights so we can attack Countess Gisela.”

			Odo ignored Hann’s statement. “I have thought much on this, Hann, and believe that we must take action very soon, or word will reach Gisela, and she will ready fer us. I do not wish fer that to happen.”

			Hann nodded. “But how, Odo?” 

			Charlotte turned away from them to look behind. “Steward Gilo?”

			Hann looked puzzled.

			“One man can gain entry to the chateau….” Odo began.

			Hann looked over at Gilo, who walked four paces to stand beside the table.

			“Please sit, Gilo,” Charlotte invited. 

			Gilo studied the symmetry of the desk and where everyone was seated and decided to sit directly opposite Hann, thus creating balance. Lord Odo sat opposite Lady Charlotte, and now, a person sat at each corner. He smiled and greeted Hann.

			“Are ye saying that ye want Gilo to enter the château and invite us in?” Hann asked.

			“Aye,” smiled Odo. “Gilo, please tell Lord Hann what we have discussed.”

			Three heads turned to the steward and waited. “Milords and milady, Countess Gisela’s guards know me well, but they do not know my business or arrangement with the countess–”

			“But ye fled, ye ran from her, they will know this,” Hann shrugged.

			“Aye, milord, and what will they do when I stand at the gate?”

			Realisation slowly dawned on Hann. “They will let ye in.” He nodded. “But then what? how can ye keep the gate open to allow us to enter?”

			Gilo looked to Odo, who nodded encouragement to continue. “I will have a cart pulled by a horse, they will open the portcullis, and I will move the cart into the entrance where a wheel will fall off.”

			Hann exploded in laughter. “And they cannot close the gate? Is that yer plan, Odo? Fer, I am sure it will not work.”

			“Why?” Odo appealed. “It must work; simpler is best. If a wheel falls off the cart and obstructs the gate closing, ye have time to enter the château. What more do ye need?”

			“He raises a good point, Hann,” Charlotte said.

			Hann was shaking his head. “Because, because it is too simple!” He stood and stepped back from the table and scratched his head as he thought about Odo’s suggestion. 

			Gilo wanted to stand as now the table had lost its symmetry. He fought the impulse and gripped the table tightly.

			“Ye know what bothers me, Odo?”

			Odo and Charlotte both turned in question.

			“Because ye see things differently than anyone else. I’m looking fer a military solution to a basic problem, and ye state the obvious.” 

			To Gilo’s relief, Hann returned to his seat. 

			“Ye are correct; it can work. But how can ye have the wheel fall off at the exact place and time?”

			Odo slapped his hand on the table. “Ahh, I knew ye would ask. The wheelwright claims he can show us how to remove a wheel easily, and the hard part is to lift the cart to enable the wheel to fall off.”

			“Aye, I see… the bigger the cart, the more difficult to move… the heavier the cart, the harder to lift….” Hann mused aloud.

			Odo, Charlotte and Gilo watched Hann as he mulled the problem over. 

			“What happens if the château gates are open?”

			“Then I ride the cart to the middle of the gateway and stop,” Gilo replied. 

			“What stops two guards from simply pushing it away?” Hann asked.

			“Its weight?” replied Odo.

			“A cart laden with stone?” questioned Hann,

			“Aye, if need be, and what difference does it make? How much time do ye need before ye control the château gates and entrance?”

			“Not long, the quicker, the better,” added Hann.

			They discussed various options, and Hann promised to visit the wheelwright and learn more about removing a wheel quickly so he could anticipate problems. 

			“And Hann?” Odo asked.

			Hann looked up. “I will come to France with ye.”

			Before Hann could protest, Odo raised his hand. “I want to see the face of this woman who sought my father’s death. The woman who still supports what her father did when he had my mother, brother and sister killed.”

			Hann looked at Charlotte.

			“I will not journey with ye, Odilia needs me here.” She looked down at the table, collecting her thoughts, then looked up. “Nay, I do not want Odo to go, but I also know this is something he must do. Will ye will keep him safe, Hann?”

			Hann’s shoulders slumped. “Aye, if this is what ye seek, I understand, fer I have had a similar need not that long past.” 

			Odo and Charlotte remembered Hans’s visit and encounter with his brother, Nico. “I have more need of yer counsel, Lord Hann,” stated Odo, hoping to change the topic of their conversation. “Steward Gilo suggests that parole payments come here to Mellester. Would it not be better to collect when we are in France?”

			“Nay, fer when payment is made, the family will expect immediate release. If the chevaliers are at Mellester, ye can’t release them if ye are in France. And taking twenty-one parolees with us causes more worriment. Also, we must leave fer France quickly. The countess does not yet know what happened to her chevaliers, but she will learn soon. It is to our advantage to arrive in France soonest, so she has less time to prepare; we may yet catch her unaware.”

			“Aye, and I agree. Steward Gilo, prepare missives fer each family, we will take them with us to France, and I will dispatch someone to deliver them after we have finished with the countess.”

			Gilo nodded. “Very well, milord.” He rose from his seat, dipped his head and walked four paces back to his desk. 

			Hann watched him walk away, then turned to Odo, leaned in and whispered. “Ye trust him?”

			“Aye, he volunteered to help, and he has no love fer the countess.”

			Hann’s eyes flicked up to look at the steward. “Ye are a good judge of character, Odo. So be it.”

			“We trust him, Hann,” added Charlotte.

			Hann smiled. “I have further good tidings fer ye.”

			“And?” asked Odo. 

			“Master Mason Albin has cut some blocks of granite from the quarry. He believes that the quality is exceptional.”

			Odo leaned back and grinned. “A relief, otherwise, finding another site nearby would be costly.”

			“I have instructed the master mason to begin marking out the quarry face and begin cutting blocks. He will need to bring in additional masons, along with their families. Odo, we need to supply crucks fer them. They need a place to live fer they will be in Mellester fer some time.”

			Odo reflected and rubbed his chin. “Could we build the crucks near the quarry? Is there room there and where it will be dry?”

			“Ye want to build a hamlet?” Charlotte asked.

			“Uh, I know not… but if the masons and labourers live in Mellester, it is too far fer them to walk each day. I think there is more than enough open land near the quarry, and it would suit everyone. How many people do ye expect will live here?”

			Hann shrugged. “Could be upwards of one-hundred people, including families.”

			Charlotte groaned. “This will cost.”

			“Charlotte, each family will pay rent to the lord and purchase food in Mellester. “I’ve seen this many a time. Local businesses do well, and the lord of the manor receives his taxes. Aye, the cost is enormous, but the benefits are long-lasting,” Hann assured.

			“We will call this new hamlet, Stanhyll,” decreed Odo with a self-satisfied look.

			“Stanhyll?” Hann questioned.

			“Aye, Stan is stone, and ye know what a hill17 is,” informed Charlotte. “But ye could have chosen a prettier name,” she chided Odo.

			He laughed. “Stone is the lifeblood to Masons, miners and their families, without it, they have nothing. To a mason, naming their hamlet after stone will give them some pride. I like the name.”

			Hann laughed, “So be it, Stanhyll. It accurately describes where they will live. But, Odo, ye will need people to care fer the masons when they are hurt.”

			“Hurt?” queried Odo.

			“Building castles is most perilous fer masons and the like. They suffer frequent injuries, and the hardship on families… it is not an easy life,” Hann added.

			“Nor fer the children, I expect,” said Charlotte.

			“Let me think on this, as I have no answers,” Odo replied.

			Odo called for Gilo to return, and he was given instructions to put coin aside for the building of cruck homes in the new hamlet of Stanhyll. “I will discuss exactly where with Reeve Petrus, but we must begin soonest.”

			Gilo nodded.

			Charlotte looked thoughtful and suddenly looked up. “Odo, ye will need a road, and we can’t be having the carriageway used as the main thoroughfare for Stanhyll….”

			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Saint Martin’s Cathedral, or as locals called it, the Domkerk, was the centre of Utrecht and the home of its ruler, Bishop Ebel Laninga. The bishop’s authority was absolute and unquestioned, and he reigned over a large area, including the regions of Nedersticht, Oversticht, Overijssel, and Groningen, and few would dare challenge his power.

			Built near two rivers, the Vecht and the Rhine, Utrecht became a central location for trading. Merchants and vendees came from all over western Europe to buy and sell wares at its famed and well-frequented markets. Not only were traders in abundance, but pickpockets, thieves and scoundrels roamed through narrow crowded streets and sought every opportunity to fleece the unwary of coin and valuables. 

			Bishop Laninga’s busy schedule had been interrupted by Priest Heyman, Dean of the Cathedral’s Canons, who came to see him in some distress.

			Seated comfortably in his chair in his officium, with a goblet of wine at his elbow, Bishop Laninga looked at Priest Heyman with curious interest. “I see ye are troubled, Dean. Are ye poorly?”

			“Nay, nay, Yer Grace, I am here fer something has to be done, fer this lawless behaviour in our streets reflects poorly on the Church and is completely unsatisfactory.”

			“Lawless behaviour?” asked the bishop as he steepled his hands beneath his chin.

			“Aye, and ye will be horrified to know that I was set upon by thieves and robbed. My purse was cut from within my vestments and all my coin taken,” explained the priest. “I could have been killed.”

			The bishop was confused and felt this wasn’t a Church matter at all. “I’m a busy man; why do ye bring this to me?”

			“Yer, Grace, I was robbed by a monk, and more than one, they worked skilfully as a troupe.”

			The bishop’s eyebrows furrowed. “Which monks would do such a thing?”

			Priest Heyman was aghast. “Unholy scoundrel’s Yer Grace. Four of them, each as wicked as the other. They have holy relics and demand payment from innocents to gaze upon these heavenly treasures as they travel from town to town and village to village.”

			“And did ye cast yer eyes upon this relic when ye were robbed?” the bishop enquired.

			“Indeed, I was investigating them at the time, Yer Grace. There are two,” affirmed the priest.

			The bishop’s interest was piqued. “Two? What are these remains that interest ye so?” 

			“One is a wood shaving taken from the same cross that our Lord and Saviour, Jesus, was crucified on; the other is one of the nails used on the cross,” added Priest Heyman with his eyes wide open.

			“Astonishing,” remarked Bishop Laninga. “And these monks allowed ye to examine these relics when yer purse was snatched?” 

			Priest Heyman nodded vigorously. “Er, I paid a token fee fer the privilege when my purse string was severed, Yer Grace.”

			Bishop Laninga removed a hand and rubbed his chin. He knew that many clergy roamed from town to town proclaiming relics in their possession were authentic and charged a nominal charge for anyone to see them. For a more substantial donation, they granted permission to actually touch it. While he had no idea if the men with the relic Priest Heyman identified were indeed imposters or actual monks, he’d didn’t doubt they could be highly skilled thieves. Sadly, these abominable men did exist, and their dubious unchristian pursuits were a scourge on the Church. He hated to be bothered by these frivolous claims, and it was more believable to him that Priest Heyman was robbed by a whore. 

			He was about to dismiss the priest when he had an unbidden thought. His recent and unpleasant experiences at Exeter were still fresh in his mind, and he thought about Bishop Immers’ replacement, Bishop Schafer and the message he’d received. Hamlin Schafer’s situation in Exeter was of concern and precarious. Although games of luck and chance are discouraged, they are not deemed a sin, Laninga reminded himself. However, Schafer should have been more circumspect and now unbelievably finds himself indebted to Odo Brus, and the integrity of the Church is at stake.

			Bishop Laninga had spoken highly of Hamlin Schafer to the archbishop and used his seniority to advance Hamlin’s standing and position within the Church. Schafer would never have been elevated to bishop if it weren’t for him. Now the poor man has admitted to owing a substantial amount of coin, and it shouldn’t be ignored; after all, Bishop Hamlin Schafer’s performance and abilities would personally reflect on him. 

			But of all the people … owing coin to Odo Brus! He shook his head.

			Bishop Laninga refocused on Priest Heyman, who stood fidgeting. “How skilled are these monks?”

			“Oh, they’re craftsmen, Yer Grace.”

			“And where would they be now?”

			“Not far away, and near cathedral entrance, Yer Grace. These unscrupulous plunderers prey on the unguarded and naive entering the cathedral,” tut-tutted Priest Heyman. 

			Bishop Laninga turned to his clerk. “Send guards out and apprehend these monks, as I wish to talk to them.”

			“As ye command, Yer Grace,” replied the clerk and backed out from the room. 

			Priest Heyman was quite thrilled that the bishop took his accusation seriously and believed his purse would be returned forthwith.

			“Priest Heyman, thank ye fer bringing this to my attention, that will be all.”

			“But Yer Grace, my purse is blue and red silk….”

			“If we retrieve it, I’ll make sure someone will return it to ye,” smiled Bishop Laninga and waved an arm towards the door. 

			The meeting was over, and Priest Heyman had no option but to leave.

			Bishop Laninga appraised the four sorrowful men who stood under guard in a private chamber inside the cathedral. An ornately carved wooden box sat on a table near the door, and the bishop eyed it curiously. He stepped over, lifted the lid and nestled upon a red cloth lay two small objects. The first, a sliver of wood of unknown origin or age, sat comfortably in folds of silk; beside it, in another partition, lay a portion of a rusty nail. 

			“From the crucifix of our Lord Jesus Christ, Yer Grace,” said one of the monks with practised confidence. 

			Bishop Laninga raised one eyebrow and looked at the man. “Where do ye hail from?”

			“From St-Papoul Abbey, in Languedoc, France, Yer Grace,” said the monk feeling a little uncertain.

			“And the others?” asked the bishop.

			“We are all from St-Papoul Abbey,” he added.

			How they answered his next question would determine their future. He took a step closer. “Then ye are Cistercian?” he waited for their answer.

			All four heads shook from side to side. “Nay, Yer Grace, we are Benedictine.”

			Bishop Laninga knew this and, by trying to trick them, hoped they would reveal more about themselves. Imposters wouldn’t have known that the abbey of St-Papoul was Benedictine. 

			The four monks were filthy, their robes needed mending, and they reeked. Bishop Laninga’s nose twitched, and he took an involuntary step backwards to increase the distance between them. “From where did ye obtain these relics?”

			“From the abbot, Yer Grace. On his death bed, and with his last dying breath, he requested that we allow all Christians to behold and feast their eyes on such a valuable treasure.”

			The bishop doubted his assertion and believed the monks probably killed the abbot and stole the box, thinking they could swindle good Christians. “And steal from them as they gazed at these celebrated treasures?”

			“Oh, nay, Yer Grace. That would be most unholy,” appealed the monk, trying to look offended.

			The bishop turned to the three guards. “Search them.”

			Immediately, and to squeals of outrage, the four monks were searched and their bounty placed on the table beside the box containing the relics. Bishop Laninga looked on with growing interest. “What are ye called?” he asked without commenting on the three purses found by the guards. One of them, blue and red, obviously belonged to Priest Heyman.

			Their lives hung in the balance, and they looked guiltily at the floor, fully aware of the harsh punishments they were sure to receive. 

			“I am brother, Vigor,” replied the leader, and he is–”

			“Let them each speak!” snapped the bishop.

			“Brother Guyon, Yer Grace,” replied another

			“I am brother, Briant, Yer Grace.”

			Yer Grace, I am brother, Este.”

			Bishop Laninga looked closely at each of them and wondered if they’d kill. He turned to the guards. “Wait outside.”

			“Ye will each die fer yer faithless sins against the Church,” he began.

			“Nay, Yer Grace, please have mercy,” cried brother Guyon, without real conviction.

			Brother Este began weeping.

			“As ye will all die, then answer my questions and spare me only the truth!” Bishop Laninga yelled. He wanted to frighten these pitiful men. “Have ye had to kill to obtain these relics?”

			The four monks exchanged looks. “Er, we had to, but only in er, self-defence, Yer Grace,” said brother Vigor.

			It was just as he thought. These despicable men had travelled from village to village, pretended to have holy relics, and swindled people out of hard-earned coin. When opportunity availed, they’d rob people of their purses and likely murder one or two along the way. “Ye will suffer penance and die fer yer crimes,” the bishop reminded them sternly.

			“Yer Grace!” cried Briant, “Please, grant us mercy.”

			“Ye want mercy?” yelled the bishop. Brother Briant’s eyes were shifty and darted here and there.

			All four monks nodded.

			Bishop Laninga went to walk from the chamber and reached for the door, stopped and turned back. “There is one thing ye could do fer me that, er, could change my mind.”

			Four saintly heads looked up hoping for some celestial reprieve. 

			Bishop Laninga opened the door and glanced on either side to ensure the guards weren’t listening. Satisfied, he closed the door and bravely took a few steps closer to the condemned monks. The stench of their unwashed bodies was vile and made him feel queasy. “If ye do me this task, I will not only spare yer lives but offer ye a generous gift of coin,” he kept his voice low.

			“Yer Grace,” said brother Vigor, rubbing his hands together. “How can we please ye?”

			“I want ye to journey to Southern England, to Mellester Manor with yer relics. There ye will find Lord, Baron Odo Brus. Once ye arrive in Mellester,” Bishop Laninga looked over his shoulder at the door to ensure it was still closed. “Ye will find a way to kill him–”

			Brother Vigor went to interrupt, but the bishop held up a hand. “I care not fer yer method, but ye will show yer relic to Mellester’s parishioners, take yer coin, and see his death when the opportunity avails. When ye have done this, ye will return here and claim yer reward.” The odour was too much, and the bishop stepped away and wiped his nose. 

			“Yer Grace, we are not assassins, we are simple monks, spreading God’s word–”

			Bishop Laninga looked at Brother Vigor. “Odo Brus has committed sins against the Church, and he must face judgement and be punished. Ye are not killing a good man, but a murderer, a heinous, barbaric man who has killed twice already.” Bishop Laninga looked suitably aggrieved. “An innocent and helpless farmer and a village elder. Ye do this fer the Church, fer God and fer sanctification. But, if ye are unwilling….”

			Brother Vigor nodded. “Aye, Yer Grace, I think we can find a way. But, er, what is our reward?” 

			“Ye will each receive one pound.” Bishop Laninga had no intention of paying four pounds or any reward to these despicable creatures and would have them killed when they returned to Utrecht. “Ye will not breath a word to anyone, not a soul, of our arrangement, fer God’s work is often thankless.” He picked up the blue and red purse and looked inside. There were quite a few coins inside, much more than the four monks would need. He placed the purse back onto the table. “Clean yerselves, and I will see ye receive new clothes.” Impatient to leave, he stepped towards the door.

			“Er, Yer Grace, we will need coin fer our journey,” cried Brother Vigor. 

			The bishop opened the door and, with considerable relief, stepped into clean, unspoiled air and turned back to look at the monks. “Everything ye need is there.” He pointed to the table containing three stolen purses with a jewel-encrusted hand. “Remain here.”

			A priest entered the room carrying clean robes for the four monks. He spared a curious look at the box with the relics. “Come with me,” he instructed and led the monks to a place where they could cleanse themselves and change into more presentable vestments before they departed.

			Bishop Laninga wasted no time and immediately returned to his officium and wrote a lengthy missive to Bishop Schafer with detailed instructions. The four monks needed to establish their bona fides and credibility to ensure they were not run out of Mellester. As Laninga insisted, Mellester’s parish priest must welcome the monks and offer all available Church amenities and hospitality to the visitors as they might be resident in Mellester for a lengthy period and deliberately did not mention the real purpose of their visit. Once completed, he handed the missive to a clerk to arrange dispatch.

			Chapter Thirty-Three

			King Henry’s face turned distinctly red as he roared with laughter. Beside him, Queen Eleanor watched and did not share her husband’s mirth. 

			“I would not have believed it if anyone else but ye shared this news with me,” stated the king as he wiped his eyes. “I knew, I knew,” he pointed a finger at Sir William, “But everyone told me that Baron Odo Brus was doomed, ye included. And what happens? Young Odo defeats a most capable warrior, and knight with inferior forces suffers no losses and captures twenty experienced chevaliers.” He bent double and again entered a fit of laughter. 

			“Yer Highness,” began Sir William. “Odo Brus was most clever and utilised resources at his disposal. His victory was unconventional and went against any known military strategy.”

			“And he is the victor and well-deserved too,” replied the king before taking a hefty gulp of wine. He wiped his mouth with a sleeve and looked over at his military advisor. “Do ye know, has he offered them parole?”

			Sir William nodded. “Aye, Yer Highness, I believe that is what he is doing.”

			Queen Eleanor stirred. “He will receive substantial coin.”

			“A king’s ransom,” her husband agreed. “I expect he will receive a fortune.”

			“What of Wadenham’s knights close to Sir Warwick?”

			“I believe one, uh, Sir Karl, refused to offer his allegiance to Baron Odo, the other three have begged fer fergiveness, Yer Majesty, and quickly offered him their fealty.”

			“This knight, Sir Karl, what has Baron Odo done with him?”

			“Cast him out, took control of his estate and banished him,” answered Sir William. He hails from Sutton18, so I presume he will return to his family.”

			King Henry nodded in approval. “I do not want to hear of this knight again; see that he and I do not cross paths, Sir William. This is decisive leadership from Odo,” affirmed the king with a huge smile.

			“That is what I believe, sire,” stated Sir William. “But er, Yer Highness, there is a most troubling issue around this.”

			King Henry and his queen looked to the knight.

			“In consultation with Sir Hyde, we believe that Baron Odo will retaliate and send a force here to France and attack Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney at Château de Brancion.”

			King Henry looked like he would again break out in hysterics but held back. “How? He doesn’t have the forces to attack her, and he needs an army.”

			“We concur, Sire, but we have already underestimated Baron Odo, and if he believes he can overcome her, then I think he has a plan and therefore is quite capable.”

			King Henry’s expression hardened, and he shook his head. “This won’t do; King Louis will be livid.” He spared a quick look at Eleanor, who turned away. She’d been previously married to King Louis, and when she was unable to bear children to him, he wanted nothing more to do with her. The king sat back in his seat, crossed his legs and rubbed his chin in thought. “How sure are you that Odo will attack this woman?”

			“At this time, it is conjecture, Yer Majesty, but in light of her feud and what she has done and attempted to do to Odo Brus and his father, what would ye do in his place?”

			“She is weakened and lost how many chevaliers?” asked King Henry.

			“Including the parolees, she lost forty.”

			“Aye, her forces are diminished, and if he does have a plan of attack….” He continued to scratch his chin, “Then I will forbid him!” snapped King Henry.

			“Do ye remember, ye did not support him, ye left him alone to battle that renegade, disloyal lord from Wadenham,” Queen Eleanor stated angrily? “No one came to his aid, neither Sir Hyde, who wanted to, but ye forbade that, and ye sat back and did nothing. Why would Odo listen to ye?”

			“Because I AM THE KING!” he shouted and thumped the armrest of his chair with a clenched fist.

			“Then, as king, ye should have come to his aid and helped him,” Eleanor replied, oblivious to his rage.

			“I had no choice. I was being hounded and questioned fer my decision to make Odo a noble and Lord of the Manor. I was being criticised fer what they thought was a foolish decision. Odo needed to prove to all those detractors that he is worthy of title and lands and show them that I made a sound judgment.”

			 “What do ye believe? Did ye make a good decision?” she asked. 

			Sir William felt uncomfortable; this briefing had turned into a domestic squabble that he wanted no part in. He stepped back, further away as the king faced his wife.

			King Henry’s chest rose and fell rapidly as he fought to contain his emotions. “Ye interfere, woman.”

			“He is my nephew, my King,” she replied slowly and forcibly. Her rising anger simmering. “We are duty-bound.”

			“And I am duty-bound to ensure the peace and safety of England! If Odo Brus attacks that, that, bitch, that could be tantamount to a declaration of war.”

			“Nonsense. His actions are purely retribution fer a blood feud. Louis will know this and ignore it, and he will do nothing,” she replied with a dismissive wave of her hand.

			“What say ye, Sir William?” King Henry asked. His voice was again calm.

			Sir William swallowed, “Yer Highness, Odo Brus is a royal noble. If ye forbid him, ye will be seen to turn yer back on yer lords and subjects.”

			“And family,” added Queen Eleanor.

			King Henry rose from his seat and reached for some grapes sitting on a silver platter. He chewed on one, then another as he considered. Queen Eleanor observed him closely, then looked at Sir William and gave a little shrug. King Henry’s military advisor kept his face impassive and was experienced enough not to be drawn into choosing a side. 

			“If Baron Odo Brus decides to retaliate against this woman,” began the king, “I do not wish to know. Personally, I wish him well and hope he succeeds, but if King Louis questions me, I will plead ignorance and claim Baron Odo is nothing more than a renegade lord on a personal vendetta.”

			Sir William nodded. This was what he and Sir Hyde had discussed. “Yer Majesty, and if King Louis demands Odo be punished?”

			“Ye can’t punish him,” interrupted Queen Eleanor. She changed position on her seat and leaned forward, her eyes narrowed, and she spoke slowly and succinctly. “He is our nephew and has every right to seek justice fer what the Courteney family have done. Remember, Count Albert Courteney slew my father, sister, niece, and nephew.”

			King Henry nodded in acknowledgement. “Aye, he did, and his despicable daughter is no better. I must tread with care and not let personal feelings interfere with matters of the realm… I know what must be done.”

			Queen Eleanor inclined her head and glared at her husband before rising from her seat and storming from the chamber.

			Queen Eleanor returned to her private chamber and fumed. Protocol and her title as Queen prevented her from letting personal feelings interfere with matters of state. Time and time again, she had to bite her tongue and resist the temptation to allow her true feelings to be heard. She felt like a slave to the crown, like a servant, reverent, and without voice. When she spoke, it was the voice of the Queen that people heard. The woman, the wife, Eleanor, was servile, obedient and mute; it shamed and infuriated her to no end. 

			Odo, Charlotte and Reeve Petrus rode into Wadenham to see Hann’s progress in bringing new life back to a small, impoverished community. Two knights and two mounted men-at-arms followed at a discrete distance. 

			They rode towards the manor house at the far end of the hamlet and received curious stares from villagers as they slowly made their way through Wadenham’s main road. They weren’t glances of fear or hostility, the villagers were just curious. Their new lord, Hann Masey, had already begun making changes, and Reeve Wilken had enthusiastically given his support. 

			Hann and the reeve began planning which crops could provide food and more income to the hamlet. Because of the proximity of the new Falls Ende mill, Hann wanted to increase wheat production. As their summer fields were frequently dry, they began designing an irrigation system to disperse water when needed, and as the resident expert, Peasant Morcant had willingly volunteered to help. Wadenham’s villagers reserved judgment on their new lord for the time being as they wanted to see results and positive change before speaking out about his abilities or shortcomings. 

			Hann stood outside his manor and greeted them all warmly. Groomsmen led the horses away, and Hann invited Odo, Charlotte and Reeve Petrus to sit in the shade and enjoy a pitcher of mead.

			They chatted about farming matters for a while, and Odo made some recommendations, along with Reeve Petrus, on livestock and horticulture. When they’d exhausted those topics, Odo raised an issue he’d been thinking more and more about.

			“I grow impatient, Hann,” began Odo.

			Hann nodded and knew what was on Odo’s mind. 

			“We must depart soon for Château de Brancion. The longer we delay, the more difficult our task becomes. How many knights can we take?”

			Hann had, in fact, been busy. Now that the feud with Sir Warwick was over, he’d been visiting many local lords to introduce himself, receive advice and solicit help. Even though he was Lord of Wadenham, he was still marshal to his overlord, Baron Odo Brus. “I have requested help, Odo and am still waiting on word from one or two places on how much support they will lend us.” He smiled. “Now that this business with Sir Warwick is behind us, lords are more agreeable.” He took a deep breath. “We can take fifty knights with us and leave ten behind at Mellester.”

			Odo grinned. “Fifty! That is a big force.”

			“Aye, but it isn’t enough if our plan fails,” he responded quietly. “Have ye heard from Sir Hyde or anyone about the feud with Sir Warwick?”

			Odo shook his head. “Not a word.”

			“What about from the king? What do ye think he will say when he finds out what we are planning?”

			“I have thought on this too. If I were he, I wouldn’t want to take fifty knights to France and attack a château belonging to a countess. If he suspects what I’m planning and disapproves… but, I have heard nothing. If he hasn’t forbidden me, that is as good as granting permission.”

			“Ye hope,” said Reeve Petrus. 

			“He may deliberately not say anything,” Charlotte suggested.

			“Aye, and I think that is more than likely,” Odo replied

			Hann nodded. “As long as he keeps out of it or lends support.”

			“We only have one plan, so it must work,” Odo stated. He looked at Charlotte and met her gaze. “Then, send word, we leave at the weeks’ end, have them gather at Mellester and then if ye have room, send some here.”

			“Aye, Odo, I will begin,” Hann replied. 

			“On the morrow, Charlotte and I will visit Benedict and Grace. He will have arrived back in Exeter with the cows, and I want to look over the cows and make arrangements with him as the herd he has is growing in size.”

			Odo didn’t tell anyone that he would also visit with Bishop Schafer.

			Chapter Thirty-Four

			When Bishop Hamlin Schafer received word that a lord from a local manor was waiting to see him in his officium, his skin suddenly became clammy and cold. He guessed it was Baron Odo Brus, and he cared not to meet with him. Truth be told, he was genuinely fearful. What heinous tasks would Odo make him do this time? It made him sick and ashamed to be used in such an undignified way. He had the coin to repay Odo and clear the debt, but he doubted Odo would accept it, or if he did, he may retain the debtor’s note and use it against him. His heart was beating furiously when a clerk opened the door for him, and he saw Odo seated in front of his table.

			“Baron Odo.” Was all he could manage.

			“Yer Grace, Bishop Schafer, thank ye fer not keeping me waiting,” Odo smiled.

			Such was the state of Schafer’s nerves, he never offered his hand and the episcopal ring as protocol required. He made his way to his desk, which offered some security as his clerk took his customary seat at his desk. “Leave us,” he snapped.

			In astonishment, the clerk looked up, “Yer Grace,” he acknowledged, paused a moment in case he’d misheard, but the bishop’s expression left no misunderstanding. He quickly gathered some scrolls and hastily departed the room.

			“Now then, Baron Odo, I am busy and prefer appointments; how is it I may assist ye this day?”

			Odo glanced around the room and thought of his response. The bishop was undoubtedly uncomfortable and on edge, and he didn’t blame the man. He turned his head and faced Bishop Schafer. “I have come here today to inform ye of what I will do. While I still hold the debtor’s note, I feel it is wrong to coerce ye into doing my bidding, fer then, I have stooped to depths that ye are more familiar with.” Odo didn’t smile and did his best to hide his anxiousness from the bishop.

			Bishop Schafer managed to look both surprised and fretful but said nothing. 

			“I’m going to keep possession of the note, not to have ye do things against yer wishes, but to ensure I am protected against yer personal vendetta against me. Do ye understand, Bishop Schafer?”

			“I have the coin, the ten shillings, and it would suit me, not to be beholden to ye.” The bishop fumbled for a purse, emptied it onto the table and began counting.

			“Ye misjudge me, Bishop. I do not seek ten shillings in payment. Nay, give it to the needy. I came here to tell ye, I will not make any more demands upon ye. What I did was wrong, and I offer ye my apologies. However, with yer help, ye were able to right a wrong, and the outcome was favourable, and I am grateful. But now it stops.”

			Bishop Schaffer scooped the surplus coins back into the purse except for ten shillings that remained on the table before them. His bottom lip trembled, and Odo could see the bishop was distressed. 

			“Give the ten shillings to the poor and needy, fer I do not want or need it,” Odo repeated.

			The bishop’s eyebrows furrowed as he tried to understand what Odo told him. “But the debtors note,” he croaked.

			“Bishop Schafer, I make ye a promise, here and now. If ye do not use yer position as bishop to personally undermine me, as Lord of Mellester Manor or to cause harm to my family or me, then ye have no fear that I will use that note against ye. Ye may go about yer holy duties as normal, and I will never speak of this again. Making ye do my bidding was unjust, and I am sorry fer the hurt and worriment it may have caused ye.” Odo stood. He wanted to leave.

			The bishop held Odo’s gaze and nodded silently.

			“Do we have an understanding?” Odo asked.

			“I want the debtor’s note,” he said barely above a whisper.

			Odo’s face clouded over. “If I return or destroy the note, ye may choose to come after me at any time. I do not want ye to do that, Bishop Schafer.”

			The bishop forlornly looked down at the coins on the table. 

			“Will ye give the coins to the needy, or will ye try yer luck on a game of chance?”

			Schafer’s head snapped up. “I, er, I will do as ye ask, the wretched will receive it, ye have my word.”

			“Yer word?”

			“Aye.”

			“Thank ye, Bishop Schafer.” Odo walked to the door and left. When he arrived outside Exeter’s cathedral, Charlotte was waiting.

			“How was he?” she asked.

			Odo shook his head. “He said he understood, but I am not sure. He tried to give me the ten shillings, but I told him to give it to the poor. He gave me his word that he would do as I asked.” 

			“When ye told him ye would keep the note, what did he say?”

			“I wasn’t sure he understood, even though he said he did. We just have to wait and see.”

			“Did ye threaten him in any way?” she asked.

			Odo shook his head. “Nay, I never threatened him with anything if he went against us or wagered again.” He exhaled loudly. “If he chooses to wager, then that is of no concern to us, and we have no business interfering. But if he continues to harm us, we can step in.”

			“And what could we do?”

			“I don’t know, Charlotte. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, eh?”

			“And ye apologised to him, Odo?” 

			

		

“Aye, I did, twice, and I feel at ease with it.”

			Charlotte looked up at him and smiled. “Ye did what was right, Odo.”

			Bishop Schafer sat quietly at his desk, and when his clerk returned, he chased him away. After a while, he lay his head upon his arms and, in silent despair, wept in self-pity and self-loathing. He cared not that Baron Odo Brus wouldn’t continue to manipulate, coerce, or for the good that ten shillings would provide the disconsolate that so desperately needed help. He didn’t read scripture or call on his saviour to provide strength and support; instead, he sat in the growing darkness and blamed everyone he knew for his misfortunes and bad luck. Hamlin was sorrowful and distraught, and for solace, he sought comfort in the familiarity of loneliness. His back heaved in woeful misery as he continued to weep. 

			A short time later, Bishop Hamlin Schafer departed his manor and walked a short distance towards the building he knew all too well. As in past visits, he was granted access without fuss, and he trudged up the stairs into the large room, where he paused briefly before seeking out his customary seat facing the door. 

			Against one wall, in deep shadow, Crispin Browne received a soft jab in the ribs, and when he turned to his associate, the man unobtrusively inclined his head in the direction for Crispin to look. While Bishop Schafer’s face was masked in shadow, he knew immediately who it was. Crispin made it his business to know all his patrons and their wagering and playing habits. He shook his head, the appearance of the bishop was not wholly unexpected, but Crispin was disappointed.

			Bishop Schafer enjoyed a remarkable run of good luck, and his mood began to increase proportionately to his winnings. In celebration, he drank more wine than usual, and as his caution and common-sense diminished, so did his luck. Before long, Hamlin lost his winnings, and soon after, most of the ten shillings he brought with him were frittered away. As far as Hamlin was concerned, it wasn’t a significant problem because, as any seasoned wagering man, he knew his fortunes would turn on the next game. 

			Bishop Schafer downed what remained of his wine, temporarily left the table and walked unsteadily to the dark corner of the room where he knew he’d find Trader Crispin Browne. It never occurred to the bishop to ask how or why Odo Brus managed to obtain the debtor’s note from Crispin, instead, he focused on the amount he would borrow. After all, he knew he would repay any debt with his winnings before he went home.

			Crispin saw the bishop approach, and with a casual head nod, his associate and two minders took a couple of steps away. 

			“Er Master Browne,” began the bishop. “May I er, avail myself to yer services and receive a, er, a short-term advance, a loan?” he smiled broadly.

			Crispin raised his head in question.

			“Er, one pound.” The bishop’s smile remained.

			This amount was significant, and Crispin thought carefully. It wasn’t that he doubted the bishop could repay, a man in Schafer’s position would always pay. One pound was a great deal of money and represented a large portion of Crispin’s personal capital. A vein on his neck pulsed erratically as he considered the bishop’s request. He looked towards his associate and dipped his head once. Immediately the associate reached behind the counter and lifted a small board with an inkwell, quill and two documents. 

			It was essential to preserve the dignity and privacy of those who borrowed from him and to avoid misunderstandings in the noisy confusion of a boisterous, loud environment. 

			To avoid errors and the risk of being overheard, Crispin used coded hand signals to issue instructions to his men. He raised a single finger on his left hand, indicating the amount. In surprise, the associate, normally stoic and unflappable, confirmed the loan amount with a raised eyebrow and a finger to double-check. In acknowledgement, Crispin nodded and raised three fingers on his right hand, indicating shillings. 

			All that needed to be done was write the borrower’s name, the amount and the day the debt would be repaid. An additional levy of three shillings was added to the one-pound loan total.

			As Crispin could not read and write, the associate quickly added the details to both documents and handed the quill to the bishop to sign his name.

			The associate looked over both documents and nodded to Crispin, who extracted two purses from inside his coat and handed them to the bishop along with a copy of the debtor’s note. The entire transaction was completed quickly and efficiently without a single word spoken by Crispin or his associate, and the bishop wandered back to his table to continue.

			For the remainder of the evening, Hamlin Schafer was carefully observed. Crispin Browne ensured that the bishop did not resort to underhanded tactics and cheat, steal, or try to manipulate the games. He knew more than anyone that desperate men would often turn to trickery. 

			As the evening progressed, Crispin turned his thoughts to his position. On his own accord, he had previously visited Mellester Manor and informed Lord Odo of the bishop’s penchant for wagering and managed to sell the ten-shilling debt. Given the massive loan the bishop obtained tonight, Crispin decided not to inform Mellester’s lord. The amount was too high, and he fully expected that Lord Odo would not purchase the one pound and three shilling debtor’s note. It served his own interests much better if he allowed the bishop to pay the debt without complications and minimise his risk and then, at a later time, just inform the lord. Crispin began to doubt his decision and decided to watch the bishop closely and, until such time as the loan was paid in full, refuse him access to his enterprise.

			Chapter Thirty-Five

			The armed swordsman charged his destrier directly towards him. In sheer terror, Odo kept control of Amica and met the onrushing knight. Thankfully Amica had been well schooled, and he could feel the horse tense as they were about to collide. The sword descended, and Odo raised his shield to ward off the attack. His arm jarred painfully as the weapon struck the shield with incredible force, then in a flash, the horses safely brushed past each other. Odo slowed and turned Amica to face his opponent.

			“Nay, Odo,” Hann yelled in frustration and rode towards him.

			Odo switched the shield to the other side and shook his arm. “That hurt!”

			Hann rode up and stopped before him. “Odo, as I explained, this shield will absorb a powerful strike from a sword or even a lance, but it will soon break if ye don’t use it correctly.”

			“I tried,” Odo appealed.

			“Ye must try to deflect the sword blow, not absorb a direct strike unless ye must.” Hann sat astride his horse and again showed Odo the correct move. He thrust out the shield, then swept it past and repeated the move a few times as Odo mimicked his actions. “We shall try again, eh?”

			“This time don’t strike at me so hard,” Odo whined.

			Hann laughed. “I practice what is real.”

			They turned away from each other and opened the distance. When far enough away, Hann yelled, “Are ye ready?”

			“Nay, I wish to return home!” Odo answered. 

			Hann bent low over his horse’s neck as the powerful destrier lunged forward towards him. Amica needed no urging and sprung to meet the oncoming threat, and both animals were approaching each other at incredible speed. Odo focused and carefully watched as Hann raised his sword. This time, as instructed, Odo thrust his shield out, his timing was perfect, and as Hann’s sword descended, Odo swept his shield in front of the blade, causing it to deflect and pushing it away. This time he didn’t feel jarred or pain from the blow. 

			“Much better!” Hann yelled. 

			They practised again and again until Odo had mastered the technique. Eventually, Hann stopped and rode towards Odo so they could talk.  

			“Odo, mounted swordsmen are normally right-handed, as am I. The advantage is fer the swordsman who will attack with ye on his right side, as I did, do ye follow?”

			Odo nodded.

			“Fer a right-handed swordsman, it is ideal fer the defender, ye, to try to ride along his left side. This means the attacker must reach across his horse’s neck to strike at ye with his sword arm, limiting his reach and power. I want ye to try to manoeuvre Amica down my left side and raise yer shield. This is the preferred way to defend and the worst situation fer yer opponent. Are ye ready?”

			“Aye,” Odo nervously replied. 

			Again, their horses thundered towards each other, Odo tried to steer Amica, but he didn’t respond. Amica had taken control and bore directly, head-on, towards Hann’s destrier. Odo didn’t know what Amica would do, and just when he thought they’d collide, he shut his eyes. Amica lunged to the left, then back to the right and struck Hann’s destrier on the shoulder. Odo wasn’t ready and flew sideways from the saddle to land on his back. Hann’s horse stumbled and dug its two front feet into the ground, and Hann was launched over its neck and tumbled to the ground with a curse. 

			Odo groaned. 

			Hann slowly stood, saw Odo and rushed over. “Are ye hurt?”

			“My back is painful, but give me time to regain my breath.” He closed his eyes and lowered his head. 

			“What happened? Yer riding skill was impressive and confused me, and I knew not which side ye would ride down.”

			Odo grimaced, then managed a laugh. “It wasn’t me, that was Amica, he took control, and I knew not what he would do.”

			Hann knelt beside Odo. “Roll onto yer front.”

			As Odo changed position, Hann continued, “Yer horse is clever and intelligent, and outsmarted me. If that were battle, and ye armed, I’d be dead.”

			“Instead, I lie on cow dung with a sore back, and ye still live,” Odo replied.

			“Can ye stand?”

			Hann helped him to his feet, and Odo took a careful step. 

			“Aye, but it is a little sore,” he winced.

			“And what were ye doing?” Cathal frowned. 

			Odo lay on his stomach inside the manor as the Irish Fili gently probed and prodded his lower back. 

			“It was Charlotte’s idea. She said if I was going to France, I needed to learn how to defend myself. Hann was instructing me when I fell from Amica.”

			Cathal grunted. “Are ye in pain when ye stand?”

			“Aye, a little.”

			“And when ye sit, do ye still hurt?”

			Odo nodded. “Aye.”

			Cathal straightened. 

			“Is it serious, Cathal?” Charlotte asked with a look of worry.

			“Rollover,” Cathal instructed.

			With Charlotte’s help, Odo eased onto his back and looked up at the Irishman.

			“As long as ye have pain, then ye must rest,” he replied.
“What does that mean? Have ye no tonics or potions to heal me?” Odo asked.

			“Rest is best. And remain on yer back. The more rest ye have, the quicker it will heal.”

			“What did I injure?” 

			“Yer tailbone.”

			“But we leave fer France in two days, what am I to do?”

			Cathal looked down at Odo. “If ye leave fer France with pain, ye will not be able to continue to ride a horse after a day; the jolting will cause ye endless grief. Ye must rest on yer back, and in three or four days, ye should be able to ride.”

			Hann stood at the back of the room and stepped closer. “Odo, ye need to be healthy and able to ride without discomfort. Do as Cathal says, rest. A few extra days will not make much difference. We have delayed enough.”

			Other than Odo’s bruised tailbone, everything was running smoothly in Mellester Manor. All Odo’s fifty knights arrived, and the familiar sight of them practising with swords, repairing and checking equipment or catching up with old friends dominated the village. With the knights came coin, and their departure delay only made merchants happier. 

			Reeve Petrus spent every waking moment assigning work in the fields, supervising the building of new cruck homes, roads and the creation of the hamlet, Stanhyll, for quarrymen, masons and their families. There was ample space behind Odo’s manor house, in the hills near the quarry, and the reeve had more than enough work to do as workers began arriving. 

				

			Along with the influx of freemen seeking work in Mellester came others, including Monks, Vigor, Briant, Este and Guyon, and their crafted wooden box containing their two holy relics. 

			They were suitably impressed when they arrived and immediately recognised that Mellester had potential, notwithstanding their mission assigned to them by Bishop Laninga. Locating the local parish church was easy as it was situated on the corner of the main, north-south road and the thoroughfare through Mellester that continued down to the footbridge near the Falls Ende Mill. 

			They dismounted from the cart, stretched their weary bones, and glanced around with approval. 

			“May I help ye, brothers?” came a high-pitched voice. 

			Four heads whipped around, and they saw Mellester’s priest standing on the steps to the church.

			Naturally, Brother Vigor stepped forward, “Hale to ye priest, I am Monk Vigor, and I journey with Monks, Este, Guyon and Briant. We were told ye could provide us with care while we remain in Mellester Manor,” he proclaimed. 

			Priest Aylwin nodded. He received word from Bishop Schafer to expect four visitors but wasn’t aware of who they were or why they came to see him. He clasped his hands together. “I am Mellester’s parish priest, Aylwin, and I was told ye were coming by the bishop. Welcome, and ye may feed and water yer horse behind the church. If ye follow me….”

			He led the way into the church while Brother Este retrieved the box containing the relic from the wagon and caught up to the others as they knelt before the altar. 

			Priest Aylwin was understandably curious about what one of the monks carried. “What, uh, have ye in the box?” He craned his neck for a better view.

			“Ah, Priest Aylwin, it is truly a glorious sight to behold, a treasure from the heavens, it is. We are blessed, fer it is our duty to bring forth divine relics from our Lord Jesus.”

			The priest was understandably impressed and stepped closer to examine the box and, hopefully, its revered contents. “And er, what are these divine treasures?” He reached over to lift the lid, but Monk Este was protective and quickly turned away to shield it.

			“Ah, Priest Aylwin, yer curiosity is pleasing, but casting yer eyes on such significant relics of the holy Church is indeed a privilege,” informed Monk Vigor.

			Priest Aylwin was taken back, and he saw the hostile glance from Monk Briant. “Ye are guests in my church, and under my roof where ye will be fed and kept dry, is it not equitable to allow me to see?”

			Monk Vigor looked at the priest with a practised eye and frowned appropriately. Nay, fer it is summer, and I see no dark clouds or rain. Yer food is provided by yer position, and my brothers and I are genial and provide additional benefits of good company.”

			Priest Aylwin was genuinely irritated and thought of asking these men to find another roof to sleep beneath.

			“A ha’penny19 will grant ye our kindness and offer ye a peek. A penny might allow ye to touch, but not to fawn,” slickly added Monk Vigor.

			He’d only been with these four brothers a short time, and already he was weary of their prattle. If not for Bishop Schafer’s letter, insisting he accommodate these men, he’d have seen them to the door to be on their way. “Ye’ll sleep in here, keep it free of filth and–”

			“We have yet to eat, and after our tiring journey, we wish to break our fast, er, how soon before we can satisfy our empty bellies?” interrupted Monk Vigor. “The Lord’s work is demanding, Priest Aylwin, is this not so?”

			Priest Aylwin turned, walked from his church, and returned to his cruck fuming.

			The morning saw no change in their disposition except reluctance to rise from their slumber, noted Priest Aylwin. Parishioners would soon be attending Mass, and the priest wanted the monks out. 

			“I have to prepare fer Mass, and ye are cluttering the church, be off with ye!” yelled the priest. He watched them closely as they stirred and eventually departed. Of interest to him was the fact that Monk Este always carried the box with the relic, Monk Vigor seemed to speak for them, and the other two, Monk Briant and Monk Guyon, spoke little, if at all, but their eyes were constantly searching and looking. What was their purpose, he wondered? He paid them no further heed and focused on Mass.

			Feeling emboldened by the surprise endorsement of their activities by a respected bishop, the four monks, with their prized relics, decided to take full advantage and set up their relic on Mellester’s main road and began charging coin to view their holy treasures. 

			Typically, they were more circumspect, however, here in Mellester, with the blessing of not just one bishop but two, they were more aggressive. Monk Estes guarded the box while monk Vigor enticed passers-by with his slick patter. At the same time, Monk Guyon and Monk Briant threw their usual caution to the wind and began to liberate purses from the unsuspecting curious who gathered. 

			It was midday when they returned to the church, and Priest Aylwin determined that they must have met with some success in obtaining coin from curious locals due to their buoyant mood. He was completely unaware of the remarkable pickpocketing skills that Monk Guyon and Monk Briant possessed. 

			“Where is yer food?” asked Monk Vigor. 

			Priest Aylwin looked towards the monk. “If ye have need, and as ye have coin, ye can visit the baker. Cheesemaker Gerald has fine cheese,” he said no more and continued his duties.

			Monk Vigor didn’t immediately reply. “How often does Mellester’s lord venture down from the manor?”

			“Why do ye ask?” replied Priest Aylwin. “Do ye expect he will pay ye a ha’penny or perhaps a penny to touch yer precious treasures?” He was still miffed that the monks had denied him the privilege to gaze upon its beauty, and he didn’t have coin to pay.

			“Ohh, now that would be most helpful, fer if the manor’s lord wished to see the holy treasures, that would also tempt villagers, er, would it not Priest Aylwin?”

			Priest Aylwin wisely kept his mouth shut and began sweeping the floor, something he was most fastidious about. Monk Estes stood in his way and was reluctant to move when asked. 

			“Why are ye so unwilling to show me what the box contains? Perhaps it is empty, or ye seek to fiddle the good people here?” the priest asked when he stood in front of Monk Estes. He received no reply and saw the monk was momentarily distracted. He leaned over and tried to lift the lid. He partially succeeded and saw a splash of red colour, but little else before the monk jerked away and the lid snapped shut.

			Monk Guyon took offence at the priest’s liberties and suddenly thrust out a fist and struck him firmly on his cheek. Priest Aylwin stumbled and then fell to the floor.

			Quickly as he could, he scrambled to his feet and challenged all four monks. “Out, be gone with ye!” He rubbed his cheek and already felt it beginning to swell. “Out!” he pointed to the door just as Reeve Petrus filled the space.

			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Reeve Petrus turned to Priest Aylwin in question. “What is going on here!” He was furious, and it showed. 

			Behind the reeve, Priest Aylwin could see two men, who appeared to be masons, accompanied by their women. “Uh, Reeve Petrus, it is a minor disagreement of no consequence.”

			The reeve nodded. “And I see yer face. To my eye, it looks like there was a consequence.” He shifted his gaze and stared at the four monks disapprovingly. “And who might ye be?”

			Monk Vigor stepped forward. “Ah, milord, I am Monk Vigor, this is Monk Estes,” he pointed. That is Monk Briant, and he is Monk Guyon. We are journeying and are here with the blessing of Bishop Schafer while we display holy treasures.” 

			The reeve noticed that two monks stepped forward in front of the monk holding the box. One of them, the largest, stared at him with hostility. The reeve didn’t trust him at all. “I am not a lord, and ye will address me as Reeve, and I have cause to speak with ye. Outside!” he ordered and stepped back to allow the monks to pass through the door. 

			“That be them,” exclaimed one of the masons who stood behind the reeve. The other mason nodded in agreement and, with his woman, took a step further away as the four monks stepped outside.

			“Let me deal with this, eh,” said the reeve to the masons. He assessed the monks carefully. Three of them were large men, while Monk Vigor was smaller. Of interest were the eyes of the monks, they darted everywhere, and Petrus knew they were brawlers. The recent influx of people to Mellester saw frequent disagreements, drunkenness and a host of petty crimes, in response, he’d begun carrying a weapon. While the sword remained sheathed, he kept a hand on its hilt. It was an unspoken warning to the monks whom he didn’t trust at all.

			“Mason Willoughby and Mason Baudet have each lost their purse. They tell me that they paid ye a ha’penny to look inside yer box, and that was when they were lost.” He inclined his head slightly, imparting the seriousness of the situation. “Now, I be knowing that visiting monks wouldn’t be pilfering from villagers, and to prove yer innocence, ye can empty ye pockets and show me that ye don’t have them.”

			Monk Vigor raised his hands. “My good fellow, Reeve, er, how unfortunate, and indeed it is sad–”

			“Show me!” Reeve Petrus interrupted. 

			Priest Aylwin watched disbelievingly as he rubbed his sore cheek. While he felt no warmth for the monks, he was horrified at what the reeve intimated. While Reeve Petrus had not accused them directly, it was plain to see the masons had. 

			Reluctantly the four monks emptied pockets, and from hidden folds, each produced a purse that contained only a penny or two.

			“Are they your purses?” the reeve asked Masons, Willoughby and Baudet.

			They both shook their heads. “Nay.”

			Priest Aylwin felt relieved. 

			Monk Vigor smiled.

			“Bring the box here!” commanded the reeve.

			Monk Estes turned to Monk Vigor in question but didn’t move. The other two monks took a step closer to the reeve and defensively in front of Monk Estes, who had just picked up the box.

			“Now reeve,” began Monk Vigor, “It would not look good on this fine manor or its lord fer ye to be interfering in Church affairs. It is most unfortunate these gentlemen misplaced their purses, and if we find them, then rest assured we will return them to ye. Come, Brothers.” He went to step past Petrus until the reeve reached out and held him back.

			The momentary distraction was all they needed. With lightning speed, Monks Guyon and Briant descended on Reeve Petrus. As rehearsed and frequently implemented, one struck his midriff, the other his head in a coordinated assault.

			Priest Aylwin squealed and stepped quickly back inside the church.

			Even though the reeve was an accomplished brawler, he stood little chance against the two large monks. Their attack was vicious, and the reeve fell hard, hitting his head on the wooden planks of the church porch while the monks continued to rain blows upon him. Monk Vigor stepped around them and kept the masons from becoming involved. 

			Priest Aylwin raced through the church, out the rear door, and headed for the carriageway to the manor, while the masons herded their women away from danger. 

			Monk Vigor wasn’t happy, and this was a complication he didn’t need. In growing alarm, he turned to look at the unmoving form of the reeve. He reached down and yanked the reeve’s sword free of its scabbard. “Drag him inside and prepare the cart. We should depart.”

			The monks had encountered similar situations, and through intimidation, they always managed to quietly leave the town they were in without any long-lasting effects. They just wouldn’t return. However, here in Mellester, Monks Guyon and Briant had erred and been too quick to pilfer. The other factor was Mellester’s reeve, who was no-nonsense and couldn’t be bullied or intimidated. For the time being, they would depart Mellester as quickly as possible and then decide what to do about their mission and how to appease the bishop. However, what Vigor feared more than anything was incurring his wrath. Thankfully, they hadn’t been accused of theft because the purses had not been found on them. He hurried around the church where already their horse was hitched to the cart.

			Unfortunately for the monks, there were over fifty knights in Mellester, most of whom were patiently waiting to depart on their mission, and many were listless and bored. When Priest Aylwin ran screaming up the carriageway, they were not only willing to lend a hand, but they were also quite enthusiastic. No less than ten knights quickly swooped down on Mellester’s parish church and, without fuss, apprehended Monks Vigor, Estes, Briant and Guyon.

			Reeve Petrus was sitting up and dazed when the knights found him. He was taken to the great hall, where Cathal tended to his injuries.

			Odo was lying down in his day chamber when he learned what had transpired at the church and ordered the monks brought to him in the hall without delay. He was absolutely furious and equally concerned for the reeve’s wellbeing.

			When he carefully walked into the hall, about forty knights were seated, four monks stood near the dais, beside Priest Aylwin, and to one side, Reeve Petrus sat with Cathal, who’d ministered to his minor cuts and abrasions. There were other people seated, but Odo took no notice.

			“His thick head prevented any serious injury Master Odo,” said Cathal when Odo walked over. “He has only some cuts and bruising, and it will take a lot more than that to keep him down.”

			“Can ye speak?” Odo asked his friend.

			“Aye, soon as this quack leaves me in peace,” replied Reeve Petrus.

			Charlotte brought two cushions that she placed on Odo’s chair. He eased himself onto the seat and relaxed as he felt almost no discomfort.

			“Priest Aylwin, please explain what happened? Er, yer face. Were ye and Priest John from Wadenham at it again?”

			The priest shook his head and, as requested, explained in detail the entire incident. Odo listened attentively, and Steward Gilo recorded the facts. Monk Vigor was reprimanded by Odo and warned when he attempted to interject. When Priest Aylwin finished, Masons Willoughby and Baudet contributed and detailed how their purses were stolen. 

			Odo kept looking over at the box which sat on the floor in front of one of the monks. “Have the purses been found?” he asked.

			Reeve Petrus walked over and stood facing Odo. “Nay, milord. Each monk had a purse containing only a few pennies.”

			“Did ye rob the masons of their purses? Odo asked the monks.

			Each monk shook their head and earnestly replied they hadn’t. 

			“Then explain to me why ye attacked the reeve? He had not accused ye of any wrongdoing.”

			“Milord,” began Monk Vigor, “the reeve was intimidating and had his hand on his sword. We have met with incidents where people have attempted to steal our holy treasures in the past. We are but helpless monks and seek only to offer Christians a glimpse of a divine gift. What must we do? We have little choice and do only what we can to protect the Church and its sanctified treasures.”

			A slight murmur of support rippled through the hall.

			“And ye charge Christians a fee for a glimpse into this box?” Odo asked.

			“It is a token charitable donation, milord,” Monk Vigor replied.

			“I believe ye journey from village to village and pilfer from locals who also pay ye to look upon yer relic, is this not so?”

			Monk Vigor looked horrified at the accusation and shook his head. “Nay, milord fer we only just came to England from Frisia.”

			Odo’s head shot up from the box he was staring at and glared at the monk. He felt Charlotte stir beside him. After a moment or two of thought, he decided to hold back and wait before questioning them about Frisia. He glanced again at the box. “Bring it here, and let me see this holy relic.”

			A guard bent down to lift the box only to meet resistance from Monk Estes.

			“Allow him, Monk!” Odo raised his voice. 

			The guard picked up the box with a grunt and walked toward Odo. He stopped beside him, and Odo lifted the lid to stare at the two objects.

			“What are these? There are two things here which have no meaning to me,” stated Odo.

			“Aye, milord. One is a sliver, a shaving of wood from the cross our Lord Jesus Christ was crucified on, the other… it is indeed a divine endowment… it is a nail from that same cross.”

			Another murmur ran through the hall.

			“And people pay ye to look at these things?” Odo asked again.

			“Aye milord, and fer a higher gratuity, they’re permitted to touch them,” added the monk.

			Odo was puzzled, what he’d heard from everyone was peculiar, and it was plain that the monks weren’t to be trusted. He rubbed his chin in reflection.

			Cathal stepped over. “May I?”

			Odo nodded.

			Cathal turned, peered inside the box, and then placed a hand inside.

			“Milord, these artefacts are priceless and should be treated with deserving respect,” appealed Monk Vigor in growing alarm.

			Odo ignored the outburst and waited for Cathal. A few knights began to stand to better see and hope for a look.

			Cathal withdrew his hand and turned to the guard, reached for the box and took it from him. Amidst a howl of disapproval from the monks, he hefted it up to head height, then threw it down onto the floor with force. There was an uproar. Knights yelled, and the monks screamed in protest. Despite his injury, Odo shot to his feet along with Charlotte. What Cathal did was similar to what he’d done to the pyxis bequeathed to him by his father. 

			Everyone looked down at the broken pieces of wood and what little remained of the box. Unperturbed, Cathal bent down and retrieved a large leather purse. Everyone watched as he untied the leather thong and emptied a few coins into his hand.

			“Gold?” Odo exclaimed.

			“Gold florins.” Cathal replaced the coins, handed the purse to Odo and retrieved a few other items. “Are these yer purses?” he asked the masons.

			Unusually, Monk Vigor had nothing to say.

			“The sods,” said the reeve and stared at the monks.

			Masons Willoughby and Baudet stepped over, and each took their purse, leaving one behind. 

			“Aye, this belongs to me,” loudly stated Mason Willoughby above the din in the hall.

			“This be mine, Milord,” added Mason Baudet. 

			The masons glared at the monks.

			Cathal found another two purses. On inspection, they each contained pennies and totalled about nine or ten shillings.

			“Quiet!” shouted Odo.

			Immediately everyone returned to their seats.

			“It seems ye have a little explaining to do,” said Odo to the monks.

			Cathal stepped on the remnants of the box and leaned over to whisper in Odo’s ear.

			“Well, milord, the er gold belongs to the Church, we found the purses and were going to return them, but yer reeve prevented us from doing that.” It wasn’t a convincing explanation, and no one believed him.

			“Thieves!” shouted an unknown knight. Within moments others took up the cry.

			“Enough,” Odo yelled. Immediately the hall was deathly quiet.

			“Who gave ye this coin?”

			This time Monk Vigor was ready. “Milord, the gold was given to us by an eminent bishop. It belongs to the Church and should be returned.”

			“Which bishop?” Odo asked.

			“Bishop Schafer of Exeter, milord.”

			“But ye said earlier that ye came from Frisia

			Now, Monk Vigor was struggling. He was reluctant to divulge the true nature of his mission and did not want to implicate Bishop Laninga. He had nothing to say and shrugged.

			Odo slowly rose from his seat and took a step closer to the monks. He was relieved that guards held them all securely. “Other than robbing innocent villagers with yer fake relics, what is the true nature of yer visit here?” Odo paused in front of Monk Vigor.

			“Milord, the relics are real and priceless!”

			“They are not! When the box was thrown to the ground, ye didn’t spare the relics a single glance and cared only fer the purse with gold. When Cathal stepped on the broken box, ye didn’t even look down. Ye have lied this entire time and swore that ye spoke only the truth.” Odo wasn’t finished yet. He walked past each monk studying their faces, then turned and retraced his steps and paused again in front of Monk Vigor. “What did Bishop Laninga want ye to do in Mellester?”

			Priest Aylwin’s hand flew to his mouth.

			The look on Monk Vigor’s face was telling. Mellester’s lord had him, and there was no escape. 

			Odo returned to his seat and sat down without any pain or discomfort from his back. 

			Monk Vigor broke into a sweat. He was in a bind, and there was no way out. His lies and fanciful stories had failed, and when he thought he could use the name of a bishop to extricate himself, he’d been caught cleanly – the jaws had snapped shut. 

			“Ye will tell me everything, Monk Vigor, and if ye lie, ye forfeit yer life, do ye understand?” Odo held the gaze of the monk and didn’t turn away. 

			The monk’s bluster failed, and he couldn’t return the intensity of Mellester’s hostile glare.

			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			“Everyone out,” Odo yelled. “Guards, Priest Aylwin, Cathal, Reeve Petrus and the prisoners remain.” He turned to Steward Gilo. “Tally the coin, please.”

			As the hall emptied, Odo spoke quietly to Charlotte. Finally, the last knight departed, and he spared a look at the four dejected monks. “Yer lives hang by a mere thread, one lie, and I will see yer death.” Odo was furious, and it showed. “Do ye doubt my intention?”

			No one replied.

			“Do ye!” he shouted. The power of his voice echoed in the near-empty hall, surprising him. 

			One by one, the monks responded.

			“Good, now we are getting somewhere. Monk Vigor, what was ye purpose here in Mellester? And don’t ye dare tell me it was to peddle false relics.”

			The monk had no choice and told how he and the others were caught stealing purses in Utrecht and were taken to a room where Bishop Laninga came to see them.

			“He wanted us to arrive in Mellester Manor and do as we always do, milord, and then find a way to….”

			“I’m waiting.”

			Monk Vigor inhaled deeply. “He wanted us to see yer death, milord.” He couldn’t face Odo and looked down at the floor in shame.

			Charlotte gasped, then leaned forward. “Why, what reason did the bishop give ye?”

			“Milady, it’s difficult to–”

			“Answer the question!” Odo blurted. His patience was teetering.

			“He said that ye had killed two people in Frisia and that justice needed to be seen to be done.”

			Odo and Charlotte exchanged a look.

			“What of Bishop Schafer? What is his involvement in this scheme?”

			“Milord, Bishop Laninga wrote to Bishop Schafer and told him to support us, and he arranged fer Priest Aylwin to take us in.”

			“And what role did Priest Aylwin play?” Odo asked.

			“None, milord, he knew nothing,” said the monk.

			“Priest Aylwin?” Odo questioned.

			The priest stood. His face around his eye had darkened, almost black, and his swollen eye was partially closed. “Tell me, were ye aware of what these men were up to?”

			Priest Aylwin looked horrified, nay milord.” He shook his head. “I had no knowledge. If I had known, I would have come to ye.”

			Odo thought he looked pitiful and felt sorry for him. “This is what I believe too. I think ye were deceived as these monks were clever.”

			Odo spared the monks another look and felt sickened. He had no idea what to do with them. Then he had a thought. “Monk Vigor, these gold florins, how did ye come by them?”

			Monk Vigor sighed. “Milord, those coins are from our takings. Every time we had enough coin, we exchanged them into florins.”

			“Takings? Ye mean, the coin from the relics or from stealing purses?”

			The monk looked embarrassed and stared at the floor. “Aye, milord.”

			“Can the coin be returned?” Odo asked.

			The monk shook his head. “They came from towns, villages and hamlets… too many to recall.”

			Odo chewed his bottom lip. “Steward Gilo, how much coin is there?”

			The steward rose from his seat, walked four paces to Odo, and stopped. “Milord, the gold florins total fifty-seven pounds, and there are another twelve shillings from the silver pence.”

			It was a considerable sum of money, and Odo was surprised, as was everyone else. “Thank ye, Steward Gilo.” 

			The monks were unmoved by the steward’s announcement. “Take them to the gaol and see they are fed. I will think on this overnight and give my decision in the morn.”

			“Aye, milord,” said one of the guards, and immediately they marched the four dejected monks away.

			Sir Karl, one of Sir Warwick’s knights, and in support of his friend, had steadfastly refused to swear allegiance to Baron Odo Brus. Honouring his word, Lord Odo immediately seized Sir Karl’s estate in the hills north of Mellester and banished him from the area. It came as no surprise as Odo warned Sir Warwick’s four surviving knights of the consequences.

			Sir Karl was sent on his way, and rather than return to his family’s lands near the coastal town of Sutton where he was raised, he made best speed for South Hamtun.

			With passage secured, he arrived on the shores of France and, with urgency, rode for Burgundy.

			Eager for news and developments on the fate of Odo Brus, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney welcomed the stranger and set about learning as much as possible from the disgruntled knight. She didn’t have to probe much, for Sir Karl was more than forthcoming.

			Gisela was beside herself in anger as she learned Odo Brus had been victorious against Sir Warwick and her forty chevaliers. She cared little for the death of twenty of her men and typically shrugged off any feelings of sadness for those who gave their lives for her. Certainly, it never occurred to her to spare a thought for their families.

			It was convenient to make Sir Karl feel welcome, and he talked, answered questions, and added more fuel to the hatred she felt for Odo. 

			She learned a lot about Mellester and how it was defended, and when she invited her marshal to sit with her and Sir Karl, she began to formulate a plan around her defences. 

			She looked at Marshal Josse. “How large a force could ye put together?”

			Gisela’s experienced marshal sat back in his chair and looked at the roof as he calculated the number. “Having lost forty chevaliers… Perhaps sixty or seventy, Countess, all going well seventy-five.”

			Gisela knew that was a significant number of chevaliers, and she could defend her château with ease. Sir Karl believed that Odo Brus would again try to attack her. And like the last time, with his weak effort, he would fail.

			“Er Countess?” Marshal Josse looked at her. “If Odo Brus does attack, it will not solve yer problem.”

			She was about to say something unkind to him for the absurdity of his statement. 

			Her marshal continued before she could snap back at him. “Odo Brus may not come here with his knights. Then what? Ye still wish to see his death, and how will ye accomplish that?”

			Gisela knew he had made a good point. “What do ye suggest?” She eyed him warily.

			“Countess, would it not behove ye to send a force to England and attack Mellester? If ye came with enough men, ye would be well protected and could witness his death.”

			Gisela’s mouth opened, and she laughed. It ended in a fit of coughing, and she hawked into the fire. “I am too old to journey…” she stated once she recovered.

			Marshall Josse raised an eyebrow. “Countess, we can outfit and prepare a conveyance that offers ye comfort and warmth.” He shrugged. “It is easy to build this.”

			Countess Gisela looked to Sir Karl. “What say, ye? Is this possible? Can ye provide Marshal Josse with details and plans of Mellester, its roads, buildings and defences?”

			Sir Karl nodded vigorously. “Countess Gisela. Mellester Manor has no defences and cannot protect itself. If they do not know ye come, ye can ride in and seize Odo and Charlotte without a drop of blood being spilt. I can detail this to Marshal Josse with ease,” he confirmed.

			What marshal Josse proposed was ludicrous – journeying at her age… in advanced years. However, the more she thought about it... “Traveling in a cart is slow, doesn’t that disadvantage our force? South Hamtun is a busy port, and people will see us arrive?”

			“Aye, Countess, it is,” answered Sir Karl. “My family has lands in Sutton, a coastal town south of Exeter. The port is peaceful and less used, and if ye were to land in England at Sutton, ride north, outside of Exeter, ye would arrive at Mellester without any warning, even if ye did travel slow. The benefit falls to ye.”

			There was little likelihood they could successfully capture Odo Brus and his woman and bring them back to France. Therefore, she could travel to England with a powerful force of chevaliers and rejoice in his and her death. King Henry and King Louis wouldn’t be happy with her decision, but if she admitted to herself, she no longer cared what kings or queens thought of her. In all probability, she didn’t expect to survive the return journey, but one thing was important, she would live to see Odo Brus grovel, and he’d die a slow and painful death. Beyond that, anything else was unimportant and mattered not. 

			“Countess, as Mellester Manor only has one main road that passes through it, I suggest having one force enter Mellester from the north and the other from the south. They’ll be trapped,” offered Sir Karl with a sneer.

			Gisela looked at the knight. “And what do ye want?”

			Sir Karl had thought about this for some time and was prepared with an answer. “Countess, I want Mellester. I will be Lord of Mellester Manor.”

			Gisela didn’t care one way or other, and it made no difference to her. “Very well.”

			Marshal Josse leaned forward. “Sir Karl, if there is only one road, we should split our force. If I could find, er, eighty chevaliers, I command one group, and ye the other, and if I journey with the countess from the south, ye, attack from the north, then this is sensible is it not, what say ye?”

			Sir Karl’s head bobbed up and down in full support. “Aye, is best, Marshal.”

			Both men turned to Gisela for her approval.

			“Find eighty chevaliers, Marshal, do this, and I agree. We will destroy Mellester and Odo Brus.”

			 

			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			Odo and Charlotte had a sleepless night as they discussed the issue around Monk Vigor, Monk, Guyon, Monk Briant and Monk Este. It wasn’t a simple matter of just issuing a punishment, or an ordeal20, as some suggest; it was much more than that, Odo said.

			The church has jurisdiction because they are clergy, he outlined. Through recent experiences, he knew the monks could face a Church trial at a consistory court presided over by the bishop. However, in this case, the bishop was also implicit, and therefore a church trial would be a farce.

			“The monks have confessed their guilt, so a trial is not really needed, is it?” Odo asked.

			Charlotte looked at him. “Odo, I know little of these things and can speak only of common sense and the king’s law as I know it.”

			“And as we know, common sense doesn’t apply. The monks need to be punished for their deeds, and the penalty needs to be fair and just. At the same time, the Church needs to support that punishment… or, better yet, decree it.”

			“Be careful, Odo, ye be interfering with Church affairs,” Charlotte warned.

			“Aye, and I may have a notion.”

			Under careful instructions, Steward Gilo wrote a message to Bishop Schafer, kindly requesting his presence in Mellester Manor. The letter detailed that Lord Odo Brus had suffered an unfortunate injury and, regrettably, could not ride to Exeter. A rider was dispatched to Exeter, and Odo keenly waited for a reply and hopefully the arrival of Bishop Schafer. 

			Then he had another task for Steward Gilo, which involved documenting various points of his idea. It took some time, and to Gilo’s credit, he asked some pertinent questions that required some healthy discussion. Eventually, the document was complete, and Odo was satisfied.

			The monks remained locked in Mellester’s small gaol and were well looked after. Other than their freedom, they had no other needs or wants, and they talked amongst themselves and their unenviable position. When Steward Gilo informed them that a decision on their punishment would be delayed because Lord Odo wished to consult with the bishop, the monks were mute. They didn’t know if they should be happy or terrified. They’d never met Bishop Schafer and had no idea how he would respond. Would he disavow any knowledge of them or offer leniency because of Bishop Laninga’s involvement? For Monk Vigor, it was a quandary, and eventually, they built up the courage to discuss the matter in some length. 

			Odo was growing impatient, his lower back had improved dramatically, and Cathal advised that he would be capable of riding to France in two days, but not before. Remain on yer back fer as long as possible,” he sternly told Odo.

			It was late on the second day, the day before his planned departure when he received word that Bishop Schafer had finally arrived and was waiting in his day chamber. 

			“Bishop Schafer, thank ye fer yer forbearance and agreeing to come to Mellester. I injured my lower back some days ago and was advised not to ride a horse. I hope ye understand.”

			The bishop wasn’t impressed and just grunted. Lords didn’t place such demands on bishops, and it was unheard of and disrespectful. However, few lords wielded power over bishops, and Hamlin Schafer had little choice in the matter. “How may I be of assistance to ye, Lord Odo?” he asked with a hint of impatience creeping into his tone.

			Odo explained what had transpired in Mellester and what he’d discovered about the four monks and their most unchristian-like behaviour. 

			Again, the bishop felt the pricklings of sweat running down his back. Odo Brus had discovered another questionable instance that could have implications. What is it with this man, he wondered for the umpteenth time? 

			“Do ye have a solution, Lord Odo?” asked the bishop with growing apprehension.

			Odo smiled. “Yer Grace, I would like ye to take responsibility for these four monks and assign a punishment.”

			Schafer felt some relief; this was going better than he first anticipated. “And I take it, ye have a particular penance in mind?”

			Odo ignored the bishop’s tone. “Aye, Yer Grace,” he grinned. “But fear not, Bishop Schafer, fer their punishment will not reflect badly on ye or Mellester Manor.”

			Schafer was feeling a little more confident. At this time, it became apparent that Odo Brus was unaware of his latest minor indiscretion and his new loan with Crispen Browne. “And of the coin, ye confiscated, er, what was the full reckoning?”

			“The total came to fifty-seven pounds and twelve shillings.”

			The bishop’s eyes opened wide, and he shifted forward on his chair. 

			“Aye, a large sum.” Odo touched a hand to his forehead. “But Yer Grace, while I remember and before I forget, er, can I ask, to whom, er, how did ye disperse the ten-shillings to the poor?”

			Schafer couldn’t help himself and looked away. 

			Odo saw the reaction and instinctively knew the bishop had not given the coin to the needy as he promised and was likely wagering again. His eyes narrowed. “Bishop Schafer, the confiscated coin will remain in my care as I feel that I can better manage it. What say ye?”

			The bishop nodded enthusiastically. “If ye see the need.”

			Odo reached behind and picked up the scroll Steward Gilo had prepared earlier. He handed it to Bishop Schafer and sat back, waiting for his response. 

			After a short time, the bishop looked up and shook his head in disbelief. “Are ye serious?”

			“Indeed, I am, Yer Grace.” Odo wasn’t smiling.

			The doors of the great hall were opened to all, and people streamed in, filling every available seat. It was unusual in Mellester Manor for a bishop to attend and preside over a crime like this, but because monks were involved, then it was understandable. A few masons had come down from the quarry to observe, and for many, they hoped to be entertained by a spectacle of ordeal, and people began contemplating what it would be. 

			It was loud in the hall and then noticeably quietened when the four monks were ushered in. It became silent when Bishop Schafer and Odo entered.

			When the monks saw a man wearing the vestments of a bishop enter, they were visibly shaken, and they knew it didn’t bode well. Odo sat in his customary seat while the bishop sat in Charlotte’s chair. Steward Gilo’s desk was positioned beside the bishop, but he wasn’t happy; the symmetry was wrong.

			Under close guard, the monks stood immediately before Odo and the bishop and appeared visibly distressed and anxious.

			“Ye stand before His Excellency, Bishop Schafer of Exeter and Baron, Lord Odo Brus of Mellester to receive yer penance and punishment for the crimes ye confessed. Do ye Monk Vigor, Monk, Guyon, Monk Briant and Monk Este from St-Papoul Abbey, in Languedoc, understand?” stated Steward Gilo loudly and clearly.

			All monks nodded and remained silent and brooding while Bishop Schafer wondered what Bishop Laninga would say if he knew what was happening. 

			He cleared his throat. “Ye have shamed the Church and yerselves.” With a stern look, he studied the monks he’d never laid eyes on before. “God will fergive yer venial sins when it is clear that there has been repentance, evidenced by the performance of penance. That penance is…” he unfurled the scroll previously given to him by Odo and began to read.

			Odo glanced to Charlotte, who stood against the wall near him. She gave a subtle nod of support.

			“Upon release from this great hall of Mellester Manor and the care of Lord Odo Brus, and with the compassion and mercy bestowed on ye by Bishop Schafer and the Church, ye will make yer way to the new hamlet of Stanhyll where ye will build an abbey. This abbey will be known as Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant.” Bishop Schafer gave a quick sideways look to Odo, who shrugged.

			“Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant will house up to twenty inmates and be administered by an abbot of my choosing,” The bishop looked up and glared at the monks, “and I select Monk Vigor. He will be afforded the title of Abbot Vigor. Monk Guyon, Monk Este and Monk Briant will serve God at Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant, under the abbot for no less than three years.”

			In total surprise, the monks turned to each other, and people began talking loudly in the hall.

			Steward Gilo stood. “Quiet!”

			When the hall settled down, Bishop Schafer continued. “All accumulated and illegal relic proceeds will be forfeited to Baron, Lord Odo Brus, who will apportion those funds to build the abbey, as he deems necessary. The primary duty of the abbey is to help the community, tend to the ailing and injured and provide education to boys–” the bishop paused briefly, and his eyebrows furrowed. “–and girls.” He spared another look at Odo.

			Against the wall, Charlotte was beaming.

			“Additionally,” the bishop continued. “The diocese of Exeter will commit….” He coughed. “Er, will commit, in perpetuity, to, er, to an annual three-pound benefaction.”

			The hall erupted; those who weren’t cheering smiled broadly. What Bishop Schafer proclaimed would benefit everyone, and people were grateful for his generosity. 

			Odo leaned towards Bishop Schafer and spoke just loud enough to be heard. “Yer Grace, ye have done the Church, yerself and the good folk of Mellester a great service.”

			Bishop Schafer didn’t respond, he couldn’t, for if he spoke, it would have incurred the anger of Odo Brus, and he couldn’t afford for that to happen. 

			The monks were as shocked as anyone and talking to each other over the racket of raised voices. While waiting in Mellester’s gaol, they’d openly discussed what their penance would be, but what they’d learned today was well beyond what they expected. They’d discussed their future after fulfilling their penance and what it would mean for them. They’d even considered returning to Languedoc, which wasn’t appealing, but now, they had something unexpected. At first, it seemed unappealing, but as they quickly discussed it, they realised they would have a home, a future, and their time could be spent doing what each of them initially set out to do. Monk Vigor pointed out that they had to remain for a minimum of three years, but it also meant they could stay for as long as they wished. Monk Briant was less enthusiastic and grumbled.

			“Silence!” shouted Steward Gilo. He remained standing until things calmed down, then turned to look at the monks. “Have ye anything ye wish to say, do ye understand yer penance?”

			With a nudge from Monk Vigor, they all dropped to a knee and crossed themselves as they faced Bishop Schafer. “We understand and thank the Church fer its mercy and compassion,” said Monk Vigor.

			“Failure to comply with yer penance will see ye before a trial of ordeal,” warned Steward Gilo.

			As before, the monks nodded.

			They were released, and immediately the masons approached and showed them towards the quarry and where Stanhyll would be built.

			Bishop Schafer apologised and stated that he had to return to Exeter urgently and departed, as did most people in the hall. Careful to not hurt his back by sitting for lengthy periods, Odo stood as his friends approached.

			Reeve Petrus shook his head. “Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant?”

			Odo laughed, “I thought it would be a lasting tribute to those who have done wrong.”

			The reeve nodded. “The bishop’s idea was a good one, Odo, and perhaps I need to be more, uh, supportive of the Church and our new bishop,” he grinned.

			Odo didn’t react, and the reeve’s expression slowly changed. “Don’t tell me… Odo… was it ye?” he laughed.

			“Milord,” said Priest Aylwin, who stepped over. “Are ye satisfied with Bishop Schafer’s penance?”

			Odo winked at the reeve who stood scratching his head. “Aye, Priest Aylwin, but methinks ye could involve yerself and help the monks when ye can. What say ye?”

			“I would enjoy doing what I can, but fear upsetting the abbot, milord. It could be seen as meddling. Unless they ask me to assist.”

			“Ye need not fear that. Just keep me informed of any concerns ye have. Ye can be my eyes and ears of the abbey. Neither the bishop nor the abbot will bother ye.”

			“Thank ye, milord.” Priest Aylwin dipped his head and walked away as Cathal approached.

			Cathal grabbed Odo by the arm and led him away from Reeve Petrus, Hann, Charlotte and Odilia, who were in serious discussion. “Bishop Schafer is like a hunter stalking his prey. If he finds weakness, Odo, he will come after ye, fer he circles and circles and patiently waits.”

			“I know this, Cathal, and I need to be a step ahead of him. I think I can do that, but ye are wise; I must take heed.”

			“Was that entirely yer notion? I was impressed fer I never considered an abbey as an option.”

			“Steward Gilo helped me a lot and provided many insights. Without him, I don’t think I could have made it work.”

			Cathal nodded. “Gilo is a good man, but he is fragile. Pay attention to his moods and his disquiet. Do what ye can by listening to him, be patient, and he will prove to be one of yer biggest allies.”

			“Thank ye, Cathal.”

			“Now ye need to rest yer back, fer the morrow sees yer departure.”

			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			The last time people saw the majestic spectacle of so many knights at Mellester was when Sir Gweir departed for Ireland to fight for the king. But then, the combined heraldry and allegiances varied from lord to lord, whereas, this time, fifty knights rode beneath a single banner belonging to Baron Lord Odo Brus. 

			It took some time to ready horses and men and assemble in the open space behind Mellester’s manor house, and Hann was eager to set out. 

			As insisted by Charlotte and Hann, Odo wore chainmail, and attached to his saddle was a shield; it wasn’t a large kite shield preferred by cavalry, this was smaller, a cut-down version he’d previously practised with, that was lighter and more manoeuvrable, called a heater shield. 

			The front of the shield was painted identically to match the banners that flew from flag poles and standards carried by his knights. King Henry’s lion stood proudly in the upper left corner on a yellow background. A bull, poised on its rear legs over green, stood on the upper right. The lower left quarter displayed the red cross of the Templars on a white background, and on the lower right, to honour his father, there was the white cross of Scotland on a blue background. 

			There was a strong sense of pride as all the knights who had fought against Sir Warwick would journey with them. Lord Odo’s standard had flown in battle, been victorious, and would be so again. No one was prouder than Odo.

			Hann signalled to him, and Odo acknowledged he was ready. Amongst a flood of tears, he’d said his farewells and gingerly mounted Amica and, to his immense relief, felt no pain or discomfort from his back. 

			To his side waited Steward Gilo Lavigne, who looked nervous, but when he saw Odo look at him, he managed a smile. Again, Odo silently acknowledged Gilo’s bravery as he would be putting his life in danger and placing complete trust and faith in his forces to ensure he came to no harm. 

			Odo rode to the front, and with Hann at his side, fifty knights, squires and packhorses formed a double line that began to snake down the carriageway. He looked back over his shoulder one last time and waved to Charlotte. Stoic and dignified, Sir Dain stood protectively at her side.

			As they descended the carriageway, they were met with throngs of cheering villagers, and predictably, and off to one side, Cathal waited. Odo knew he would ride at the very rear of the column; he always did. He wasn’t invited to ride with them, but no man had the authority to tell the Irishman what to do – Cathal did as he pleased. Odo made eye contact, nodded in greeting, and focused on Mellester’s people.

			Reeve Petrus, Huntsman Seth and Herdsman Daniel grinned broadly and waved enthusiastically. To Odo, it seemed only yesterday that he’d stood in the same place and cheered loudly as Sir Gweir rode past. How life had changed.

			Once they left the confines of Mellester Manor, the column sped up to a slow canter and spread out over quite some distance. It was an unusual experience to be responsible for so many men; it was invigorating. It made him feel safe, yet, as lord, he carried the weight of encumbrance with seriousness and care. He twisted in his saddle and looked behind, all the way at the rear rode Gilo, and alongside him rode Cathal. 

			Hann had outlined that once they entered France, he wanted Odo and Gilo to ride in the middle of the column, Gilo on the right, and Odo would ride on the left side, where it was safer. Odo spared a look at Hann, the powerful, enigmatic warrior. His size and appearance were intimidating, but beneath the hardened exterior was an intelligent, loyal man, even gentle, he surmised. Hann’s head was never still, it turned this way and that, and he saw things Odo didn’t. He’d never seen a man more suited to the role of a true, naturally gifted champion.

			Riding over large distances gave Odo time to think. His reflective mood was enhanced by the purpose of their mission. Accompanying him, and including squires, were just over eighty men, and they were about to risk their lives for a cause they knew little about. What did these men know of his father, Odo Brus? Did they understand why they rode to Brancion? Did Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney matter to them? Fifty fully armed knights was a significant force, but as Hann pointed out, they were disadvantaged if they expected to lay siege to a defended château. The only way they could achieve success was through one man, a peculiar young steward who wanted to prove his loyalty and selflessly volunteered to put his life at risk.

			Priest Aylwin stood next to Reeve Petrus on open ground, close to the quarry but far enough away where its workings wouldn’t interfere with his plans. With him were Abbot Vigor, monks, Briant, Estes and Guyon. Additionally, two carpenters, two stonemasons and their apprentices and families stood gathered and waiting. Behind them, in the quarry, dozens of masons swung from ropes cutting stone.

			Behind them, Cruck houses had already been built, and more were being constructed every day. Stanhyll was taking shape, and soon it would be a genuine hamlet.

			“So, I reckon we’ll be building an abbey, then,” began the reeve. “Tell me, Abbot Vigor, where will it be built?”

			It took some getting used to, but Vigor was slowly growing accustomed to being called Abbot and, to some surprise, was actually looking forward to what Bishop Schafer proposed. Previously, if anyone had told him that his future would be as an abbot, he would have scoffed. But now… he kind of liked the notion and was beginning to take the role and responsibility seriously. Although of some concern, Monk Briant felt otherwise.

			The reeve pointed to a nearby stream that ran down a hill. “Ye’ll be want’n water close.”

			“I think the view here is pleasing,” said Priest Aylwin. “Uh, fer the ailing, such a commanding panorama offers, er, peace,” he clarified when everyone turned to him.

			Abbot Vigor nodded and took a few paces to separate himself from the group, walked in a small circle and turned to the mason. “Here, this is where Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant will be built.” 

			The mason walked over, wheeling his barrow that contained various tools and wood. 

			“This will be the northeast corner…” said Abbot Vigor and began walking and indicating various features and pointing to each corner where he envisioned his abbey would be constructed.

			The masons and their apprentices began hammering wooden pegs into the ground.

			“What sat, ye, Priest Aylwin?” quietly asked the reeve.

			The priest cupped a hand beneath his chin and frowned. “He’ll need a chapel. But, er, the layout is acceptable.”

			“Where will ye build the chapel!” shouted the reeve to the abbot. 

			“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” he replied. He called his brother monks over to discuss it, and the four of them began waving their arms and pointing in various directions as everyone watched.

			Priest Aylwin sighed loudly and stomped over towards them. “Here, this is where it needs to be. Away from where the filth and scumber will lie.” He stopped and gestured to where the chapel’s entrance should be.

			The reeve watched and grinned as Priest Aylwin’s high pitched voice cut through the arguments of the bickering monks. Eventually, they agreed, and more pegs were dug into the ground. 

			Priest Aylwin returned to stand beside the reeve and folded his arms. “Monks.”

			“Are we in agreement?” the reeve asked.

			Abbot Vigor and the masons nodded, “Aye, Reeve Petrus.”

			The reeve handed over a purse to the Master Mason. “Ye can now begin. Aye, ye still have details and the insides to work out, but ye know enough to start, eh?”

			“Aye, reeve,” replied the Master Mason.

			“Thank ye,” said Abbot Vigor. He turned to Priest Aylwin and nodded respectfully.

			Reeve Petrus and Priest Aylwin turned away and walked back to the manor. “Ye keep on th’ toes of them monks. Yer doing well,” offered the reeve with a grin.

			Priest Aylwin looked at him in surprise. 

			Sir Hyde Fortescue was walking through Ridgley manor as he had recently taken to do. He enjoyed greeting merchants and villagers and keeping abreast of the mood of his manor. He saw Priest Kirby hurrying towards him and paused, allowing him to catch up.

			“Walking may suit ye better than running,” suggested Sir Hyde as the ageing priest sought to recover his breath. “Ye may live longer.”

			“Death would suit me, milord, fer then I don’t have to listen to yer endless prattle about my wellbeing,” replied the priest.

			“And why are ye so anxious to seek me out, have ye no souls to save on this glorious day?”

			Priest Kirby couldn’t help himself and, despite their constant good-natured needling, grinned. “I have news.”

			Sir Hyde’s expression changed. “Can we talk here?” 

			“Nay, in the church, is closest,” replied the priest. 

			“Out with it, what have to say?” asked the lord once they were in the privacy of Ridgley’s parish church.

			“Odo has departed for Bancion in France. He left earlier today with fifty knights, about eighty men in total.”

			Sir Hyde whistled. “How on earth did he manage that?”

			“I can advise ye on matters of the Church, Sire, but not about knights.”

			Sir Hyde grunted. “I will talk with Marshal Dante soonest. What else have ye to tell me, fer I see ye are chaffing.”

			“An interesting development at Mellester milord, and it involves four delinquent monks.”

			Sir Hyde began pacing as Priest Kirby told him of what he knew about the monks, Bishop Schafer and the unusual punishment. He burst out laughing. “Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant?”

			“Milord, it is not as it first appears. What Odo has done is manipulate Bishop Schafer. How? I know not, fer the bishop is not one to devote coin in such a way. Creating a hamlet and an abbey has come only from Odo.”

			“And building a hamlet to service his quarry is clever.” Sir Hyde turned to look at his friend. “He is creating infrastructure; the young man has plans. The abbey provides a place fer those needing care. Why didn’t I think of that?” he laughed.

			“Ahh, milord, and ye ferget, education. But I did not tell ye, the monks had over fifty pounds. Coin taken from those who paid to see the relics. Bishop Schafer confiscated the coin and then decreed that Odo keep it. Now, Odo uses that coin to build the abbey.”

			“The bishop gave the coin to Odo?” that is preposterous.

			“I find it confounding, and to me, it appears Odo Brus is the victor,” proclaimed Priest Kirby with a smile.

			“Aye, me too. And the abbey won’t cost much, and plenty will be leftover…Something is going on, and I know not… However, I cannot dally fer I must speak with the marshal. Thank ye, Kirby.” Sir Hyde left the church and returned to the manor.

			Sir Dante, Marshal of Ridgley Manor, stood before his lord, Sir Hyde. 

			“How many knights have ye assembled?” asked Sir Hyde.

			“As ye requested, milord, I have twenty knights available at short notice,” replied Sir Dante.

			Sir Hyde nodded. “Ye know the plan, do as we discussed, and do not fly the standard of Sir Hyde Fortescue. Ye are to assist Baron Odo and defer to his Marshal, Hann Masey.”

			“As ye command, milord,” nodded Sir Dante.

			“I will not abandon Odo again.”

			“May I enquire, uh, what of the king?”

			Sir Hyde scowled. “He pretends to know nothing of what Odo Brus is doing. If that is true, he will also pretend to know nothing of what I choose to do. Just do what ye can fer Odo.”

			“I will, milord.”

			“Leave soonest and catch them. God’s speed, Dante.”

			Sir Hyde gave thought to Odo’s decision to attack the Frank countess. He knew of her château and had passed by it years ago. It was not an insignificant castle and would require considerable effort by a sophisticated army with siege engines and trebuchets to break through its defences. As he’d come to learn, he couldn’t underestimate Odo Brus, and even with the addition of his twenty knights, that gave him seventy, plus squires. It wasn’t enough, however, if Odo had a plan, then he’d still need as many knights as possible.

			Chapter Forty

			After two days of easy riding, Odo knew South Hamtun lay just ahead. They’d just passed by the area where Gisela’s assassin archer had made his unsuccessful attempt on his life. He reflected on his vulnerability when a sudden warning cry from behind made him jump.

			Immediately, Hann gave the signal to halt, and knights jostled into prearranged defensive lines. Odo’s heart began to pound as he untethered his shield. Back from where they’d come, one of their squires lay flat across his horse’s neck and thundered up the road towards them. 

			Hann was issuing instructions to knights to protect their flanks and rear when the squire reined in. 

			“Milord, a large group of knights come, and they travel swiftly,” he exclaimed. 

			Hann turned to Odo. “I don’t know how large this group is. Keep mounted, and if things worsen, ye can ride to South Hamtun.”

			All heads were fixed on the road behind them as a column of knights appeared, then slowed. A rider separated from the group, raised a hand, and cantered towards them. 

			“I don’t believe they mean us harm,” Hann said. Then urged his horse forward to greet the oncoming knight. 

			Odo noticed he kept his hand on his sword. 

			Around him, knights relaxed and began talking amongst themselves. There was nothing about the rider that could identify who he was. Curiosity took the better of him, and Odo decided to investigate further.

			Hann turned when Odo approached. The unidentified knight looked to Odo and dipped his head, “Milord,” he greeted.

			Odo thought the knight looked familiar but couldn’t place him.

			“Milord,” said Hann with a grin. “It appears that Sir Hyde Fortescue believes we have need of help, and he sends us twenty knights along with his best compliments and salutations.”

			Odo was shocked. Then he remembered who the knight was. “Sir Dante, fare thee well?”

			“Indeed, sire, and a pleasant day fer a ride in the countryside,” smiled the knight. 

			“Ye are most welcome to join us, thank ye,” invited Odo. 

			Hann and Sir Dante talked and discussed where the newcomers would ride while Odo rode to Gilo, who was beside himself with worry. Cathal had instructed Gilo to immediately ride to the front of the column to safety when the warning was issued. 

			“Fear not, Steward Gilo, our numbers have increased, and more friends support us.”

			Gilo looked relieved, and Odo was pleased. The addition of another twenty knights now brought their force to seventy knights and about thirty squires. A hundred men plus pack horses carrying supplies was a sizeable force. 

			After a short delay, the lengthened column stretched out and headed to South Hamtun, where Hann had sent men ahead to secure ships and passage in advance. 

			They arrived in South Hamtun without incident and were most fortunate. Due to the tides, they could load their horses, board their ships immediately, and set sail as soon as they finished. 

			With Steward Gilo’s nimble mind and skill with numbers, he negotiated a fair price for their passage. With some persuasion, along with tempting the ship’s masters with a few extra coins, he managed to convince two other ships to modify their schedules and take Sir Dante’s men and horses. It was a massive undertaking and created a chorus of angry curses from aggrieved merchants when the docks became crowded with one-hundred men and horses and the sudden cancellations of two ships’ schedules to accommodate the knights.

			While waiting, Steward Gilo suggested that Odo purchase a ship or two. He insisted that the coin he recently spent on travel expenses and by using his own ships to supply merchandise for Mellester and outlying manors could prove quite profitable. While they spoke, one of the ship’s masters strolled over.

			“Most ready, milord,” said the master, touching a hand to forelock.

			“Thank ye,” said Odo rising from the bollard he sat on. “Loading went quickly,” he stated.

			“Aye, we’d been a tad busy of late, milord, and th’ crew ‘ave had lotsa practice loading and unloading ’orses and men.”

			“Most fortunate fer ye,” replied Odo with a friendly smile. “Uh, can’t have been as many as this.”

			 “Aye, not far off, milord., but ’nuff all th’ same. We’d just returned from Sutton, where we took forty chevaliers and squires.”

			Odo’s eyes widened. “Forty chevaliers?”

			“They weren’t th’ problem, milord, oh no, t’was the ol’ cow that came with ’em. She’d be a right bitch, she was.”

			Odo felt the blood rush to his face. “Er, do ye recall her name?”

			The old master shook his head. “Nay, don’t stick me beak into those things, eh, keeps me outa strife,” he laughed.

			Odo sought to catch Hann’s attention. “Gilo, fetch Hann, be quick at it.”

			“Was she a countess? Could ye have overheard her name? er, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney?”

			“Aye, could be. I recalls someone calling her a countess coupla times, I did. Couldn’t be sure, though. Truth be told, milord, I didn’t take kindly to her at all. Kept me distance.” Suddenly his face clouded over. “Er, milord, if ye and she are acquainted like, I apologise, No ‘arm intended.”

			Odo looked up and saw Hann approaching. “Hann! Hann!”

			Hann ran up and looked concerned. “Odo?”

			“These ships just carried forty,” Odo turned to the ship’s master, who was looking increasingly nervous. “Was it forty?”

			He nodded, “Aye, forty it was, and squires too. Dropped them off yesterday in Sutton, milord.” The master looked pleased for remembering. “But er, I heards talk about more of them, leaving fer another port.” He shrugged. “Don’t know anything else.”

			“Any ye don’t know how many were in other ships?” Hann asked.

			The master shook his head again.

			“With them was a woman, an old woman, was it?”

			“Aye, milord.”

			“He recalls hearing her called countess, Hann.”

			Hann’s mouth opened, and then he turned to the master. “What did she look like?” 

			The master frowned. “Just old, milord. Cantankerous as all hell. Complained th’ whole voyage.”

			“From where did ye pick her up?”

			The master raised an arm and pointed out to sea. “From Honfleur, milord.”

			Odo turned from the ship’s master to Hann. “It must be her. Who else could it be?”

			Gilo stood to the side, listening. He stepped up. “How did this woman travel?”

			“Ohh, that be easy. She’d a cart, she did. Was dun up, all pretty and comfy,” said the master. A yell from his ship reminded him. “Eh, milords, we must depart, fer the tide waits fer no man.”

			“Is that how the countess travels?” Odo asked the steward.

			“Aye, she will not ride a horse.”

			Odo looked at Hann, then to the ship’s master. “We offload everyone, now. Fear, not Master, ye keep yer coin,” he added when he saw the master about to complain. “Ah, all but two. Ye will sail two men to Honfleur.”

			Hann looked at Odo in question.

			“We have parole demands to be delivered,” Odo clarified. Two squires were chosen to deliver letters that outlined parole demands for the families of the chevaliers captured by Mellester. 

			 Hann nodded and ran back to notify the other ship’s masters and give orders to offload.

			Understandably Odo was anxious and walked up to Hann and Sir Dante. “Hann, the countess, has a full day start, and she could be in Mellester by the morn. We have only a handful of knights there, they can’t defend. Mellester is unprotected.”

			Before Hann could reply, Sir Dante spoke. “Milord, rest easy, fer I know the area of Sutton well. The roads are bad, and as we know, she travels by cart. At best, it will take her two or three days to travel to Mellester.

			“Then we need to make haste,” Odo stated. He looked over to the ships. Horses were already led onto the docks, and again he could hear the grizzling merchants beginning with their endless whining. 

			Hann was staring out to sea and looking reflective.

			“Hann?” 

			“I have questions, Odo. Why would she come to Mellester and sail to Sutton when she could have come ashore in South Hamtun or even Exmouth? She brings forty knights and possibly more. But think on this, she will want to bring enough knights to be victorious, and she believes forty will be enough. How does she know this?

			“It confirms what the ship’s master said there are a lot more than forty. Is fortunate we have superior numbers,” Odo replied.

			“Aye, possibly. And fer a change, the blessings fall with us. “But, I do not understand her thinking… it irks me.” He looked over his shoulder at Sir Dante, who was busy helping to offload his men’s horses. “I will talk with Sir Dante as soon as possible.” He grimaced and sighed loudly. “We will depart soon, Odo, have Gilo ready.”

			Odo looked for Gilo and saw him talking to a few of the ship’s masters. “Aye, the sooner, the better.”

			Hann froze. “I understand now.” He struck his forehead with the palm of his hand and looked down at Odo. “If she evenly split her numbers, she comes with forty or eighty chevaliers, and once in Mellester, she will liberate her twenty paroled chevaliers. Then she will have one hundred, and our task becomes harder.”

			“But why come herself?” Odo asked.

			“Fer the same reason ye wanted to go to France, Odo. She wants to witness yer death.”

			“But I was told that she didn’t want to incur the wrath of King Louis and that coming to England to attack a manor would displease him.”

			“Odo, yer parole demands equal a huge amount of coin, and it will impact the noble families of the chevaliers ye have on parole. They could pressure the countess, which may weaken her if she does nothing. She would rather take the risk and appease the king later and not have to incur the demands and anger of her liege lords,” Hann explained.

			“Aye, and at the same time, see my death.”

			“Fer her, it’s a double victory.”

			Thankfully it took less time to unload the horses and men than to load them. Much to the happiness of locals fed up with having the docks jammed with dangerous destriers and loud-mouthed knights, Hann led the group from South Hamtun back towards Mellester. The horses were reasonably fresh, and he knew they could travel quickly. The goal was to arrive at Mellester before the countess, and no one knew if it was possible.

			Sir Dante explained what he knew of the roads around Sutton and the expected route the countess would take. He and Hann agreed that she would probably circumvent Exeter and ride around the town, fearing their presence could alert locals. They told Odo that this could be why she didn’t arrive in South Hamtun or Exeter and chose the more distant coastal township of Sutton. Riding around Exeter would add time to their journey, and her chevaliers would be forced to travel at the frustratingly slow speed of the cart she travelled in. 

			“Odo, we may still have time,” Hann advised. It was of little comfort and didn’t allay his fears.

			They travelled quickly and stopped to water the horses whenever possible. The temptation was to ride hard and fast, however, the danger was exhausting the horses. “We need to pace them, Odo,” Hann advised.

			While Odo knew Hann spoke wisely, it didn’t help his frayed nerves. Deep down, he believed that Countess Gisela Chastain Courteney would also seek the death of Charlotte. At present, Charlotte had no idea the countess rode for Mellester. Sir Dain had only ten knights, if that, to defend with and perhaps a dozen men-at-arms. It wasn’t enough.

			Odo rode alongside Hann at the head of the column and constantly pushed Amica to go faster than Hann permitted. While Amica was a large destrier, he also had superb stamina. 

			“Not every horse is as capable as Amica.” Hann reminded him. “We will pace ourselves, Odo. We will arrive in Mellester before her, trust me, eh.”

			Odo could only nod. As the sun travelled across the sky, his anxieties worsened, and he began to think the worst. Already, his mind conjured horrific images of Mellester burning. Chevaliers running rampant through the manor, from cruck to cruck, destroying things and killing innocent people. It didn’t bear thinking about, but his mind wouldn’t stop.

			Hann appealed to Cathal, who approached Odo as they took another rest break for the horses.

			“We’ve been here long enough, Cathal. We should move on,” Odo said when Cathal walked up to him.

			“We make good time, Odo. We will be in Mellester before noon on the morrow.”

			“I fear it may be too late. What of Charlotte… the manor…?”

			“Can ye think of anything we haven’t done to help us arrive sooner?” he asked.

			“Shorter watering breaks,” Odo said 

			Cathal scowled. “Do yer best, Odo, but not yer worst.” He pointed to Hann. “He is doing all he can, have faith that he and all the others that ride with ye and offer their lives in support want the same as ye. Patience will see yer future.”

			Chapter Forty-One

			Hann called the column to stop immediately before the outskirts of Mellester and sent two squires ahead to scout. One would ride into Mellester’s main thoroughfare and inquire from any locals if chevaliers had arrived, the other would ride to the manor and enquire the same and immediately report back. While they waited, he positioned all knights in a defensive position covering their front and rear. 

			Odo couldn’t keep still and waited impatiently while their horses rested. Cathal wandered over and stood silently at his side. 

			“All will be well, Odo. Fear not,” he finally spoke. 

			Odo looked at him. “I fear so many things.”

			Cathal looked past him and pointed. “Here comes a rider. We will know soon enough.”

			The first rider explained that everything was normal, and there was no sign of any strange chevaliers wandering around, nor had there been any sightings of a large group of chevaliers. Odo felt the relief. 

			Someone yelled, and in the distance, two riders galloped towards them.

			“Looks like Sir Dain joins us,” said Hann.

			Within moments, Sir Dain arrived and looked worried. “Is it true, has the countess come?”

			Hann nodded. “Aye, we believe she has. And ye haven’t seen any unusual activity?”

			Sir Dain shook his head.

			“Then we ride for the Mellester and prepare. Sir Dain, we need to find all Gisela’s parolees and have them secured until it is safe fer us to release them.”

			“Aye, I thought the same,” said the ageing knight as he wheeled his horse around.

			Already, Mellester’s knights began mounting their horses, and the column started to wind its way towards the village. Two squires were dispatched to travel past Mellester, well to the south and warn of Gisela’s arrival. Two more squires were sent back to keep watch on the road they just rode down in case they arrived from the north. Another two squires were sent to Stanhyll. From there, the view was expansive and would provide another ideal place to observe.

			For Hann and Sir Dain, the challenge lay in how and where to mount an attack on Gisela’s force because they had no intention of defending.

			Hann staged all his knights on the road south of Mellester on open ground and more suited for a knight to battle on horseback. Lances were sent from the manor’s armoury. Under the guidance of Reeve Petrus, Mellester’s villagers were told to leave their homes and cross the river to safety, and under orders from Sir Dain, men-at-arms were rounding up all Gisela’s parolees.

			Hann, Sir Dain, Sir Dante and Odo were conferring and trying to understand how Gisela would attack.

			“How does she know what forces await her?” Hann asked. “None of this makes sense to me.” He scratched his head. “She travels from Sutton and will journey west of Exeter… and those roads….”

			“I know that area well, fer that is where I lease land from the Templars, and those roads are not good,” Odo added.

			“Does she have a guide?” asked Sir Dante.

			Sir Dain suddenly looked up. “Ye know whose family has lands near Sutton?”

			Everyone shook their heads.

			“Sir Karl. Milord, ye banished him and took his land after he refused to offer ye fealty when ye bested Sir Warwick.”

			Odo shrugged.

			“But he journeyed northwards when he left here because I had someone follow him to ensure he didn’t remain close by,” added Hann.

			“Northwards to South Hamtun?” Sir Dante questioned.

			“In anger, could he have travelled to the countess in Bancion?” Hann asked.

			Odo shook his head in growing alarm. “Then Gisela knows the strength of our forces and will have prepared.”

			“If so, Odo, then Sir Karl is only aware of how many knights we had when we attacked Wadenham and not how many we have now,” Hann replied.

			“Seems to make sense if she uses the same tactics again and split her forces as she did by sending two groups of chevaliers to England to help Sir Warwick?” suggested Sir Dain.

			“And attack us from behind?” Hann finished Sir Dain’s sentence. 

			“This woman will not come here to England without a significant force,” said Odo. “She is cunning. While I know nothing of military matters, I know she will have a plan, and unless we are prepared, she may yet outwit us.”

			Hann looked over his shoulder and looked back towards Mellester.

			“How many knights could she call on to bring with her?” Odo asked.

			No one replied. 

			“Perhaps Steward Gilo knows,” Odo suggested.

			“Where is he?” Hann asked.

			“He returned to the manor. I will go and ask him,” replied Odo. “And I need to talk to Charlotte.” He walked towards Amica. 

			“Best ye stay up at the manor, Odo. Is safer up there!” Hann suggested. He sent a squire to go with him as a messenger.

			“I think we need to split our forces. Odo is right,” Hann continued. “That woman is canny, and if I were her, I would ensure I brought enough chevaliers to win and attack from the north and the south, hoping to catch us ill-prepared.”

			Sir Dain and Sir Dante looked at each other. 

			“Splitting our forces weakens us, Hann,” Sir Dain advised. 

			“Aye, and what would ye do if ye knew the layout of Mellester? Hann asked. “Mellester has hills to the west and east, and a main road travels down its length. Attacking from two places at once makes sense, does it not?” 

			Sir Dante nodded. “Put that way, then I agree.”

			“Aye, put that way,” said Sir Dain.

			“We will split all the knights into two groups. Sir Dante, ye take thirty-four knights just north of Mellester where the road is narrow and defendable, and I will remain here with the other half. Sir Dain, ye take all Mellester’s defenders, including men-at-arms who remain and blockade the carriageway and keep Odo at the manor. If anyone breaks through our lines, they still must face ye.”

			Sir Dain mounted his horse and galloped away.

			Hann began to divide the knights into two groups, and once Sir Dante took his knights to the north of the village, he looked for a suitable place to block the road from where he could attack.

			Odo found Steward Gilo in the counting-house, placing scrolls into a chest to be taken and hidden away. “Steward Gilo, I must ask ye, if needed, how many chevaliers could the countess marshal if she intended to bring them here to England?”

			Gilo looked up, “Given that she no longer has the forty knights she originally sent, she would need to call on other lords fer help as ye have done, milord. “I estimate seventy-five, or seventy-six chevaliers,” he replied. 

			“And not perhaps seventy or eighty?” Odo asked. He was astonished that the Steward was always precise and never offered a generalisation regarding numbers.

			Gilo looked at Odo innocently. “Ye asked, milord, and I calculated numbers as I believe them to be.”

			Odo grinned, “Thank ye, Gilo.” He turned to the waiting squire. “Please inform Marshal Hann that Gilo predicts the countess will bring around seventy-five chevaliers. Hasten, quickly.”

			The squire departed, and Odo ran to the manor house to find Charlotte. 

			Sir Dain was blocking the carriageway with carts and anything he could find as knights, some squires and men-at-arms were frantically preparing. 

			South of Mellester, two squires who were sent as scouts were racing their horses back towards Hann. They lay flat across their horse’s necks in fear of their lives. Some distance behind, four chevaliers chased; the other two returned to advise the countess. It was unlikely they’d catch the squires as they were armoured and carried lances, whereas the two men they sought bore no extra weight and were unencumbered. 

			Countess Gisela Chastain Courteney sat in her comfortable cart enduring the jostling, but not without a fair amount of unreserved complaint, as they travelled towards Mellester Manor. Sir Karl, the knight banished from Wadenham by Odo Brus, had come to her, offered his loyalty and service, and provided expert knowledge and counsel concerning what to expect on their arrival in England and their journey. He’d detailed the terrain around Mellester, the village, and along with her marshal, they had planned thoroughly. She had appealed to all the outlying estates around Château de Brancion for help, and in response, she’d managed to gather a significant force of eighty chevaliers. It was a considerable number of men and horses and didn’t come without challenges. As before, she split them, and as planned, the second group would travel independently and attack Mellester from the north. The group she travelled with would attack Mellester from the south. 

			She believed Odo Brus probably did not expect her to attack Mellester and had not prepared. She was confident that he wouldn’t be able to prevent her chevaliers from overcoming his knights because Sir Karl had told her that, in total, Odo could only marshall around fifty knights, including those who defended his manor. She also knew that Mellester had no defensive structures, which meant battle would be on open ground and numerically favour her chevaliers. Further, the king and Odo’s liege lord, Sir Hyde, had not come to his assistance when he battled Sir Warwick and would unlikely support him now.

			Of more importance was her new feeling of purpose. It was Marshal Josse’s notion, and he’d suggested that she go with them to England. She’d initially laughed at the idea but later decided it had merit. She could, with her eyes, witness and perhaps in some minuscule way even participate in the death of Odo Brus and his woman. The more she thought about it, the more excited she became. It was better than sitting in the draughty and depressing chateau listening to the haunted howls of her father. Further, and as intended, she could also free the chevaliers held captive in Mellester. 

			The families of those chevaliers would appeal to her for assistance when the parole demands were sent. She had no intention of paying any coin to help with their freedom. As a result, those families could and probably rebel against her. However, if she freed the captive chevaliers, she would continue to receive their loyalty and noble support. 

			Thankfully the road had smoothed out, and they’d been able to travel more quickly since they departed the area around Exeter. As told, they approached Mellester, and she began to feel the perverse pangs of excitement spread throughout her body. 

			But then, she was advised that her forward scouts, six chevaliers, encountered two of Mellester’s scouts. This alerted her that Odo Brus now knew she had come. But he was too late to prepare.

			Because they travelled slowly, her marshal, Chevalier Josse, had assigned scouts as a rear-guard group to warn if anyone approached them from behind. They were positioned some distance back, and they had not reported to her recently, which she found a little alarming. She wasn’t so much concerned for her safety. As she had twenty men-at-arms on foot dedicated to defending her, however, the lack of contact from her rear-guard was concerning. 

			Sir Josse approached her cart. “Milady, we are close to Mellester. It is time we prepared for battle.” 

			Ahead, all she could see was rolling countryside. 

			Seeing her look, Sir Josse responded. “Milady, Sir Karl informed us that beyond the bend in the road, we will see Mellester.”

			“Be at it quick, fer I am hungry and not eaten well this day,” she retorted. “Why have we not heard from the rear-guard? Are they lazy or just fools?”

			“I will send a rider out, milady.” He dipped his head and rode away. 

			Some distance ahead of her, and under orders from her marshal, Sir Josse, chevaliers were reorganising. Shields and helmets were being untethered from saddles, and riders grouped in an attacking formation. The leading chevaliers would be armed with lances, and those following would be using swords. Squires readied themselves and carried spare lances and weapons and would resupply if required. To the uninformed, it looked chaotic and disorganised. But Sir Josse was an experienced chevalier and was satisfied with what he saw.

			As requested, Marshal Josse dispatched a squire to report back on the rear-guard and, like her, was troubled by the lack of contact.

			Chapter Forty-Two

			Sir Dante arranged his men defensively. The location in the road where his thirty-four knights were placed was narrow. The river Eks curved beneath a steep bank on his right, and on his left, a scrub-covered hill was almost impenetrable. The road was only wide enough for five knights to stand line abreast, and behind them waited another row of five eager warriors. They were not mounted and crouched with their feared and lethal lances extended. Even if they were outnumbered, any force attacking them would encounter difficulties. 

			Behind Sir Dante’s lancers, another group of fifteen sword-wielding knights waited in formation, and anyone fortunate enough to break through these tightly compacted defenders would meet mounted knights on destriers.

			Hann sent a messenger to Sir Dante, informing him that Gisela’s force had been spotted travelling from the south. Still, no one knew if she also had chevaliers coming from the north towards Mellester. Unsure of what to expect, Sir Dante’s knights waited anxiously and felt confident that charging cavalry would not break through their defences, and unless they had vastly superior numbers, they would suffer extensive losses. 

			The brief appearance of a scout confirmed Gisela’s forces approached. If there was any consolation, Sir Dante thought the attacking chevaliers would be horrified when their scout reported that armed knights blocked the road as he believed they hadn’t expected resistance. 

			It was a hunting horn and possibly very similar to the one used by Huntsman Seth that signalled Gisela’s chevaliers to attack. Three long blasts, a pause and three more echoed from the hills and the distant sound gave Sir Dante warning. 

			What gave him a chill was the answering call. Another three long blasts were followed by a pause, then three more could be heard, but much closer, and it came from ahead of them. Sir Dante silently acknowledged again that Hann had been correct. He swallowed away his fear as his heart sped up. “Stand ready, fer they come!” he yelled to his men, then mounted his horse, placed a visored helmet over his head, reached for the shield that was handed to him and unsheathed his sword. He took another deep breath and checked his men’s positions one final time. He could do no more. 

			It seemed like an eternity but attack they did. Sir Dante and thirty-four knights defending Mellester on the north road felt the ground vibrate as armed destriers thundered unseen towards them. 

			As the chevaliers rounded a bend in the road, they became visible, and as Sir Dante expected, they rode tightly together, four horses abreast, lances lowered and ready to skewer. Behind them, another attacking four charged down the road. Sir Dante had no time to look further as knights and chevaliers collided together. Horses screamed, men yelled, and steel clashed against steel. 

			Three horses fell kicking and screaming, their riders either toppled or trapped beneath panicked animals. Lances from the second row speared outwards and finished off those who fell. Flailing hoofs were lethal, and any wounded horse was quickly put out of its misery by sharpened iron tips. 

			Those who survived slashed at Mellester’s lances hoping to break a shaft or force their way through. They only had moments before their second line charged in behind them. Two more horses fell; their squeals of pain and terror mingled with the chorus of men doing battle and fighting to protect Mellester, and for their lives. 

			Two of his knights were dead, trampled and stabbed, and Sir Dante ordered his group to withdraw a few paces to create space away from fallen horses and men. They had barely moments before the third charge came at them. With spaces filled, lances were dug in the ground, and as before, their pointy tips angled upwards and out.

			The third wave hit them with power, two chevaliers managed to break through, and two more were toppled from their horses, with either fatal wounds or dead. 

			Just as quickly, the gap on the frontline was filled. Behind the front two rows of Mellester’s defenders, knights on foot teamed up with mounted knights and savagely slashed at the chevaliers. The French didn’t stand a chance and, like the others, were rapidly killed. 

			There was no respite as the fourth wave crashed into Mellester’s line. Extended shields deflected lances, and another chevalier broke through; his destrier was gutted from beneath in a spray of gore, entrails and blood. The chevalier helplessly fell from the dead animal and met a similar fate. Another of Sir Dante’s knights perished when kicked in the head by a hoof, and Sir Dante was forced to withdraw again. Carcasses and bodies with blood seeping beneath them lay heaped on the road and left little option for the storming chevaliers. To reach Mellester’s ranks of defenders, they would need to leap over the lifeless obstacles that lay in their path.

			Two knights had broken lances, and spares were quickly handed to the front row. Dead bodies were thrust aside where they couldn’t obstruct movement. Two wounded knights were replaced, and again, lances prickled forward as the next charge bore down upon them.

			Gisela’s chevaliers were relentless and hurtled towards resolute defenders. They screamed and thrust their lances forward, knocking aside shields and spearing through armour. At the last moment, one horse shied, turned unexpectedly away from Mellester’s line and, in fear, leapt from the road to tumble over the bank and down into the river. The chevalier behind didn’t spare a look and knocked aside a lance, and another, to muscle through to meet Mellester’s resolute defenders. Another followed, and then another. Outnumbered, the three chevaliers fought bravely, but the experience of Sir Dante’s men was telling, and the Frenchmen succumbed to an onslaught of flashing steel and highly trained destriers. At one point, the peculiar sound of hysterical laughter rose above the carnage and ended abruptly in a spray of blood.

			Sir Dante knew that the chevaliers couldn’t continue, they had lost too many men, and his defences were strong and still holding. He thought he heard a horn but wasn’t sure; it may have been a dying man crying for mercy.

			Gisela’s chevaliers came again, this time with a new tactic, and three of them focused their lances at the centre of Mellester’s defenders, hoping to punch through, while another three chevaliers behind would follow, enter the breech, and wreak havoc. 

			The chevaliers were met with steel and whirling blades, and they faltered; perhaps they had lost heart, thought Sir Dante when they turned away and rode out of sight to regroup.

			Sir Dante shouted encouragement as his men slid bodies out the way and readjusted to fill gaps in their ranks. But the chevaliers did not return.

			When Hann heard the answered response to the horn blasts, the hairs on his neck rose in fear. In pure reflex, knights turned to look nervously behind, and everyone knew Sir Dante would see battle this day. Hann looked down at his hands and hoped he would see the light of another glorious morn and silently prayed for the lives of all the men that fought for him.

			He had no idea how many men he faced, but one thing was sure, his enemy would know that he and thirty-four of Mellester’s knights would not stand down; they would rise and do battle.

			He saw the first of Gisela’s chevaliers appear over a rise and begin to assemble on open ground. They were still some distance away, and as Hann determined, her chevaliers also did not know how many men they faced. In silence, row after row of chevaliers formed up. Each row contained seven chevaliers, and Hann counted five rows, with five more chevaliers held in reserve. He grimaced; they had him outnumbered. But Hann wouldn’t attack the chevaliers, his knights had taken a defensive formation, and they would have to come to him. He had the advantage, not in numbers, but in defensive strategies. 

			Where he decided to make a stand was near a field with crops. On his left was a row of closely planted trees that offered a windbreak, a wooden railed fence, and a drainage ditch ran alongside the trees. It would be challenging for any attackers to break through the barriers and attack their flank. On the right side was a steep hill covered in large boulders, and his defensive position meant that the chevaliers had few choices or options other than to attack him head-on. He hoped that Countess Gisela Chastain Courteney regretted her decision to attack Mellester; she probably didn’t expect to face resistance. 

			“Positions!” he yelled. 

			Lances, at rest, that pointed directly upwards were lowered. The blunt ends wedged into the road, and the iron-tipped weapons on lengthy shafts were angled outwards and ready to impale any man or beast willing to charge. Just as he knew Sir Dante had done. Hann had two rows of lances. The difference was that he had eight knights on each row as the road was wider here. Behind them stood twelve knights with swords and then seven mounted knights. Squires waited at the rear to assist how and when they could and would pass spare weapons, move the wounded, remove bodies or, heaven forbid, fight, if need be. Hann could do no more. 

			Because the terrain where they fought here was more open than where Sir Dante would fight, it gave attacking cavalry more room to manoeuvre, assess their progress and make adjustments. He wished he had archers.

			What he saw next made him shudder. With slowness, a cart appeared surrounded by me-at-arms. Even from a distance, he could see a single person inside. He didn’t have to be a soothsayer to know that Countess Gisela Chastain Courtney had come all this way from France, the old crone and come to witness the death of Odo and Charlotte. It made his skin crawl. He looked at his gauntleted hand and felt his grip tighten on his sword – if he could somehow get to her.

				

			On a verbal command, the first mounted row of chevaliers began to walk steadily forward towards them. Then another row began to move. He knew soon they would charge. He could see the chevaliers fighting to control their excited mounts as destriers began tossing heads, some high-stepped, and others pranced sideways. He knew the feeling all too well. He turned away to look at his men and saw grim and fearful expressions. This was normal, for few men face death with joy. Training, trust and fear kept you alive. 

			“Ready now!” he yelled. 

			Hann stood on his feet near the third row with his sword dangling from his hand. He wouldn’t fight this battle on horseback. He was needed on foot and in the thick of it. He raised his sword in anticipation of the oncoming charge when Gisela’s hunting horn sounded. 

			He lowered his sword and, with eyebrows furrowed, tried to make sense of the signal. He wasn’t the only one. The advancing chevaliers also paused and began looking behind.

			Something was going on, but he couldn’t see.

			“Fetch my horse!” he yelled to the squires.

			The knights crouching on the first and second rows stood; again, lances reached skywards as they looked outwards in question. Everyone was puzzled and began talking as the chevaliers turned their horses away.

			The first thing Hann saw was a smear of white. It started as a blur and then dissolved into men and horses.

			A squire brought his horse, and Hann mounted. “Bring all the horses! Quickly!”

			Squires and knights began running in all directions as they sought to find their animals. 

			Hann could see better now he was astride his horse and watched in total disbelief as a single column of Templar knights began to surround the chevaliers – and they kept coming, more and more of them. 

			Hann sent a rider to check on Sir Dante and report back quickly. He sheathed his sword. “Wait here,” he instructed.

			Cautiously he rode towards the Templars.

			A lone Templar separated and waited for him to ride up, and Hann recognised him at once from his visit to Combe Templariorum with Odo. “Sir Finnian,” he greeted. “Yer timing is remarkable, and any later, ye could have joined us in battle.”

			The Templar nodded. “Marquis Hann Massey,” greeted the Templar. 

			They could hear a woman yelling hysterically, screaming orders and instructions. 

			“Why are ye here?” Hann asked.

			“These chevaliers were seen passing by our lands. Curious about their purpose and destination, we had them followed.” He shrugged. “They travelled slowly, and it was straightforward to keep an eye on them. It didn’t take a fool to know they headed for Mellester, and uh, we wanted to ensure Lord Odo was not disadvantaged.” 

			“Well, we were disadvantaged fer they sent chevaliers to attack Mellester from the north. I am waiting on word from my knights now.” Hann looked anxiously over his shoulder, hoping to see his messenger return and receive word on his men.

			Sir Finnian saw his worry. “Send yer knights; these chevaliers aren’t going anywhere.”

			With relief, Hann gave instructions and sent half his force to aid Sir Dante. His remaining men rode up to him. Gisela’s chevaliers were vastly outnumbered and scowled in displeasure. Countess Gisela Courteney could still be heard screaming in rage.

			Hann looked at Sir Finnian. “What shall we do with them?”

			“To spare unnecessary death, I think it best they return to France.”

			“Except her,” added Hann.

			“Nay, she should leave with them,” Sir Finnian stated with an emphatic shake of his head.

			Hann exhaled. “Sir Finnian, Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney has had a blood feud with Odo Brus and his father fer years. If she is allowed to return to France, the discord will continue, and more people will die. Ye and yer fine men have interfered with Odo Brus here in Mellester, and even without ye, we would have been victorious against them.” Hann repositioned on his saddle. “My suggestion to ye is to return to yer lands and escort these chevaliers back with our thanks. However, the countess remains here as a prisoner of Baron, Lord Odo Brus.” He held the Templar’s gaze and didn’t turn away.

			Sir Finnian’s mouth tightened, and he saw the resolve in the face of the knight. He knew that no matter how much he protested, Hann wouldn’t give. He relaxed. “Very well, she remains in the care of Baron, Lord Odo Brus.”

			Hann nodded. “Ye have done what is right and saved many lives, thank ye, Sir Finnian.”

			The Templar looked up at the sky. “It grows late, and we should return. We will ensure all chevaliers return to France, and please pay our respects to Lord Odo.”

			Hann noticed that all the chevaliers were allowed to retain their weapons as they were herded from Mellester. Few looked at their liege lord as they rode past, and even her protective men-at-arms walked away without a second glance. The entire time, the countess cursed them, hurled insults and shrieked in anger until only Hann and seventeen of Mellester’s knights remained.

			Chapter Forty-Three

			Odo, Charlotte, Mother Rosa, her daughters, Gilo and house staff remained inside the manor. Sir Dain had been firm with Odo and told him it was folly to be outside and exposed, and if the chevaliers came and saw him, it could only embolden them further. Wisely, Odo took Sir Dain’s advice and stayed inside and out of sight – for a short time.

			When Odo looked from an open window and saw all the men defending the manor look northwards, he ventured outside in curiosity. What he heard made his blood run cold. 

			Mellester’s Manor house was situated on a low hill that overlooked Mellester village, but the view to the north and south was restricted because of the hilly terrain. Odo stood with his mouth open in horror as he listened to the sound of battle. The screams, the clash of steel and horses shrieking in tortured agony drifted to the manor, and it was profoundly disturbing. 

			Sir Dain turned to Odo, his distress was evident. “Milord, it is something ye never grow accustomed to.”

			The knights and men-at-arms were the last remaining line of defence for the manor and were understandably nervous and fidgeted with their weapons as they waited for news on the outcome. Odo had no idea who was fighting. Was it Hann or Sir Dante and Sir Hyde’s men? Not knowing made it worse, and Odo was beside himself with stress and worry.

			Directly ahead lay the village, and he could see a large group of people, hundreds of them lined the river walk near the Falls Ende footbridge. He felt comfortable knowing Reeve Petrus, Cathal, and Priest Aylwin were with them because if the situation worsened, Huntsman Seth would lead them into the forest to safety.

			On his right, as he faced outward and further up the hill, lay the beginnings of the new settlement of Stanhyll. Master Mason Albin had been instructed to take all his people into the quarry and barricade the entrance. With the number of tools and men at his disposal, Odo had no concern for their wellbeing and believed their families would be safe.

			But there was a battle to the north… and what about the south? What was happening there, he wondered? He turned away from Sir Dain and began to walk back to the manor when an idea struck him. 

			The location of where the Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant was being constructed would afford him a commanding view of the south, and he might be able to see a glimpse of what was happening. He veered around the manor, behind the great hall, quickened his stride and jogged up and towards the abbey. 

			On arrival, he stood near a rocky outcrop that offered an impressive view. Almost directly beneath him, he saw knights in position blocking the road to Mellester and with a feeling of relief, he identified Hann. Further south, he caught the chilling sight of Gisela’s forces aligning themselves in preparation for battle. It was difficult to count the chevaliers as they were constantly moving, but it appeared that they had more significant numbers. As he stared into the distance, he saw other riders approach. The tiny figures of men were too difficult to identify, but he easily saw the white surcoats of Templars. He heard footsteps behind and began to turn when he felt indescribable pain from his head; his vision exploded into a white flash, and then his world succumbed to darkness.

			Charlotte ventured outside and heard the noise of battle. She cringed and wrapped her arms around herself to offer protection from the vileness of death and war. Sir Dain turned around and, in mute question, looked at her.

			“Odo? Where is he?” she asked. 

			He shook his head. “Milady, I saw him walk to the manor only moments ago.”

			She spun and walked quickly back inside and found Gilo. “Have ye seen Odo?”

			“Nay, milady, not fer some time.”

			She knew he couldn’t have walked down the carriageway, and with a battle happening, he would want to know the outcome. “Stanhyll,” she said.

			Together they hurried from the manor and walked up the path. As they approached the crest, near where the abbey was to be built, she saw a head appear. It was Abbot Vigor. He hadn’t seen them, and he seemed to be looking at something. As she continued onwards, she saw his shoulders, then a knife, and she paused. Monk Vigor stared at the knife, and she saw the blade’s wetness marked by the colour of blood. Gilo saw it too and gasped. They both froze. Charlotte’s hands flew to her face as Monk Vigor turned and saw them with a vacant expression.

			“Odo!” she screamed and ran the last steps to the top. 

			A single pace behind, Gilo followed.

			She paused for only a moment as she saw Odo’s form lying unmoving beside another body. She hardly glanced at Monk Briant as she fell to her knees beside Odo.

			“Wh, what happened?” Gilo asked.

			Abbot Vigor still held the knife and hadn’t moved. 

			“Abbot Vigor!” 

			The abbot slowly turned and looked down at Charlotte, who searched frantically for signs of injury to Odo. “He, he would have killed him….” He lowered the knife, and Gilo gently reached out and took it from him.

			“What happened, Abbot?” Gilo asked.

			The abbot’s bottom lip trembled. “Monk Briant struck him on the head with a stone.”

			When Hann’s reinforcements arrived, Sir Dante immediately went on the offensive and set out in pursuit on the road northwards, searching for Gisela’s chevaliers. They found the place where they’d assembled, but the chevaliers had since departed. 

			Sir Dante was exhausted, but he wouldn’t give up. With his men eager to hunt down the chevaliers, they continued north, but they’d simply disappeared. It was growing dark, and still, they searched without success.

			With genuine concern, Sir Dante was worried that the chevaliers could return to Mellester, and he was understandably in fear of the damage they could do if they did come back. With his mind made up, they searched into the night, and the moon was high in the heavens when he called a halt. “We’ll camp here fer the night.”

			A squire was sent back to inform Hann of their intentions.

			With clear instructions, Hann informed his men to escort Countess Gisela Chastain Courteney’s cart to Mellester and release the paroled chevaliers with a reminder that they were still being held to their parole agreements. 

			Amidst an endless outpouring of vile curses and threats, the countess was locked in Mellester’s gaol until Lord Odo could decide what to do with her.

			Hann rode towards the Falls Ende footbridge and gave the all-clear so all villagers could return safely to their homes. Reeve Petrus and a dozen men were sent to the battle site to retrieve all bodies and burn the carcasses of the dead horses. 

			It was dark when Hann dismounted from his horse at the manor to report to Odo. 

			He found him lying on his bed with a bandage wrapped around his head. Cathal was seated near him, and Charlotte fussed with concern. “Dear God!” was all he could say.

			Odo looked pitiful but managed a smile.

			“Monk Briant tried to kill him, and he did so to fulfil that promise he made to Bishop Laninga,” Charlotte stated. “Odo went up to Stanhyll to observe when Monk Briant hit him with a stone. If not for Abbot Vigor, Odo would be dead.”

			“And what of the monk?” Hann asked.

			“Abbot Vigor killed him with a knife,” she added.

			Hann looked to Cathal, who shrugged. “The abbot saved Odo’s life.”

			“Tell me, Hann, how many men did we lose and what happened with the Templars?” Odo asked. 

			Hann took a cleansing breath and stood a little straighter. “Milord, we lost six knights, four of Sir Hyde’s and two of ours. Another eight knights are injured with minor wounds and two more with severe wounds, and we don’t know if they will survive.”

			“I have tended to them, Hann, and they will live,” Cathal said with typical assurance.

			The room was silent as they thought about the dead.

			“Sir Dante pursued the chevaliers northward, but it seems they have just fled,” Hann continued.

			“And he has yet to return?” Odo asked.

			“Aye, Sir Dante still searches for them, and rightly so. Odo, if the chevaliers return, they could cause chaos here,” advised Hann.

			Odo nodded and looked like he would drift off to sleep. “Why were the Templars here? What did they want?” he asked again. 

			Hann explained the events as they happened, the timing of the Templars arrival and how they avoided having to fight as Odo listened attentively.

			“According to Sir Finnian, the countess had a rear-guard positioned quite some distance behind the chevaliers. At night, the Templars just crept up and took them, prisoner. Sir Finnian also claimed, at no time did any of the Templars ever unsheathe a weapon.”

			“Intimidation?” Odo suggested.

			“Aye. Superior numbers make ye think a little.”

			“And all Gisela’s knights have gone, and we need not fear an attack?” he questioned.

			Hann nodded. “Ye may be unaware that Countess Gisela Chastain-Courteney is a guest in yer gaol,” said Hann with a grin. 

			“What!” Odo sat up and winced with the effort. “What do ye say?”

			“She is in yer gaol!”

			“How is that possible?”

			“Odo, she came here to Mellester with her chevaliers to witness yer death and rode in a cart.”

			Odo lay back down. “I never thought she would actually come to Mellester. Perhaps camp at a safe distance away. That changes things, does it not?”

			“Indeed, milord. Although visiting her may be unpleasant fer the woman has a mouth on her worse than a dozen muckspout’s21.”

			Despite the pain, Odo laughed.

			“All of ye out!” Charlotte yelled. “He needs rest.”

			Odo shut his eyes and thought about the despicable woman and what to do with her.

			For two days, Odo lay in his bead. Plagued by headaches, spells of dizziness and occasional blurred vision, he rose on the third day feeling remarkably better.

			He had yet to visit the countess and wanted to be mentally alert when he finally met. Regardless of his feelings towards her, he ensured she had food, water and was warm. He extended no other courtesies and forbade anyone from seeing her other than the men-at-arms assigned as her guards.

			Word soon spread of the noble captive held in Lord Odo’s gaol, but none of the chevaliers on parole made any attempt to seek permission to meet or talk with her and preferred to keep their distance. Loyalty was a word seldom used at Château de Brancion.

			Sir Dante finally returned after his crusade to locate the errant chevaliers but had no luck locating them, and they’d simply vanished. He was spent, completely exhausted, as were his men, and Odo ensured they ate heartily and were well rested before he spoke to Sir Hyde’s most gallant and courageous marshal. 

			Chapter Forty-Four

			Odo had still not spoken to the countess. He decided it would be good for her to reflect in solitude a while, perhaps even soften her a little, he mused. However, he saw no harm in creating some anxiousness for the woman, although he was still undecided about what to do with her but believed the right decision would soon come.

			At Charlotte’s persistent urging, he finally decided to visit her. He brought Charlotte and warned that they were both likely to be subjected to the vileness of her tongue. The men-at-arms opened the door to the storeroom, and Odo and Charlotte entered.

			It was dark inside, and as their eyes adjusted to the gloom, they saw the woman that had caused them so much worry and grief.

			“Ye’ve come to gloat, ye heathen cur,” spat Gisela when she saw them.

			Odo had nothing to say. He looked at her without pity or empathy and simply wished she was dead. He thought of his father and all he endured and suffered due to her and the count’s vendetta against him. He thought about his dead mother, Josceline, his sister, Katherin and brother William and wanted to silently acknowledge that he would always love them. 

			“Ye are weak-kneed, milk-livered, clot, and we rejoiced in what happened to yer family.” She hawked through the bars at them but missed. “Ye are disgraceful, both of ye,” she began laughing, but it ended in a fit of wheezing. “And ye bring yer cocotte whore with ye to stare at me….”

			Odo felt Charlotte tense at the slur, and he’d heard enough. He grabbed her hand, turned his back on the creature, walked from the storeroom into brilliant sunshine, and exhaled loudly. 

			Charlotte wiped her eyes. “That fiend deserves death, Odo. Never have I come across anyone so evil and deranged. I want her dead. When I think of what yer father suffered through at the hands of that woman… I want to strangle her myself.”

			“I don’t know what to do with her… I just don’t.” He looked up at the cloudless sky. “Come, Charlotte,” he said. His voice was barely above a whisper.

			Their short visit with the countess bothered them both and much more than they’d ever believed possible, but for Odo, he still had no solution with what to do with her. As before, he still forbade anyone to visit her and thought it best that she reflects in the solitude of her misery and captivity

			Much to Odo’s surprise, representatives from the families of the parolee chevaliers began arriving. Some came alone, and others represented multiple families. The news of Gisela’s capture and subsequent rumours of a violent death had reached France and prompted a decisive response.

			On receipt of coin, all weapons and horses were returned to each chevalier, and they were free to leave. Even though their captivity and parole status was a little humiliating, Odo had ensured they were all looked after and remained healthy. He received their respects and thanks when they departed. 

			Two chevaliers received disappointing letters that stated that their families were unwilling to pay the parole demands and wished that Lord Odo bestow compassion and leniency on them. Odo thought it sad their wealthy families didn’t love them enough to pay the parole and have them return home. After the last parolee payment had been received, he spoke to both chevaliers at length and granted their freedom. Instead of leaving, they asked if they could stay in Mellester and informed Odo they were only too willing to swear loyalty to him. On Hann’s recommendation, Odo accepted their pleas and suggested to them that Wadenham’s fine lord needed more knights. 

			Odo was about to leave the great hall when Steward Gilo asked for a moment of his time.

			“Milord,” began the steward. “I believe we have no more parolees.”

			“That is a relief to me, Steward Gilo. The extra responsibility and concern for having Gisela’s chevaliers wandering around was somewhat troubling.”

			“Aye, milord, but er, I have done a reckoning and tallied the amount of coin ye received from parole.”

			“Oh, and tell me, what is this grand figure, two-hundred pounds, two-hundred and fifty pounds?”

			The steward shook his head. “Nay, milord, ye received four-hundred and fifty-five pounds,” he grinned.

			Odo’s mouth fell open.

			“Many of the chevaliers came from extremely wealthy noble families,” the steward added.

			Odo stood. “I, I’m shocked.”

			“Perhaps the castle ye build is now more affordable,” Gilo suggested with a rare smile.

			Odo was silent and paced backwards and forwards as he thought. “Aye, aye, perhaps it is. But I also have other costs. Call Hann and Sir Dain. I wish to speak with them soonest, Steward Gilo.”

			“Uh, milord, there is another matter….”

			Odo turned to face him.

			“The countess… How do ye wish to execute her?” he asked.

			“Why do ye think I wish to have her executed, Steward Gilo?”

			“The woman is an evil creature, milord. She had my mother killed and yer family history….” Gilo stood looking down at his feet.

			Odo’s look softened. “I have yet to decide, and ye will be the first to know.”

			The steward nodded. “Er, I will send word to Hann and Sir Dain, milord.”

			Hann and Sir Dain met with Odo in his day room, where they could talk candidly.

			“I have given this some thought,” Odo began after they arrived and exchanged pleasantries. “This battle with the countess brought to my attention how vulnerable we are.”

			Both men nodded. 

			“I agree, Odo. We need more knights and defences,” stated Hann.

			“I believe that if we had archers, it would have made a difference to our position and ability to defend. Especially after the mess with Sir Warwick,” explained Odo.

			Sir Dain and Hann turned to each other.

			“I couldn’t agree more. But archers are a costly luxury, milord,” replied Sir Dain.

			Odo rubbed his chin. “Tell me, how many archers would we need to make a difference?”

			Again, Hann and Sir Dain exchanged a look. 

			“Er, I’d say, upwards of twenty would be enough. Below that number, not so much,” Hann advised.

			Odo nodded. “Then speak to our lords. I want twenty capable archers, and I want to increase the knights that Mellester has to sixty.”

			Hann whistled. “Is this not too costly?”

			“Hann, I believe others will come to Mellester to attack, and they may come from anywhere, the north, from Germania, Hispania…” or the Church… Bishops Laninga and Schafer, Odo thought. “I know not from where. But if we are not ready and prepared, we cannot defend our families and homes.”

			“Then ye are serious, milord?” questioned Sir Dain.

			“Aye, very. When I saw the chevaliers preparing to attack ye, Hann, where ye were located on the road, I realised we needed to do better at protecting ourselves.”

			“Perhaps a wall and gate at the north and south entrances to Mellester?” Sir Dain suggested.

			Odo nodded, “Aye, Aye, but not too close, fer Mellester grows.”

			“The countess frightened ye, didn’t she, Odo?” Hann asked.

			“She did, and others like her do too.”

			“She is despicable and a scourge of the Franks,” Hann continued. “I have no love fer this woman, and when I went to her château, in Brancion and witnessed how she lives and power she has … aye, she makes my blood run cold. I should have killed her here when she was in her cart and burned it, and it would have made life a little easier fer us all.”

			“Perhaps ye should have, Hann,” Odo replied. “I, too, have thought much about this. I know her death will ease my fears and worry.”

			Reeve Petrus was in the fields and supervising the harvesting of Mellester’s crops. Food was in abundance and bountiful, and he was pleased. Odo and Charlotte had wisely insisted that they plant and grow as much as possible, and now the people here had plenty.

			Villeins, freemen and merchants were the happiest he’d seen in a while, perhaps ever. Mellester was expanding rapidly. People were coming in droves because Mellester needed workers, masons, carpenters… they needed skilled people. The Falls Ende Mill was a boon and created additional income and brought in outsiders who spent coin. Even Odo’s castle that King Henry wanted built generated revenue. The masons spent money, the merchants sold wares and paid wages, and everyone benefitted. The reeve stretched his back and turned to look up at the manor house on the hill.

			While the incident with the countess was troubling, it was the carnage that he and others had to clean up on the road that still bothered him. He lay awake at night and could still hear the cries of the wounded, …their sorrowful screams of pain. When he and the other men arrived, the blood and gore they saw were sickening. Injured horses screeched in agony, and mortally wounded men appealed for help. Those poor brave souls who’d never see the light of a new morn… 

			He’d offered them mercy, succumbed to their tearful pleas, and put them out of misery. It tormented and disturbed him to no end, but it needed to be done. More than anything, he held the countess responsible. She initiated everything; she sought only death, and driven by diabolical motives, she’d planned with coldness and hatred. Upon the hill, behind the manor, and just out of his reach, she lay comfortably on a bed of straw. He hitched up his breeches, turned from the manor, and surveyed his harvest. 

			A scullery maid found Odo and Priest Aylwin walking down the hill from Stanhyll, where he’d been speaking to Abbot Vigor. Already, construction had begun on the abbey, and he could now see how large the building would be. 

			Abbot Vigor walked through imaginary rooms and detailed their purpose and features. Similar to Mellester’s manor house. Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant would be created in a ‘U’ shape. The inside of the ‘U’ would face outwards and provide shelter and a comprehensive view over Mellester. To Odo’s surprise, Abbot Vigor had taken to his new role with more enthusiasm than he thought possible. The abbot told him, without his silky-smooth patter but with an earnestness that left him moved, that Stanhyll Abbey fer the Repentant would be a place of healing and peace. 

			“I will find educated monks who can minister to the ailing, milord. What we do and learn will be passed on, fer we will enlighten.”

			Odo smiled and clapped him on the back. “That’s what we want, Abbot Vigor.”

			Even Priest Aylwin was impressed and smiled.

			They’d departed the abbey and walked back towards the manor when the scullery maid ran to him.

				She bowed at the waist. “Ye have a caller, Lord Odo.”

			Crispin Browne stood awkwardly in front of Odo after explaining the reason for his visit. When Odo saw who was waiting for him, he called Steward Gilo, who was in the counting-house, to attend to him in the hall. Gilo sat at his desk and typically was writing notes.

			“And ye have the document of the bishop’s debt?” Odo asked.

			Crispin nodded, reached inside a pocket, and handed it to a man-at-arms who stood guard near Odo. Gilo retrieved it from the guard and returned to his seat.

			“Tell me why ye allowed the bishop to become indebted to ye again?” Odo was not happy, and it showed. 

			Crispin Browne fidgeted with his hat and then shrugged. “Is me business, milord, tis what I do.”

			Odo studied the man carefully. “Why then would ye come to me after a long delay? Ye said this happened some time ago.”

			“I had no reason to come to Mellester milord. There was strife here, and uh….”

			“I will purchase this debt from ye, Crispin Browne, but ye will never allow the bishop to become indebted to ye again! Hear me?”

			At the uncharacteristic tone and loudness of Odo’s voice, Steward Gilo looked up. The man-at-arms tensed.

			“Steward Gilo, give the man a pound,” Odo instructed.

			“Uh milord, fergive me, uh, the debt is one-pound and three shillings,” added Trader Browne.

			Odo raised an eyebrow. “The bishop took one pound from ye, which is what I will give ye.”

			“But milord, there is three shillings, er, my tariff fer the service,” appealed Trader Crispin.

			“Ye’ll get one pound, not a penny more and let that be a lesson to ye. This debt is settled, and if I hear that ye have tried to take more coin from the bishop, then I will have to pay ye a visit in Exeter. Am I understood?”

			There was a pause.

			“Indeed, milord, and thank ye.”

			Steward Gilo handed a purse to Trader Crispin.

			“That will be all,” stated Odo trying to control his temper.

			Chapter Forty-Five

			A man-at-arms ran into Mellester’s great hall where Odo and Gilo were discussing the manor’s finances. In alarm, both men looked up at the unexpected intrusion.

			“Are we under attack?” Odo queried.

			The man-at-arms was out of breath. “Milord,” he gasped, “She is dead!” 

			“Who?”

			“The countess. Her throat, cleanly cut with a knife milord.”

			“Do ye know who? Did anyone see?”

			The guard shook his head.

			“Come, Gilo.” Odo looked at the man-at-arms, “Fetch the reeve.” 

			“As ye command, milord,” acknowledged the guard and turned to leave the hall. Odo and Gilo followed.

			When they entered the storeroom, they were assaulted by the coppery odour of blood. Odo found the countess lying on her back in a congealing pool of blood that seeped from beneath her. Her neck was slashed and there was no sign of a weapon or how the assassin gained entry to the gaol. He crouched near the bars, looked intently at her, and felt no compassion or sympathy for the woman, only revulsion.

			The guard waited at the storeroom’s entrance and looked uncomfortable. 

			“Has anyone been in the gaol since ye discovered the body?” Odo demanded.

			The man-at-arms shook his head. “Nay, milord.”

			Odo rose to his feet, stepped towards the gaol door, grasped the handle, and pulled; it swung noiselessly open.

			Gilo stood some distance away and exactly in the centre of the room and just stared. 

			Odo was furious. “Who was on guard during the evening?”

			“T’was I, milord, then I was relieved before the moon fully rose.”

			“Kindly explain how anyone could enter the storeroom and open the gaol door with a key, slay a prisoner and leave without being seen,” he glared at the man-at-arms, “when there is a guard outside?”

			“Where do ye keep the key? Is it still on the hook?” Odo asked and walked closer to the storeroom door. In the past, the key hung from a hook attached to the wall.

			“Aye, milord.”

			Odo found the key and waved it around. “Then the assassin thoughtfully returned it but failed to lock the door after him.”

			Reeve Petrus arrived and ran into the storeroom, then stopped. “I smell blood.”

			“Gisela is dead,” Odo simply said.

			“And the murderer didn’t leave a note?” replied the reeve as he walked towards the gaol. They made a bit of a mess, didn’t they?”

			Odo grunted.

			“Who was guarding her? The reeve asked.

			“I was, reeve, and after me, t’was Elias.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“Uh, I expect he’d be home sleeping reeve.”

			“Then I suggest ye go to his cruck, put a hand up his arse and drag him here. I want to talk to ye both.”

			Odo could only watch and hide a grin. He’d been on the receiving end of Petrus’s anger before and knew how the guard felt.

			“When should I go, reeve?”

			“Now! Unless it’s inconvenient to ye. Begone and be quick about it!”

			Odo sat at one of the benches in the great hall. Beside him sat Charlotte. Hann sat at a nearby bench, and Gilo sat opposite. Cathal sat on a table and watched; his leg swung to an unheard rhythm as it dangled. 

			“Anyone have a notion?” Odo asked.

			No one replied and stared mutely.

			“Well?” Odo asked again.

			“I think whoever it was, did us all a boon. I fer one won’t miss the slag,” said the reeve.

			Hann hid a smile.

			“Man-at-arms Elias, claims, someone called to him during the night. He left the storeroom and walked towards the noise, but never heard his name called again. So perhaps it was two people?” Odo stated.

			“And one of them could even be the guard,” Hann suggested. “He could be in on it.”

			“Might be one of Gisela’s chevaliers who came back…” suggested the reeve.

			Odo looked towards Charlotte, who shrugged.

			Cathal eased himself from the table.

			“Where are ye going?” Odo asked. “We need to discover who killed her.”

			“I’m going to tend to one of the injured knights; his wounds need attention. And I’m not needed here.”

			Odo looked puzzled. “Why not?”

			Cathal began walking to the door, paused and turned around. “Because I know who it was.” 

			All heads in the room swivelled towards Cathal.

			“Then tell me.”

			“Master Odo, there are some things best left unsaid.” He walked from the hall.

			To be continued…
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					1. Indulgence – In medieval times, indulgences, a payment of money, were purported to reduce the amount of time the deceased spent in purgatory being absolved of their sins.

				

				
					2    Cirurgeon – Old French for surgeon. 

				

				
					3    Braies – Medieval men’s underwear that resembled shorts and were tied at the top by a string.

				

				
					4    See – The area of a bishop’s ecclesiastical jurisdiction.

				

				
					5    Claver - Gossip

				

				
					6    Intendant - French for steward.

				

				
					7    Mummer - Actor

				

				
					8    Thruppence – 3 Pence or 3 pennies.

				

				
					9    Wicket Gate – Pedestrian access door built inside a larger gate.

				

				
					10     	 Bairn (Scot) – Baby, infant.

				

				
					11     	 Awa’ n bile yer head – (Scottish Slang) Get lost and boil your head.

				

				
					12    Spie – Old English for spy.

				

				
					13    Chantage – Archaic French. Blackmail, extortion.

				

				
					14     	 Great helm – armoured barrel shaped helmet worn to protect the head.

				

				
					15     	 Coif – A mail hood worn over the head, beneath the helmet.

				

				
					16     	 The origin of the modern military salute.

				

				
					17    Hill – In old English, hill is written as hyll. 

				

				
					18    Sutton – The town of Sutton was changed to Plymouth in 1440 by King Henry VI.

				

				
					19    Ha’penny – Half penny or half a penny

				

				
					20    Ordeal – A medieval Church process to prove guilt or innocence when accused of a crime.

				

				
					21    Muckspout – Medieval word to describe someone who swears too much.
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