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Preface
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The year is 1140. England is ravaged by civil war between the supporters of Empress Matilda, daughter of King Henry, and Stephen of Blois, reigning king of England.

The seeds of conflict were sown in 1120 when King Henry's only son, Prince William, died in the disastrous sinking of The White Ship. King Henry hoped for another son with his new bride, but it was not meant to be.

When the German emperor died, Henry summoned his widowed daughter, Matilda, home to England. He named her Lady of England, and all the barons of the land swore to support her and see her issue crowned king. When King Henry died in December of 1135 in Normandy, he left Matilda to rule until her son, Henry Plantagenet, should be of age. But the barons didn't honor their pledge to King Henry. Stephen of Blois, Henry's nephew, hastened across the Channel and was able to gather enough 
supporters in London that the archbishop crowned him king by Christmas Day. For five years since that black day, England has been torn apart by those who accepted Stephen and those who remained loyal to King Henry and his heir. 
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I. Leave-taking
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"Master Will! Tell your noble father the baggage is near readied." Peter of Redvers grinned at Will. "We await his leave to mount up. In haste, Will, are we not eager to set out?"

"Aye," said Will. "In haste!"

He ran across the bailey, deeply shadowed in predawn gloom, yet more crowded than at the busiest midday. Horses stamped impatiently, and knights and villeins of the manor jostled each other as they made ready for the journey. The great hall was dark and empty of all but the crone who warmed her bones by the hearth and polished silver goblets until they mirrored her toothless grin. Will nodded as he ran past her. He ducked behind the carved oaken screen, and raced up the flimsy wooden stairs, lit by smoking torches, to the solar, his family's private chamber. There he'd find Sir John taking his leave of his mother and sisters. The wooden treads bounced underfoot. 
Might he not bound up the stairs in a single leap, there was such excitement in him this day of leave-taking. 

Torchlight flickered in the unnaturally silent room. His mother's women with their spindles and the little girls who had left off their play stared wide-eyed at Lady Alice and Sir John Belet. Will's parents were twined in each other's arms, their lips in a lasting kiss. When they finally parted, their eyes held each other, still. Will cleared his throat and broke the spell. Lady Alice flushed crimson and Sir John turned to Will.

"Peter of Redvers says the baggage is near readied."

"Then we shall be off," said Sir John. He formally kissed Joan and Margaret on their brows and lifted Agnes the Magpie high in the air, tickling her until she wriggled and squealed. Then he set her down and solemnly kissed her hand. He bowed to Lady Alice and she curtsied to the ground.

"Be not overlong," said Sir John, patting Will's shoulder as he went down to his men in the yard.

Will's mother came forward and wrapped him in her arms. Normally he would have shied away, but now Will stood quietly, engulfed in her gentle embrace and the scent of cloves.

"Will, my son, go forth in joy and strength. May Our Merciful Lady bring you through the evils that beset England to the safety of Oxford Castle, as she brought you safely through the pox."


It might be blasphemy, but Will trusted his father would lead them safely to Oxford with or without the Blessed Virgin Mary's help. Just as it had been his mother's skill with healing herbs and her patience as a nurse that had given him back his health. 

"Study hard, Little Rabbit, and my stepbrother, Aubrey de Vere, will make a knight of you. You know there hasn't always been accord between your father and your uncle the earl..."

His mother need not remind him. Will knew quite well that the earl had a great enmity for Will's father, begun long ago by the earl's jealousy of the old-landed families whose claim to the weal of England was so much greater than his own. Blindley Heath had belonged to Will's family since the long-ago Saxon times. Will was proud of his heritage, and proud that Blindly Heath owed allegiance to no lord but the king.

Aubrey de Vere's father was a penniless knight without land or family who'd been given the hand of the wealthy widow, Countess de Vere, as reward for his service to the king. Aubrey succeeded to the title of earl only because Lady Alice had no brothers. Earl Aubrey never forgot his high estate, nor could he forget his humble origins. It seemed to gall him particularly that his brother-in-law, John Belet, held such a modest estate and yet was Earl Aubrey's equal in the realm.

Lady Alice kept Will at arm's length and spoke with 
much seriousness. "I trust your good endeavors as those of your brother, John, will further mend the rift twixt my stepbrother and my lord." 

Will nodded.

"Forget not what you have learned at my side. A noble knight needs to know both the arts of war and peace."

A noble knight. All Will had ever wanted for as far back as he could remember was to be a knight as noble and valorous as those in the jongleurs' tales. Could a "little rabbit" ever become such a knight as Roland? As Charlemagne? As the knights of King Arthur?

"Will, promise you will keep up with your Latin studies. Lady Elaine will be pleased if her new cupbearer can also serve as a scribe."

"I promise," said Will. "Every day, I will read from the book you've given me."

"Write to me of your progress," said his mother.

"As often as I can," said Will.

His mother released him and stepped back a pace.

"I am trying to memorize you," she said. "For I fear, in these evil times ... there is such a great danger ... oh, my son, it will be long before I see you again."

Tears spilled out of her sea-green eyes and coursed down her pale cheeks onto her wimple.

"Faith!" she said, drying her eyes. "It is good your father is in the bailey and cannot see me weeping like a silly wench. Come, now, kiss your little sisters good-bye."


The girls abandoned their toys and crowded round him. Joan and Margaret hung on his arms and Agnes fastened herself round his leg. He tickled the older ones and hoisted Agnes up onto his hip. 

"Look well on them," said his mother. "They will be busy growing while you are in Oxfordshire. Remember them as the sweet doves they are now."

At that, Agnes started to howl.

"I want to go too," she sobbed, pummeling Will with her fat little fists.

Will laughed and hugged her tight.

"Sweet little dove!"

"Hush now," said Lady Alice. She took Agnes in her arms and soothed her.

Will remembered bawling just as loudly to go with John when he'd left for Oxfordshire. That was when John was nine and Will was four. But even at four he'd been furious to be held behind while John went off on his great adventure. His oldest sister, Alice, had gone to the castle of her betrothed in Bristol when she was ten. And Edna, the second sister, went to the nuns at Woldingham when she was only eight. Always Will was left behind. When at last Will turned nine and it was his turn to go out in the world, to start on the path to knighthood, he'd been stricken with the pox. He'd had to wait three long years to be well enough, strong enough to serve as a page to his uncle Earl Aubrey de Vere. First page, then squire, then, God willing, he'd earn his spurs and be knighted. And then he could go 
out into the world and win fame and glory! His dream of leave-taking was finally coming true. As glad as he was to go, it was hard to say good-bye. 

Agnes was whimpering softly as Will took his final leave. He would remember them like this; his mother holding Agnes, Joan, and Margaret at either side, all of them looking out from their fair, freckled faces, their green eyes darkened and grave.

The bailey was, if anything, more tumultuous than before, as the men made last-minute preparations. Pages and servants and villeins ran in and out of the storerooms with pieces of equipment. Cloaks were flung over leather hauberks whose bright metal disks sparkled in the dawn light. Armorers and squires bore gleaming swords, pikes, and shields blazing with bands of scarlet on quartered fields of blue and gules, the device of Sir John Belet. Horses whinnied and shook their reins. Hounds leapt around their handlers, yelping and snapping. All were restive and ready to be off.

The smith and the stable hands checked the packhorses, making sure all was in order. Two horses were required just to carry the presents for the earl and countess of Oxford. Will's mother was sending many fine linens, a set of bed curtains, and embroidered hangings for Lady Elaine. Vessels of silver and bronze, furs and rugs, plus all the trappings Will would need for his training, were strapped onto the horses.

Sir John stood by the mews, stroking the feathers of 
his favorite falcon and speaking quietly with his steward and the knights who would stay behind to guard the manor. Even with all the shouts and confusion, it was his deep, calm voice that Will heard in the bailey. 

Now the women came out from the kitchens, their veils fluttering wildly in the morning's breeze. Mildred, the beekeeper's daughter, shyly approached Will with a carefully sewn oilcloth package.

"'Tis a honeycomb," she whispered, "to sweeten your path."

Mildred ducked her head and scurried away before Will could even say thank you.

Fat Gwen, the cook, caught Will up in a stranglehold.

"My little rabbit, leaving without a kiss for old Gwen?"

Will squirmed and struggled, trying to break away from her fat, grease-stained arms.

"Why so shy, Little Rabbit?" said Ranulf d'Artois, a young knight in his father's service who seemed to take great pleasure in bedeviling Will, especially about his small size. "Give the wench her due!"

"Aye, 'tis true, good sir," said Gwen, nodding her head and setting her chins to wobbling. "I'm only wanting my pay. You'd think this carrot-top rapscallion would be a might bigger for all the sweetmeats he's stolen from my larder."

While Gwen was talking to d'Artois, Will managed 
to jab her with his elbow and escape, only to be caught up short by the steely grasp of d'Artois. 

"Give the fair maid her kiss, Rabbit."

Will wriggled and kicked. How was it possible on this day of days to be so shamed in his father's presence?

"Mount up, Master Will," said Peter of Redvers, looking coldly at d'Artois. "Don't keep your good father waiting."

D'Artois dropped Will and strode off to his own horse. D'Artois seemed to live under a glowering sky. Although the manor was a crowded place, d'Artois kept to himself, remaining aloof from the close warmth and cheer in the hall. But, in spite of his dark moods, Will knew that his father valued d'Artois's knightly skills and steadfast honor. Will scrambled to his feet and onto his dappled mare. He guided her into his place in line between Peter of Redvers and Ranulf d'Artois.

They rode in single file through the gatehouse, the horses' hooves thundering over the narrow wooden bridge. Once on the road they reformed their ranks, riding three abreast and gathering speed. They passed the cottages and crofts where villeins grew leeks, beans, and cabbages. Women stood at their doors, holding babes, and waved. The villeins and their oxen, the cottagers carrying mattocks and hoes lined the road. John Belet was well loved by his tenants. Even 
during this savage time, when many starved, no one lacked for food or shelter in Sir John Belet's demesne. The peasants waved their ox-goads and shouted "Hurrah!" as their lord and his men passed by. Will drew a deep breath of the new autumn morning. The still-green meadows sparkled in the first light of day. Haystacks dotted the fields and the earth, newly ploughed for the winter crops, yielded up its dark, rich scent. The road ahead was long. Will sat high on his pretty mare and forgot for the moment the humiliations of Ranulf d'Artois and fat Gwen. 

Then he glanced back over his shoulder. At the open casement of the solar was the pure white veil of his mother. Will knew her eyes were fixed on him.

"Good-bye," he whispered, then turned back in his saddle to face the road stretching out before him. He would work hard. He'd make up for the lost years and bring great honor to his family. He sat up straighter in the saddle. He would make Lady Alice proud.

Only a small band was traveling from Blindley Heath in Surrey; Sir John wanted to leave his manor and lands there as well defended as possible. Geoffrey de Mandeville, earl of Essex, or some other greedy baron, would hasten to lay siege to an ill-defended demesne. The lawlessness of King Stephen's reign encouraged such black deeds. Sir John and his men would travel north to a fief that Sir John held in the 
king's forest near Woldingham. There, five armed knights and their squires who owed fealty to Sir John would join them for the journey to Oxfordshire. 

His father mocked his own precautions, saying that in the late King Henry's day, a lady carrying a babe could walk the length and breadth of England unharmed. But since Stephen usurped the throne from Empress Matilda, rightful Lady of England, even an old, hardened warhorse like himself must watch his shadow as he stepped foot outside his manor.

Will knew that the extra knights were deemed necessary in part because of him—it was feared his little mare wouldn't be able to outrun a band of robbers. And Lady Alice had insisted that they have extra men as it was well known the earl of Essex preyed upon travelers in Surrey and Kent, filling his coffers with their gold and his dungeons with new victims.

Sir John said that Lady Alice wanted the extra knights to make a fine showing for Will's arrival at her stepbrother's great castle. But his father said that to tease his mother and make light of the danger.

They rode fast and were soon beyond his father's fields and woods, the parish church and villages Will knew so well. And once they turned onto the old Roman road that ran from Lewes to London, Will's adventure had truly begun. A stretch of the king's forest lay ahead. Sir John planned to take a doe or boar—if he could. They would bring their kill to 
Godstone and have their dinner in the abbey there. 

Will had never been on a real hunt, and never in the king's forest. At most, he'd scared up a badger and some hares in his father's woods with some of the boys from the village. The king's forest was much grander than the woods at Blindley Heath, covering nearly half of Surrey, although in the Saxon days, a goodly portion of the forest had belonged to Blindley Heath. The king's forests were mostly comprised of lands William the Conqueror had taken from Saxon lords. Sir John said the forest stretched over one-third of the country and would be the ruination of England. Once the peasants had been able to hunt in the forest and supplement their table during the harshest times. Now they would be hanged for snaring a hare or lose an arm for taking greenwood. Only the king and his barons could hunt in the forests, and the barons had to pay for the pleasure.

But Will thought it was wonderful. All the wildest beasts lived in the king's forests—bears, wild cats, boars, and wolves. And in the largest forests in the deepest glades lived the unicorn! Will shivered with the thrill of it.

"Frightened, Little Rabbit?" said d'Artois.

"Let the boy be," said Peter of Redvers.

D'Artois snickered. "But a rabbit is such easy prey," he said.

"Pay him no heed," said Peter to Will. "D'Artois 
was born with thorns which he must inflict on others." 

Will smiled. Even the black-browed d'Artois wouldn't ruin this day.

The air was pierced with the silver cry of Sir John's hunting horn. The verderers and foresters were fairly warned that a lord of the land had come to hunt.

The horses were slowed to an easy gait as they entered the greenwood single file. Will's first hunt had begun.



II. The Hunt
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The vert gave way to deeper, older forest where great oaks stretched heavenward, dressed in autumn's colors. Sir John signaled for them to stop. Two knights were chosen to keep watch over the packhorses. Sir John turned his steady gaze to Will, who held his breath in terror lest he, too, would have to miss out on the chase.

"Have you no weapon, boy?" asked Sir John.

"I've a bow, sir. It's on the packhorse."

"As if he'd have the skill to use it," said d'Artois under his breath.

"Ranulf d'Artois," said Sir John quietly.

"My liege," said d'Artois.

"I would have you stay behind with the horses. It wouldn't do for milady's treasures to be carted off by a chance poacher."

"But, my lord—"

"D'Artois! I need a man of your skill to stay behind."


"As you will, my lord," said d'Artois, his dark face reddening. 

"Well, young Will. Fetch your bow," said Sir John. "The hounds are eager to be off."

The dogs were excited. They pranced around their keeper, tangling their leads and yelping. The huntsman, his boy, and the dog handlers led them away into the deeper vert to find a scent and flush out the game. Will dismounted, retrieving his bow and a quiver of arrows from one of the packhorses. He strung his bow and slung the quiver on his back, sneaking only the briefest glance at the glowering d'Artois. There but for the grace of our Lord, stay I, thought Will as he mounted his mare. Peter of Redvers grinned at him, and Will was suddenly so excited and anxious, he nearly yelped like the dogs.

In a short while the huntsman's boy returned to the clearing. The huntsman had found tracks of a doe, and the hounds had caught the scent. With a nod from Sir John, Peter of Redvers sounded the oliphant, signaling the keeper to let loose his hounds. The horn rang through the forest. Will felt his mare tense. He held his reins tightly. For one brief moment, all the men and horses held perfectly still, poised on the brink of the hunt.

The oliphant sounded again. Will spurred his mare, and the party raced forward as one. The chase was on!

Will was in the lead and soon spotted the hounds, 
running through the deep vert and howling like mad. The hooves of the warhorses pounded the forest floor behind him. But he dared not look around. Will kept his head down and his eyes on the ground. He hugged his mare, whispering in her ear, "You'll have your fill of oats and apples if only you'll match the pace and keep your footing." 

They raced through heavy forest. Branches caught at Will's cloak and breeches, threatening to pull him off. But he clung to the mare, and she held steady to the wild course set by the hounds. Directly in front of Will was a brindled bitch. Will concentrated on her, and it helped him keep his head and his seat. The men shouted at each other and their horses.

"Steady on!"

"Out of my way!"

"Watch out!"

"Watch out, yourself!"

The mare sailed over fallen branches and scarcely missed a step on the rough ground. Will heard a loud crash, a horse's neigh, and men's laughter. Someone was down. They soon came to a clearing, and now the hounds' voices rose to a frenzied pitch. Across the broad field, on the edge of a thicket, Will could just make out the shape of a doe.

"Now," cooed Will in the mare's ear. "As fast as you can, as fast—"

"Halt!" shouted Sir John.


Will pulled his mare up short and nearly toppled off. Now he could hear the horn. A shrill cry of alarm came from the forest they'd left. The men with packhorses were in danger. Will swung his mare around and joined the others, racing back through the forest to their aid. 

As they neared the greenwood, Will heard the clash of steel and the frightened whinny of horses. The knights put on their helmets and drew their swords as they rode. Peter of Redvers slowed his horse long enough to pull alongside Will.

"Stay back from the fighting, Master Will," he said. "Will!"

"Yes, sir."

At least ten knights were swarming around Sir John's men and the packhorses. Will recognized the black and crimson of their shields as those of the earl of Essex. D'Artois, with his back to the packhorses, was fighting off two of the knights. As they drew closer one of Essex's men raised high his sword, bringing it down on the shoulder of Gilbert of Godalming. Gilbert fell from his horse, blood pouring out of him and soaking the ground.

Sir John filled the air with a terrible cry. Charging into the midst of the battle, he struck a mortal blow to the murderous knight. He wheeled around, and his avenging sword sought out the enemy.

Meanwhile, his men had closed in on Essex's knights. The clamor of sword on sword on shield was 
deafening. Occasionally there were animal-like shouts of anger or pain, but no words. Will stayed back as he'd been told. He'd often heard the minstrels tell of great battles and bloodshed. Now, in the thick of it, he longed to be any place else  except this bloody glade.

Gilbert of Godalming lay on his back, exposed to the battle raging above him. Will wished he could protect him from the trampling horses or, at least, stop the ceaseless flow of his blood.

Blood splattered on shields and dripped from sword arms. Peter of Redvers had been struggling with a knight nearly twice his size. He made a deft turn on his horse, threw the knight off balance, and struck his head from his body. The head rolled on the ground to within a few feet of Will. It looked up at him with wide, angry, unseeing eyes.

The world seemed to go all black and red. Will leaned as far forward as possible, twining his fingers in his mare's mane, shutting his eyes, shutting out this horror.

When he looked again, Sir John and his knights were headed out of the forest toward the road, pursuing the knaves of Essex. The fighting was over. The wood was still but for the lone cry of a woodcock. Four knights were on the ground. The packhorses and chargers stood like statues. The wood was so quiet. It couldn't be real. It must be a dream, a terrible vision...

"Help me!"


It was real. 

Will slid off his mare and ran to help.

D'Artois was hurt. Blood flowed from his shield arm and left thigh.

"Bind the wounds," he said.

Will nodded. Yes, the blood must be stopped. But with what? He ran to the packhorse and pulled out one of the treasures for the earl of Oxford. It was wrapped in white linen. The linen would do. Will dumped a silver basin on the ground and ran back to d'Artois.

"The leg is worse than the arm," said d'Artois. "Cut away the hose." And he handed Will his dagger.

Will cut away the bloodied leather, trying to be as gentle and quick as possible. He'd seen his mother tend injuries of the villeins, and he knew what must be done. If only he could do it. His hands were so clumsy. And the blood kept pouring out of the wound. What if the dagger slipped and he did d'Artois a greater injury? Will said a silent prayer to St. Damian, the physician.

The leather hose was cut free. Will cut the linen in strips and began to wind it around the wound.

"Tighter," said d'Artois, his teeth clenched and his face ashen with pain.

At last the bleeding was stanched. Will tied off the bandage as neatly as he could and looked to the wounded arm.


"Best take off the mail," said d'Artois. 

Will helped him to a sitting position. He unlaced the leather jerkin and eased d'Artois out of the cumbersome mail. Sweat poured off d'Artois's brow as Will picked pieces of metal out of the wound. He tried to be as quick as possible. D'Artois was looking deathly. Finally the wound was clear, and he bound it up with the linen strips.

D'Artois sighed deeply and leaned back against an oak. Will's hands were sticky with d'Artois's blood. His tunic and cloak were streaked with red. His head began to spin. God grant he would not swoon like a woman.

"Master Will!" D'Artois brought him back to his senses. "Go to the packhorses and fetch us some wine."

As long as he had something to do Will felt he'd be all right. It was when he thought about the blood ... better not to think. He found a flagon of wine and brought it to d'Artois, who drank deeply.

"You drink too, boy," he said. "It will steady you."

Will took a long drink and handed the flagon back to d'Artois.

"Is Gilbert alive?" asked d'Artois.

Will looked to the fallen knight. Gilbert lay in a pool of his own blood so thick it looked black. His mouth was open and his eyes gazed heavenward. A fly rested on his cheek.


"Does he breathe?" asked d'Artois. 

Will leaned closer. There was no breath, only the smell of death. Will turned away from the corpse and vomited wine the color of blood.

Hoofbeats shook the ground. Will wiped his mouth and eyes. Peter of Redvers was approaching.

"Master Will, to your horse," he shouted. "D'Artois, can you manage it?"

Will hurried to help d'Artois to his feet. In a minute, Peter of Redvers was there, breathing heavily.

"We have to hurry. There were more of Essex's men on the road. Sir John sent me to save you and the packhorses. We must get to Godstone."

Between them, they got d'Artois on his horse. Will leapt onto his mare. Peter caught up the reins of the packhorses and remounted.

"Not a word," said Peter. "And keep close!"

He led them into the woods along the same trail they'd begun the hunt. The hunt! What had happened to the huntsman and the hounds?

A horn sounded from the greenwood behind them.

"They're coming!" said Peter.

The hunt was on! The hunters were now the prey.



III. The Weald
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The shrill of horns pursued them. With each blast, Will felt panic rising like a black tide. How could they outdistance Essex's men with three packhorses in tow? Was Sir John faring better on the Roman Road? Had he defeated the knaves of Essex?

Peter of Redvers led them through the winding trails to the same clearing where they'd spotted the doe. But instead of racing across the open field, he took them deeper into the forest where the path grew so wild they were slowed to a walk. The slower they went, the more Will panicked. If the earl's men caught them they would be hacked to pieces, or worse, taken to Essex's dungeon. But Peter was leading, and all Will could do was follow and pray he wouldn't wind up as the earl's prisoner.

If Will were grown, they might stand and fight the knaves instead of running like rabbits. Then he remembered the battle. Now he was only fit to run. But 
someday he'd be a knight like Roland and  never run.

At least Peter seemed to know the king's forest quite well. He wove them through the trees as deftly as a creature of the wood. At one point he brought them into a thicket that was so dense, Will was certain they'd never get out. But sure enough, there was a narrow alleyway that branched off and took them down a hill and onto a wider trail. They picked up speed, and suddenly Will noticed
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