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The treasure of Hookton was stolen on Easter norning 1342.

It was a holy thing, a relic that hung fromthe church rafters,

and it was extraordinary that so precious an object should have

been kept in such an obscure village. Sonme folk said it had no

busi ness being there, that it should have been enshrined in a

cat hedral or sone great abbey, while others, many others, said it

was not genuine. Only fools denied that relics were faked. dib nen
roamed the byways of England selling yell owed bones that were

said to be fromthe fingers or toes or ribs of the blessed saints, and
someti nes the bones were human, though nore often they were

from pigs or even deer, but still folk bought and prayed to the

bones. A man nmight as well pray to Saint Guinefort," Father Ral ph
said, then snorted with nocking laughter. They're praying to ham
bones, ham bones! The bl essed pig!"

It had been Fat her Ral ph who had brought the treasure to Hookton and he woul d
not hear of it being taken away to a cathedra

or abbey, and so for eight years it hung in the small church, gathering dust
and growl ng spider webs that shone silver when the

sunlight slanted through the high wi ndow of the western tower.
Sparrows perched on the treasure and sone nornings there were

bats hanging fromits shaft. It was rarely cleaned and hardly ever

br ought down, though once in a while Father Ral ph would demand

that | adders be fetched and the treasure unhooked fromits chains

and he would pray over it and stroke it. He never boasted of it.

O her churches or nopnasteries, possessing such a prize, would have
used it to attract pilgrims, but Father Ral ph turned visitors away.



It is nothing," he would say if a stranger enquired after the relic,
a bauble. Nothing." He became angry if the visitors persisted. It is
not hi ng, nothing, nothing!" Father Ral ph was a frightening man
even when he was not angry, but in his tenper he was a wild-haired
fiend, and his flaring anger protected the treasure, though Father
Ral ph hinself believed that ignorance was its best protection for if
men did not know of it then God would guard it. And so He did,
for a tine.

Hookt on' s obscurity was the treasure's best protection. The tiny
village lay on England's south coast where the Lipp, a streamthat
was al nost a river, flowed to the sea across a shingle beach. A
hal f - dozen fishing boats worked fromthe village, protected at night
by the Hook itself, which was a tongue of shingle that curved around
the Lipp's last reach, though in the fanmbus storm of 1322 the sea
had roared across the Hook and pounded the boats to splinters on
t he upper beach. The village had never really recovered fromt hat
tragedy. N neteen boats had sailed fromthe Hook before the storm
but twenty years later only six small craft worked the waves beyond
the Lipp's treacherous bar. The rest of the villagers worked in the
sal tpans, or el se herded sheep and cattle on the hills behind the
huddl e of thatched huts which clustered about the small stone
church where the treasure hung fromthe bl ackened beans. That
was Hookton, a place of boats, fish, salt and livestock, with green
hills behind, ignorance within and the wi de sea beyond.
Hookton, |ike every place in Christendom held a vigil on the eve
of Easter, and in 1342 that solemn duty was perforned by five nen
who wat ched as Fat her Ral ph consecrated the Easter Sacranents
and then laid the bread and wine on the white-draped altar. The
wafers were in a sinple clay bow covered with a piece of bl eached
l[inen, while the wine was in a silver cup that bel onged to Father
Ral ph. The silver cup was a part of his nystery. He was very tall
pi ous and nuch too learned to be a village priest. It was runoured
that he coul d have been a bi shop, but that the devil had persecuted
himwi th bad dreans and it was certain that in the years before he
cane to Hookton he had been | ocked in a nmonastery's cell because
he was possessed by denmons. Then, in 1334, the denons had | eft
hi m and he was sent to Hookton where he terrified the villagers



by preaching to the gulls, or pacing the beach weeping for his sins
and striking his breast with sharp-edged stones. He howled like a
dog when his w ckedness wei ghed too heavily on his conscience,

but he also found a kind of peace in the renote village. He built a
| arge house of tinber, which he shared with his housekeeper, and

he made friends with Sir Gles Marriott, who was the |lord of Hook-
ton and lived in a stone hall three mles to the north.

Sir Gles, of course, was a gentleman, and so it seenmed was Fat her
Ral ph, despite his wild hair and angry voice. He collected books
whi ch, after the treasure he had brought to the church, were the
greatest marvels in Hookton. Sonetimes, when he left his door

open, people would just gape at the seventeen books that were

bound in leather and piled on a table. Mst were in Latin, but a
handful were in French, which was Father Ral ph's native tongue.

Not the French of France, but Norman French, the | anguage of

Engl and's rulers, and the villagers reckoned their priest must be
nobly born, though none dared ask himto his face. They were al
too scared of him but he did his duty by them he christened them
churched them narried them heard their confessions, absolved
them scolded them and buried them but he did not pass the tine
with them He wal ked al one, grimfaced, hair awy and eyes
glowering, but the villagers were still proud of him Mst country
churches suffered ignorant, pudding-faced priests who were scarce
nore educated than their parishioners, but, Hookton, in Father Ral ph
had a proper scholar, too clever to be sociable, perhaps a saint,
maybe of noble birth, a self-confessed sinner, probably mad, but
undeni ably a real priest.

Fat her Ral ph bl essed the Sacranents, then warned the five nen

that Lucifer was abroad on the night before Easter and that the
devil wanted nothing so much as to snatch the Holy Sacranents
fromthe altar and so the five men nust guard the bread and w ne
diligently and, for a short time after the priest had left, they dutifully
stayed on their knees, gazing at the chalice, which had an arnori al
badge engraved in its silver flank. The badge showed a nythica
beast, a yale, holding a grail, and it was that noble device which
suggested to the villagers that Father Ral ph was indeed a hi gh-born
man who had fallen | ow through bei ng possessed of devils. The



silver chalice seemed to shinmer in the light of two i mensely tal
candl es whi ch woul d burn through the whole |Iong night. Most
villages could not afford proper Easter candles, but Father Ral ph
purchased two fromthe nmonks at Shaftesbury every year and the
villagers would sidle into the church to stare at them But that
night, after dark, only the five men saw the tall unwavering fl anes.
Then John, a fisherman, farted. Reckon that's ripe enough to

keep the old devil away," he said, and the other four |aughed. Then
they all abandoned the chancel steps and sat with their backs agai nst
the nave wall. John's wi fe had provided a basket of bread, cheese
and snoked fish, while Edward, who owned a saltworks on the

beach, had brought ale.

In the bigger churches of Christendom kni ghts kept this annua

vigil. They knelt in full armour, their surcoats enbroidered with
prancing |lions and stoopi ng hawks and axe heads and spread-w ng
eagles, and their helnmets nounted with feathered crests, but there
were no knights in Hookton and only the youngest nan, who was

call ed Thomas and who sat slightly apart fromthe other four, had

a weapon. It was an ancient, blunt and slightly rusted sword.
You reckon that old blade will scare the devil, Thomas?" John
asked him

My father said | had to bring it," Thomas said.

What does your father want with a sword?"

He throws not hing away, you know that," Thonmas said, hefting
the old weapon. It was heavy, but he lifted it easily; at eighteen
he was tall and i mMmensely strong. He was well liked in Hookton
for, despite being the son of the village's richest nan, he was a
har d-wor ki ng boy. He |oved nothing better than a day at sea hauling
tarred nets that left his hands raw and bl eeding. He knew how to
sail a boat, had the strength to pull a good oar when the w nd
failed; he could lay snares, shoot a bow, dig a grave. geld a calf, lay
thatch or cut hay all day long. He was a big, bony, black-haired
country boy, but God had given hima father who wanted Thonas
to rise above common things. He wanted the boy to be a priest.
whi ch was why Thomas had just finished his first termat Oxford.

What do you do at Oxford, Thomas?" Edward asked him

Everything | shouldn't,"” Thomas said. He pushed bl ack hair away



fromhis face that was bony like his father's. He had very blue eyes,
a long jaw, slightly hooded eyes and a swift smle. The girls in the
vill age reckoned hi m handsorne.

Do they have girls at Oxford?" John asked slyly.

More than enough,” Thonas sai d.

Don't tell your father that," Edward said, or he'll be whipping
you again. A good nman with a whip, your father."

There's none better,"” Thomas agreed.

He only wants the best for you," John said. Can't blame a man
for that."
Thomas did blane his father. He had al ways bl aned his father

He had fought his father for years, and nothing so raised the anger
bet ween them as Thomas's obsession with bows. H's mother's father
had been a bowyer in the Weald, and Thomas had lived with his
grandfather until he was nearly ten. Then his father had brought
himto Hookton, where he had net Sir Gles Marriott's huntsman
another man skilled in archery, and the huntsman had becone his

new tutor. Thomas had nmade his first bow at el even, but when his
father found the el mwod weapon he had broken it across his knee
and used the remmants to thrash his son. You are not a conmon
man," his father had shouted, beating the splintered staves on
Thomas' s back and head and | egs, but neither the words nor the
thrashing did any good. And as Thomas's father was usually pre-
occupi ed with other things, Thonas had plenty of time to pursue

hi s obsessi on.

By fifteen he was as good a bowyer as his grandfather, know ng
instinctively how to shape a stave of yew so that the inner belly
cane fromthe dense heartwood while the front was made of the
springi er sapwood, and when the bow was bent the heartwood was
al ways trying to return to the straight and the sapwood was the
nmuscl e that nmade it possible. To Thomas's quick mnd there was
somet hi ng el egant, sinple and beautiful about a good bow. Snooth
and strong, a good bow was like a girl's flat belly, and that night,
keeping the Easter vigil in Hookton church, Thomas was reni nded
of Jane, who served in the village's small al ehouse.
John, Edward and the other two nen had been speaki ng of village
things: the price of lanbs at Dorchester fair, the old fox up on Lipp



H 1l that had taken a whole flock of geese in one night and the
angel who had been seen over the rooftops at Lyne.

| reckon they's been drinking too rmuch," Edward said.

| sees angels when | drink," John said.

That be Jane," Edward sai d. Looks li ke an angel, she does."

Don't behave |ike one," John said. Lass is pregnant,” and all four
nmen | ooked at Thomas, who stared innocently up at the treasure
hanging fromthe rafters. 1In truth Thomas was frightened that the

child was indeed his and terrified of what his father would say

when he found out, but he pretended ignorance of Jane's pregnancy
that night. He just |ooked at the treasure that was half obscured by
a fishing net hung up to dry, while the four older men gradually

fell asleep. A cold draught flickered the twin candle flanmes. A dog
how ed somewhere in the village, and al ways, never ending,

Thomas coul d hear the sea's heartbeat as the waves thunped on

the shingle then scraped back, paused and thumped again. He

listened to the four nen snoring and he prayed that his father

woul d never find out about Jane, though that was unlikely for she

was pressing Thomas to marry her and he did not know what to

do. Maybe, he thought, he should just run away, take Jane and his
bow and run, but he felt no certainty and so he just gazed at the
relic in the church roof and prayed to its saint for help.

The treasure was a lance. It was a huge thing, with a shaft as

thick as a man's forearmand twice the I ength of a man's hei ght

and probably made of ash though it was so old no one could really
say, and age had bent the bl ackened shaft out of true, though not

by much, and its tip was not an iron or steel blade, but a wedge of
tarni shed silver which tapered to a bodkin's point. The shaft did
not swell to protect the handgrip, but was snooth |like a spear or

a goad; indeed the relic | ooked very |like an oversized ox-goad, but
no farmer would ever tip an ox-goad with silver. This was a weapon,
a | ance.

But it was not any old lance. This was the very | ance which

Sai nt CGeorge had used to kill the dragon. It was England' s | ance, for
Sai nt CGeorge was England's saint and that nade it a very great treasure,
even if it did hang in Hookton's spidery church roof. There were
plenty of folk who said it could not have been Saint George's |ance,



but Thomas believed it was and he liked to imagi ne the dust churned
by the hooves of Saint CGeorge's horse, and the dragon's breath stream
ing in hellish flane as the horse reared and the saint drew back

the I ance. The sunlight, bright as an angel's wi ng, would have been
flaring about Saint George's helmet, and Thonmas inagi ned the dragon's
roar, the thrash of its scal e-hooked tail, the horse screaming in
terror, and he saw the saint stand in his stirrups before plunging
the Iance's silver tip down through the nonster's arnoured hide.
Straight to the heart the | ance went, and the dragon's squeals woul d
have rung to heaven as it withed and bl ed and died. Then the dust
woul d have settled and the dragon's bl ood woul d have crusted on

t he desert sand, and Saint CGeorge must have haul ed the | ance free
and sonmehow it ended up in Father Ral ph's possession. But how?

The priest would not say. But there it hung, a great dark |ance,
heavy enough to shatter a dragon's scal es.

So that night Thomas prayed to Saint George while Jane, the bl ack-
hai red beauty whose belly was just rounding with her unborn child,
slept in the taproom of the al ehouse, and Fat her Ral ph cried al oud
in his nightmare for fear of the denons that circled in the dark, and
the vixens screaned on the hill as the endl ess waves cl awed and
sucked at the shingle on the Hook. It was the night before Easter
Thomas woke to the sound of the village cockerels and saw t hat

t he expensive candl es had burned down al nost to their pewer

hol ders. A grey light filled the wi ndow above the white-fronted
altar. One day, Father Ral ph had promised the village, that w ndow
woul d be a bl aze of coloured gl ass showi ng Saint George skewering
the dragon with the silver-headed | ance, but for now the stone

frame was filled with horn panes that turned the air within the
church as yellow as urine.

Thomas stood, needing to piss, and the first awful screans

sounded fromthe vill age.

For Easter had cone, Christ was risen and the French were ashore.
The raiders cane from Normandy in four boats that had sail ed the
night's west wind. Their |leader, Sir Quillaune d' evecque, the Sieur



d' evecque, was a seasoned warrior who had fought the English in
Gascony and Fl anders, and had twice |led raids on England' s

southern coast. Both times he had brought his boats safe hone

wi th cargoes of wool, silver, livestock and wonen. He lived in a
fine stone house on Caen's Ile Saint Jean, where he was known as

t he knight of the sea and of the land. He was thirty years old, broad
in the chest, w nd-burned and fair-haired, a cheerful, unreflective
man who made his living by piracy at sea and kni ght-service on
shore, and now he had come to Hookton

It was an insignificant place, hardly likely to yield any great
reward, but Sir Cuillaume had been hired for the task and if he
failed at Hookton, if he did not snatch so much as one single poor
coin froma villager, he would still make his profit for he had been
prom sed one thousand livres for this expedition. The contract was
signed and sealed, and it promised Sir Quillaune the one thousand
livres together with any other plunder he could find in Hookton

One hundred livres had already been paid and the rest was in the
keepi ng of Brother Martin in Caen's Abbaye aux Hommes, and al

Sir Guillaunme had to do to earn the remnaining nine hundred livres
was bring his boats to Hookton, take what he wanted, but |eave

the church's contents to the man who had offered himsuch a

generous contract. That man now stood beside Sir CGuillaunme in

t he | eadi ng boat .

He was a young man, not yet thirty, tall and bl ack-haired, who

spoke rarely and smiled less. He wore an expensive coat of nail

that fell to his knees and over it a surcoat of deep black linen that
bore no badge, though Sir CGuillaunme guessed the nan was nobly

born for he had the arrogance of rank and the confidence of privilege.

certainly not a Norman noble, for Sir Quillaune knew

all those nen, and Sir Cuillaunme doubted the young man cane
from nearby Al encon or Miine, for he had ridden with those forces
of ten enough, but the sallow cast of the stranger's skin suggested
he cane fromone of the Mediterranean provinces, from Languedoc
per haps, or Dauphine, and they were all nad down there. Mad as
dogs. Sir @uillaune did not even know the man's nane.

Sone men call me the Harlequin," the stranger had answered
when Sir Cuillaunme had asked.

He was



Harl equi n?" Sir uillaune had repeated the nane, then nade
the sign of the cross for such a nane was hardly a boast. You nean
i ke the hellequin?"

Hel l equin in France," the man had allowed, but in Italy they say
harlequin. It is all the same.”" The man had smiled, and sonethi ng
about that smle had suggested Sir Guillaune had best curb his curi-
osity if he wanted to receive the remaining nine hundred livres.

The man who call ed hinsel f the Harl equin now stared at the

m sty shore where a stumpy church tower, a huddl e of vague roofs
and a snear of snmoke fromthe snouldering fires of the saltpans
j ust showed. I s that Hookton?" he asked.

So he says," Sir Guillaume answered, jerking his head at the
shi pnaster.

Then God have nercy on it," the man said. He drew his sword,
even though the four boats were still a half-nile fromshore. The
Genoese crossbowren, hired for the voyage, made the sign of the
cross, then began winding their cords as Sir Quillaune ordered his
banner raised to the nasthead. It was a blue flag decorated with
t hree stooping yell ow hawks t hat had out spread wi ngs and cl aws
hooked ready to savage their prey. Sir Guillaume could snell the
salt fires and hear the cockerels crow ng ashore.

The cockerels were still crowing as the bows of his four ships ran
onto the shingle.

Sir Guillaume and the Harlequin were the first ashore, but after
them came a score of CGenoese crossbowren, who were professiona
sol di ers and knew their business. Their |eader took themup the
beach and through the village to block the valley beyond, where
they would stop any of the villagers escaping with their val uabl es.
Sir Guillaunme's remaining nen woul d ransack the houses while

the sailors stayed on the beach to guard their ships.

It had been a long, cold and anxi ous night at sea, but now cane

the reward. Forty nen-at-arns invaded Hookton. They wore cl ose-
fitting helmets and had mail shirts over | eather-backed hacquetons,
they carried swords, axes or spears, and they were rel eased to plun-
der. Most were veterans of Sir Cuillaunme's other raids and knew
just what to do. Kick in the flinmsy doors and start killing the nen.
Let the women scream but kill the men, for it was the nen who



woul d fight back hardest. Sonme wonen ran, but the Genoese cross-
bowren were there to stop them Once the men were dead the
pl unde ring could begin, and that took time for peasants everywhere
hi d what ever was val uabl e and the hiding places had to be ferreted
out. Thatch had to be pulled down, wells explored, floors probed,
but plenty of things were not hidden. There were hanms waiting for
the first meal after Lent, racks of snoked or dried fish, piles of nets,
good cooki ng pots, distaffs and spindles, eggs, butter churns, casks
of salt, all hunble enough things, but sufficiently valuable to take
back to Normandy. Sone houses yielded snmall hoards of coins,
and one house, the priest's, was a treasure-trove of silver plate,
candl esticks and jugs. There were even sone good bolts of woollen
cloth in the priest's house, and a great carved bed, and a decent
horse in the stable. Sir Guillaune | ooked at the seventeen books,
but deci ded they were worthless and so, having wenched the

bronze | ocks fromthe | eather covers, he left themto burn when
the houses were fired.

He had to kill the priest's housekeeper. He regretted that death.
Sir Guillaume was not squeam sh about killing wonen, but their
deat hs brought no honour and so he di scouraged such sl aughter

unl ess the wonan caused trouble, and the priest's housekeeper
wanted to fight. She slashed at Sir Cuillaune's nen-at-arnms with
a roasting spit, called them sons of whores and devils" grubs, and
in the end Sir Cuillaume cut her down with his sword because she
woul d not accept her fate.

Stupid bitch,” Sir Quillaune said, stepping over her body to peer
into the hearth. Two fine hans were being snoked in the chi mey.

Pull them down," he ordered one of his nmen, then left themto
search the house while he went to the church.

Fat her Ral ph, woken by the screanms of his parishioners, had

pul l ed on a cassock and run to the church. Sir CGuillaune's nen

had | eft him al one out of respect, but once inside the little church
the priest had begun to hit the invaders until the Harlequin arrived
and snarled at the nen-at-arns to hold the priest. They seized his
arnms and held himin front of the altar with its white Easter frontal
The Harlequin, his sword in his hand, bowed to Father Ral ph

My lord Count," he said.



Fat her Ral ph closed his eyes, perhaps in prayer, though it |ooked
nore |ike exasperation. He opened them and gazed into the Harlequin's

handsome face. You are mmy brother's son," he said, and did
not sound mad at all, merely full of regret.
True. "

How i s your father?"

Dead," the Harlequin said, as is his father and yours."

Cod rest their souls," Father Ral ph said piously.

And when you are dead, old nman, | shall be the Count and our
famly will rise again."

Fat her Ral ph half snmiled, then just shook his head and | ooked

up at the | ance. It will do you no good," he said, for its power is
reserved for virtuous men. It will not work for evil filth like you."
Then Fat her Ral ph gave a curious new ng noi se as the breath

rushed from himand he stared down to where his nephew had

run the sword into his belly. He struggled to speak, but no words
cane, then he collapsed as the nen-at-arns rel eased himand he
slunped by the altar with blood puddling in his I ap

The Harl equin wi ped his sword on the wi ne-stained altar cloth,

then ordered one of Sir Guillaune's nen to find a | adder

A | adder?" the man-at-arnms asked in confusion.

They thatch their roofs, don't they? So they have a |ladder. Find

it." The Harlequin sheathed his sword, then stared up at the | ance
of Saint Ceorge.
| have put a curse on it." Father Ral ph spoke faintly. He was

pal e-faced, dying, but sounded oddly cal m

Your curse, ny lord, worries me as nmuch as a tavern maid's
fart." The Harlequin tossed the pewter candlesticks to a man-at -
arms, then scooped the wafers fromthe clay bow and cranmed
theminto his nouth. He picked up the bowl, peered at its darkened
surface and reckoned it was a thing of no value so left it on the
altar. VWere's the wi ne?" he asked Fat her Ral ph

Fat her Ral ph shook hi s head. Calix meus inebrians," he said, and
the Harl equin just |aughed. Father Ral ph closed his eyes as the pain
griped his belly. Ch CGod, " he noaned.
The Harl equi n crouched by his uncle's side. Does it hurt?"

Like fire," Father Ral ph said.



You will burn in hell, nmy lord," the Harlequin said, and he saw
how Fat her Ral ph was cl utching his wounded belly to staunch the
flow of blood and so he pulled the priest's hands away and then
standi ng, kicked himhard in the stonmach. Father Ral ph gasped
with pain and curled his body. Agift fromyour famly," the Harlequin

sai d, then turned away as a | adder was brought into the
chur ch.

The village was filled with screans, for nost of the wonen and
children were still alive and their ordeal had scarcely begun. Al

t he younger wonen were briskly raped by Sir CGuillaune's nen

and the prettiest of them including Jane fromthe al ehouse, were
taken to the boats so they could be carried back to Nornmandy to
becone the whores or wives of Sir Quillaune's soldiers. One of the
worren screaned because her baby was still in her house, but the

sol diers did not understand her and they struck her to silence then
pushed her into the hands of the sailors, who |lay her on the shingle
and lifted her skirts. She wept inconsol ably as her house burned.
Ceese, pigs, goats, six cows and the priest's good horse were herded
towards the boats while the white gulls rode the sky, crying.

The sun had scarcely risen above the eastern hills and the village
had al ready yielded nmore than Sir Cuillaunme had dared hope for

W could go inland,"” the captain of his Genoese crossbowren
suggest ed.

W have what we canme for," the black-dressed Harlequin inter-
vened. He had placed the unwi el dy | ance of Saint George on the
graveyard grass, and now stared at the ancient weapon as though
he was trying to understand its power.

What is it?" the CGenoese crossbowran asked.

Not hing that is of use to you
Sir CGuillaume grinned. Strike a blowwith that," he said, and
it'll shatter like ivory."

The Harl equi n shrugged. He had found what he wanted, and Sir
Qui |l l aune' s opi nion was of no interest.

Go inland," the Genoese captain suggested again.

A few niles, maybe," Sir Quillaume said. He knew that the
dreaded English archers would eventually come to Hookton, but
probably not till m dday, and he wondered if there was another



village close by that would be worth plundering. He watched a
terrified girl, maybe el even years old, being carried towards the
beach by a soldier. How many dead?" he asked.

Qurs?" The CGenoese captain seened surprised by the question

None.

Not ours, theirs.”

Thirty men? Forty? A few wonen?"

And we haven't taken a scratch!" Sir CGuillaume exulted. Pity to
stop now." He | ooked at his enployer, but the man in black did not
seemto care what they did, while the Genoese captain just grunted,
whi ch surprised Sir Guillaune for he thought the man was eager
to extend the raid, but then he saw that the man's sullen grunt
was not caused by any |l ack of enthusiasm but by a white-feathered
arrow that had buried itself in his breast. The arrow had slit through
the mail shirt and padded hacqueton |ike a bodkin sliding through
linen, killing the crossbowran al nost instantly.

Sir CGuillaume dropped flat and a heartbeat |ater another arrow
whi pped above himto thunp into the turf. The Harl equin snatched
up the lance and was runni ng towards the beach while Sir Guil -

| aume scranbled into the shelter of the church porch. Crossbows! "
he shout ed. Crossbows!"

Because soneone was fighting back.

Thomas had heard the screanms and, like the other four nen in the

church, he had gone to the door to see what they nmeant, but no
sooner had they reached the porch than a band of armed nen,
their mail and helmets dark grey in the dawn, appeared in the

graveyard.

Edward sl ammed the church door, dropped the bar into its brack-

ets, then crossed hinself. Sweet Jesus," he said in astoni shnent,
then flinched as an axe thunped into the door. Gve ne that!" He

sei zed the sword from Thomas.

Thomas let himtake it. The church door was shaki ng now as

two or three axes attacked the old wood. The villagers had al ways
reckoned that Hookton was much too small to be raided, but the



church door was splintering in front of Thomas's eyes, and he knew
it must be the French. Tales were told up and down the coast of
such | andings, and prayers were said to keep folk fromthe raids,
but the enenmy was here and the church echoed with the crash of

their axe bl ows.

Thomas was in panic, but did not knowit. He just knew he had

to escape fromthe church and so he ran and junped onto the altar

He crushed the silver chalice with his right foot and kicked it off
the altar as he clinbed onto the sill of the great east w ndow where
he beat at the yell ow panes, shattering the horn down into the
churchyard. He saw nen in red and green jackets running past the

al ehouse, but none | ooked his way as he junped down into the
churchyard and ran to the ditch where he ripped his clothes as he
wriggled through the thorn hedge on the other side. He crossed the
| ane, junped the fence of his father's garden, and hanmrered on

t he kitchen door, but no one responded and a crossbow bolt

smacked into the lintel just inches fromhis face. Thomas ducked
and ran through the bean plants to the cattle shed where his father
stabled a horse. There was no tinme to rescue the beast, so instead
Thomas clinbed into the hay |oft where he hid his bow and arrows.

A woman screaned close by. Dogs were howing. The French were
shouting as they kicked down doors. Thomas seized his bow and
arrow bag, ripped the thatch away fromthe rafters, squeezed

t hrough the gap and dropped into the nei ghbour's orchard.

He ran then as though the devil was on his heels. A crossbow

bolt thunped into the turf as he cane to Lipp H |l and two of the
Genoese archers started to follow him but Thomas was young and

tall and strong and fast. He ran uphill through a pasture bright with
cowsl i ps and daisies, |leaped a hurdle that bl ocked a gap in a hedge,

then twi sted right towards the hill's crest. He went as far as the
wood on the hill's far side and there he dropped to catch his breath
am dst a slope drifted with a haze of bluebells. He lay there, listening

to the lanbs in a nearby field. He waited, hearing nothing untoward.
The crossbownen had abandoned their pursuit.

Thomas lay in the bluebells for a long tine, but at |ast he crept
cautiously back to the hilltop fromwhere he could see a straggle

of old wonen and children scattering on the further hill. Those folk



had sonmehow evaded the crossbowren and woul d doubtless flee

north to warn Sir Gles Marriott, but Thomas did not join them

I nstead he worked his way down to a hazel copse where dog's
mercury bl oomed and from where he could see his village dying.

Men were carrying plunder to the four strange boats that were
grounded on the Hook's shingle. The first thatch was being fired.
Two dogs lay dead in the street beside a woman, quite naked, who
was being held down while Frenchnen hitched up their mail shirts
to take their turns with her. Thomas renmenbered how, not |ong
ago, she had married a fisherman whose first wife had died in
childbirth. She had been so coy and happy, but now, when she
tried to cram off the road, a Frenchman ki cked her in the head,
then bent with |aughter. Thomas saw Jane, the girl he feared he
had made pregnant, being dragged towards the boats and was

ashamed that he felt a sense of relief that he woul d not have to
confront his father with her news. Mre cottages were fired as
Frenchmen hurl ed burning straw onto their thatch, and Thonas

wat ched the snoke curl and thicken, then worked his way through

t he hazel saplings to a place where hawt horn bl ossom was thick
white and concealing. It was there he strung his bow

It was the best bow he had ever made. It had been cut froma
stave that had washed ashore froma ship that had foundered in
the channel. A dozen staves had conme to Hookton's shingle on the
south wind and Sir Gles Marriott's huntsnman reckoned they mnust
have been Italian yew, for it was the nost beautiful wood he had
ever seen. Thonmas had sold el even of the tight-grained staves in
Dorchester, but kept the best one. He'd carved it, steanmed the ends
to give thema slight bend against the wood's grain, then painted
the bowwith a nmix of soot and flax-seed oil. He had boiled the
mx in his mother's kitchen on days when his father was away,

and Thonmas's father had never known what he was doi ng, though
sometines he would conplain of the snell and Thomas's not her

woul d say she had been making a potion to poison the rats. The
bow had had to be painted to stop it fromdrying out, for then the
wood woul d becone brittle and shatter under the stress of the taut
string. The paint had dried a deep golden colour, just like the bows
Thomas' s grandfather used to make in the Wald, but Thonmas had



wanted it to be darker and so he had rubbed nore soot into the

wood and sneared it with beeswax, and he'd gone on doing it for

a fortnight until the bow was as black as the shaft of Saint George's
lance. He'd tipped the bow with two pieces of nocked horn to hold

a cord that was made from woven henp strands that had been

soaked i n hoof-glue, then he'd whipped the cord where the arrow
would rest with still nore henp. He'd stolen coins fromhis father
to buy arrow heads in Dorchester, then nade the shafts from ash

and goose feathers and on that Easter norning he had twenty-three

of those good arrows in his bag.

Thomas strung the bow, took a white-fledged arrow fromthe

bag, then | ooked at the three men beside the church. They were a
long way off, but the black bow was as big a weapon as any ever

made and the power in its yew belly was awesone. One of the

men had a sinple nmail coat, another a plain black surcoat while

the third had a red and green jacket over his mail shirt, and Thonas
deci ded that the nost gaudily dressed man nust be the raid s |eader
and so he shoul d die.

Thomas's | eft hand shook as he drew the bow. He was dry-

nmout hed, frightened. He knew he would shoot wild so he | owered

his armand rel eased the cord's tension. Renenber, he told hinself,
renenber everything you have ever been taught. An archer does

not aim he kills. It is all in the head, in the arnms, in the eyes, and
killing a man is no different fromshooting a hind. Draw and | oose,
that was all, and that was why he had practised for over ten years

so that the act of drawi ng and | oosing was as natural as breathing
and as fluent as water flowing froma spring. Look and | oose, do
not think. Draw the string and | et God guide the arrow

Snoke t hi ckened above Hookton, and Thomas felt an inmmense

anger surge like a black humour and he pushed his left hand for-
ward and drew back with the right and he never took his eyes off
the red and green coat. He drewtill the cord was beside his right
ear and then he | oosed.

That was the first time Thomas of Hookton ever shot an arrow

at a man and he knew it was good as soon as it |eaped fromthe
string, for the bow did not quiver. The arrow flew true and he
wat ched it curve down, sinking fromthe hill to strike the green



and red coat hard and deep. He let a second arrow fly, but the man
in the mail coat dropped and scurried to the church porch while

the third man picked up the I ance and ran towards the beach where

he was hidden by the snoke.

Thomas had twenty-one arrows left. One each for the holy trinity,

he thought, and another for every year of his life, and that life was
t hreatened, for a dozen crossbowren were runni ng towards the

hill. He loosed a third arrow, then ran back through the hazels. He
was suddenly exultant, filled with a sense of power and satisfaction.
In that one instant, as the first arrowslid into the sky, he knew he
want ed nothing nore fromlife. He was an archer. Oxford could go

to hell for all he cared, for Thonmas had found his joy. He whooped

with delight as he ran uphill. Crossbow bolts ripped through the
hazel |eaves and he noted that they nmade a deep, al nbst humi ng
noi se as they flew. Then he was over the hill's crest where he ran

west for a few yards before doubling back to the sunmt. He paused

| ong enough to | oose another arrow, then turned and ran again.

Thomas | ed the Genoese crossbownen a dance of death, from

hill to hedgerow, al ong paths he had known since chil dhood and

like fools they foll owed hi mbecause their pride would not et them
admt that they were beaten. But beaten they were, and two died
before a trunpet sounded fromthe beach, sunmoning the raiders

to their boats. The Genoese turned away then, stopping only to

fetch the weapon, pouches, mail and coat of one of their dead, but
Thomas killed another of them as they stooped over the body and

this time the survivors just ran fromhim

Thomas foll owed them down to the snoke-palled village. He ran

past the al ehouse, which was an inferno, and so to the shingle

where the four boats were being shoved into the sea-reach. The

sail ors pushed off with long oars, then pulled out to sea. They towed
t he best three Hookton boats and |l eft the others burning. The village
was al so burning, its thatch whirling into the sky in sparks and

snoke and flami ng scraps. Thomas shot one | ast usel ess arrow from

t he beach and watched it plunge into the sea short of the escaping

rai ders, then he turned away and went back through the stinking,

burni ng, bloody village to the church, which was the only building

the raiders had not set alight. The four conpanions of his vigil were



dead, but Father Ralph still lived. He was sitting with his back
against the altar. The bottom of his gown was dark with fresh bl ood
and his long face was unnaturally white.
Thomas kneel ed besi de the priest. Fat her ?"

Fat her Ral ph opened his eyes and saw the bow. He grimaced,
t hough whether in pain or disapproval, Thomas could not tell.

Did you kill any of them Thomas?" the priest asked.

Yes," Thonmas said, a lot."

Fat her Ral ph grimaced and shuddered. Thonas reckoned the

priest was one of the strongest nen he had ever known, flawed

per haps, yet tough as a yew stave, but he was dyi ng now and

there was a whinper in his voice. You don't want to be a priest,
do you, Thomas?" He asked the question in French, his nother
t ongue.

No, " Thomas answered in the sane | anguage.

You're going to be a soldier," the priest said, |ike your grand-
father." He paused and whi npered as another bolt of pain ripped

up fromhis belly. Thomas wanted to help him but in truth there
was nothing to be done. The Harlequin had run his sword into
Fat her Ral ph's belly and only God coul d save the priest now.
argued with ny father," the dying man said, and he di sowned ne.
He di sinherited ne and | have refused to acknow edge him from
that day to this. But you, Thomas, you are like him Very like him
And you have al ways argued with ne."
Yes, Father," Thomas said. He took his father's hand and the
priest did not resist.
| loved your nother," Father Ral ph said, and that was mny sin,
and you are the fruit of that sin. | thought if you became a priest
you could rise above sin. It floods us, Thomas, it floods us. It is
everywhere. | have seen the devil, Thonas, seen himw th ny own
eyes and we nust fight him Only the Church can do that. Only
the Church."” The tears flowed down his hol | ow unshaven cheeks.
He | ooked past Thomas into the roof of the nave. They stole the
| ance, " he said sadly.
I know. "
My great-grandfather brought it fromthe Holy Land," Father
Ral ph said, and | stole it frommy father and nmy brother's son stole
it fromus today." He spoke softly. He will do evil withit. Bring it
hone, Thomas. Bring it hone."

I will," Thomas prom sed him Snoke began to thicken in the
church. The raiders had not fired it, but the thatch was catching
the flames fromthe burning scraps that filled the air. You say your
brother's son stole it?" Thonas asked.

Your cousin," Father Ral ph whispered, his eyes cl osed. The one

dressed in black. He cane and stole it,
Who is he?" Thomas asked.

Evil," Father Ral ph said, evil." He npaned and shook his head.
Wio is he?" Thomas insisted.
Calix meus inebrians." Father Ralph said in a voice scarce above a

whi sper. Thomas knew it was a line froma psal mand neant ny
cup nmakes ne drunk" and he reckoned his father's mnd was slip-
ping as his soul hovered close to his body's end.

Tell me who your father was!" Thomas demanded. Tell nme who
| am he wanted to say. Tell ne who you are, Father. But Father
Ral ph's eyes were closed though he still gripped Thomas's hand

har d. Fat her?" Thonmas asked. The snoke di pped in the church and
sifted out through the wi ndow Thomas had broken to nmake his

escape. Fat her ?"

But his father never spoke again. He died, and Thomas, who had
fought against himall his life, wept like a child. At times he had



been ashamed of his father, but in that snmoky Easter norning he

| earned that he loved him Mst priests disowned their children
but Fat her Ral ph had never hidden Thonas. He had let the world
think what it wanted and he had freely confessed to being a nman

as well as a priest and if he sinned in I oving his housekeeper then
it was a sweet sin that he never denied even if he did say acts of
contrition for it and feared that in the life hereafter he woul d be
puni shed for it.

Thomas pulled his father away fromthe altar. He did not want

the body to be burned when the roof collapsed. The silver chalice
that Thomas had accidentally crushed was under the dead man's

bl ood- soaked robe and Thomas pocketed it before dragging the

corpse out into the graveyard. He lay his father beside the body of
the man in the red and green coat and Thonas crouched there,



weepi ng, knowi ng that he had failed in his first Easter vigil. The
devil had stolen the Sacranents and Saint George's |ance was gone
and Hookton was dead.
At midday Sir Gles Marriott came to the village with a score of
men armed with bows and bill hooks. Sir Gles hinself wore mai

and carried a sword, but there was no eneny left to fight and
Thomas was the only person left in the village.

Three yell ow hawks on a blue field," Thomas told Sir Gles.
Thomas?" Sir Gles asked, puzzled. He was the lord of the nmanor
and an old man now, though in his time he had carried a | ance

agai nst both the Scots and the French. He had been a good friend
to Thomas's father, but he did not understand Thomas, whom he
reckoned had grown wild as a wol f.

Three yell ow hawks on a blue field," Thomas said vengefully,

are the arns of the man who did this." Wre they the arns of his
cousin? He did not know. There were so many questions |left by

hi s father.

| don't know whose badge that is," Sir Gles said, but |I shall pray
by God's bowels he screans in hell for this work."
There was nothing to be done until the fires had burned them
selves out, and only then could the bodies be dragged fromthe
ashes. The burned dead had been bl ackened and grotesquely shrunk
by the heat so that even the tallest nen | ooked |ike children. The
dead villagers were taken to the graveyard for a proper burial, but
t he bodi es of the four crossbowren were dragged down to the

beach and there stripped naked.

Did you do this?" Sir Gles asked Thonas.

Yes, sir."

Then | thank you."

My first dead Frenchmen,” Thomas said angrily.

No," Sir Gles said, and he |lifted one of the nmen's tunics to show
Thomas the badge of a green chalice enbroidered on its sleeve.

They're from Genoa," Sir G les said. The French hire them as cross-
bowren. 1've killed a fewin my time, but there are always nore
where they come from You know what the badge is?"

A cup?"

Sir Gles shook his head. The Holy Grail. They reckon they have



it intheir cathedral. I1'mtold it's a great green thing, carved from
an enerald and brought back fromthe crusades. | should like to
see it one day."

Then | shall bring it to you,
bri ng back our lance.”
Sir Gles stared to sea. The raiders" boats were | ong gone and
there was not hing out there but the sun on the waves. Wy would
they conme here?" he asked.

For the |ance.

Thomas said bitterly, just as | shal

| doubt it was even real,” Sir Gles said. He was red-faced, white-
hai red and heavy now. It was just an old spear, nothing nore."

It's real," Thomas insisted, and that's why they cane."
Sir Gles did not argue. Your father," he said instead, would have

want ed you to finish your studies."

My studi es are done," Thomas said flatly. ' mgoing to France."
Sir Gles nodded. He reckoned the boy was far better suited to
be a soldier than a priest. WIl you go as an archer?" he asked,

| ooking at the great bow on Thomas's shoul der, or do you want
to join nmy house and train to be a man-at-arns?" He half smled.
You're gently born, you know?"

' m bastard born," Thonas i nsi st ed.

Your father was of good birth."

You know what fam|y?" Thomas asked.
Sir Gles shrugged. He woul d never tell me, and if | pressed him
he woul d just say that God was his father and his nother was the
Church. "

And mmy nother," Thonas said, was a priest's housekeeper and
t he daughter of a bowyer. | shall go to France as an archer."
There's nore honour as a man-at-arnms,"” Sir G les observed, but
Thomas did not want honour. He wanted revenge.

Sir Gles let himchoose what he wanted fromthe eneny's dead

and Thonmas picked a mail coat, a pair of long boots, a knife, a
sword, a belt and a helnet. It was all plain gear, but serviceable,
and only the mail coat needed mending, for he had driven an arrow
clean through its rings. Sir Gles said he owed Thonmas's fat her
noney, which nmay or may not have been true, but he paid it to
Thomas with the gift of a four-year-old gel ding. You'll need a



horse," he said, for nowadays all archers are mounted. Go to Dor-
chester," he advised Thomas, and like as not you'll find sonmeone
recruiting bowren."

The Genoese corpses were beheaded and their bodies left to rot
while their four heads were inpal ed on stakes and pl anted al ong

the Hook's shingle ridge. The gulls fed on the dead men's eyes and
pecked at their flesh until the heads were flensed down to bare
bones that stared vacantly to the sea.

But Thomas did not see the skulls. He had gone across the water
taken his black bow and joined the wars.

PART ONE
Brittany



It was winter. A cold norning wind blew fromthe sea bringing a
sour salt snell and a spitting rain that would inevitably sap the
power of the bowstrings if it did not let up

What it is," Jake said, is a waste of goddamm tine."

No one took any notice of him

Coul d have stayed in Brest," Jake grunbled, been sitting by a
fire. Drinking ale.”
Agai n he was ignored.

Funny nane for a town," Samsaid after a | ong while. Brest. |
like it, though." He |ooked at the archers. Maybe we'll see the
Bl ackbi rd agai n?" he suggest ed.

Maybe she'll put a bolt through your tongue,"” WII Skeat
grow ed, and do us all a favour."

The Bl ackbird was a woman who fought fromthe town walls

every time the arny made an assault. She was young, had bl ack

hair, wore a black cloak and shot a crossbow. |In the first assault,
when W1l Skeat's archers had been in the vanguard of the attack
and had | ost four nen, they had been cl ose enough to see the

Bl ackbird clearly and they had all thought her beautiful, though
after a winter canpaign of failure, cold, nud and hunger, al nost

any woran | ooked beautiful. Still, there was sonethi ng speci al
about the Bl ackbird.

She doesn't |oad that crossbow herself,"” Sam said, unnoved by
Skeat's surliness.

O course she bl oody doesn't," Jake said. There ain't a woman
born that can crank a crosshow. "



Dozy Mary coul d," another man said. Got nuscles like a bullock
she has."

And she cl oses her eyes when she shoots,’
of the Bl ackbird. | noticed."

That's because you weren't doing your goddam job," WII Skeat
snarled,'s o shut your nouth, Sam"

Sam was the youngest of Skeat's men. He clained to be eighteen

t hough he was really not sure because he had | ost count. He was

a draper's son, had a cherubic face, brown curls and a heart as dark
as sin. He was a good archer though; no one could serve WI| Skeat
wi t hout bei ng good.

Ri ght, lads," Skeat said, nake ready."

He had seen the stir in the encanpnment behind them The eneny
woul d notice it soon and the church bells would ring the alarm

and the town walls would fill with defenders armed with crossbows.
The crossbows would rip their bolts into the attackers and Skeat's
job today was to try to clear those crossbowren off the wall with
his arrows. Sonme chance, he thought sourly. The defenders woul d
crouch behind their crenellations and so deny his nen an opport u-
nity to aim and doubtless this assault would end as the five other
attacks had finished, in failure.

It had been a whol e canpaign of failure. W]IIliam Bohun, the Earl

of Northanpton, who led this small English arny, had | aunched

the winter expedition in hope of capturing a stronghold in northern
Brittany, but the assault on Carhai x had been a humiliating failure,
t he defenders of Guinganp had | aughed at the English, and the
wal I s of Lannion had repul sed every attack. They had captured
Treguler, but as that town had no walls it was not rmuch of an

achi evenent and no place to nake a fortress. Now, at the bitter

end of the year, with nothing better to do, the Earl's arny had
fetched up outside this small town, which was scarcely nore than

a walled village, but even this mserable place had defied the arny.
The Earl had | aunched attack after attack and all had been beaten
back. The English had been nmet by a storm of crossbow bolts, the
scaling | adders had been thrust fromthe ranparts and the defenders
had exulted in each failure.

What is this goddamm pl ace call ed?" Skeat asked.

Sam said, still talking



La Roche-Derrien," a tall archer answered.

You woul d know, Tom " Skeat said, you know everything."

That is true, WIIl," Thomas said gravely, quite literally true." The
ot her archers | aughed.

So if you know so bl oody much,"” Skeat said, tell ne what this
goddamm town is called again."

La Roche-Derrien.”

Daft bl oody name," Skeat said. He was grey-haired, thin-faced
and had known nearly thirty years of fighting. He cane from York-
shire and had begun his career as an archer fighting against the
Scots. He had been as lucky as he was skilled, and so he had taken
pl under, survived battles and risen in the ranks until he was wealt hy
enough to raise his own band of soldiers. He nowled seventy
nmen-at-arns and as many archers, whom he had contracted to the

Earl of Northanpton's service which was why he was crouching

behi nd a wet hedge a hundred and fifty paces fromthe walls of a
town whose nanme he still could not remenber. H's nmen-at-arns
were in the canp, given a day's rest after leading the last failed
assault. WII Skeat hated failure.

La Roche what?" he asked Thonas.

Derrien."

What does that goddamm nean?"

That, | confess, | do not know."

Sweet Christ," Skeat said in nock wonder, he doesn't know
everyt hing."

It is, however, close to derriere, which neans arse," Thonas
added. The rock of the arse is ny best translation.”

Skeat opened his mouth to say something, but just then the first of

La Roche-Derrien's church bells sounded the alarm It was the

cracked bell, the one that sounded so harsh, and w thin seconds the

ot her churches added their tolling so that the wet wind was filled with
their clangour. The noise was greeted by a subdued English cheer

as the assault troops came fromthe canp and pounded up the road
towards the town's southern gate. The |eading nen carried |adders,

the rest had swords and axes. The Earl of Northanpton |ed the assault,
as he had led all the others, conspicuous in his plate arnmour half
covered by a surcoat showi ng his badge of the lions and stars.



You know what to do!" Skeat bel | owed.
The archers stood, drew their bows and | oosed. There were no
targets on the walls, for the defenders were staying |ow, but the
rattle of the steel-tipped arrows on the stones should keep them
crouching. The white-feathered arrows hissed as they flew Two

ot her archer bands were adding their own shafts, many of them
firing high into the sky so that their nissiles dropped vertically onto
the wall's top, and to Skeat it seemed inpossible that anyone could
live under that hail of feather-tipped steel, yet as soon as the Earl's
attacking colum canme within a hundred paces the crossbhow bolts
began to spit fromthe walls.
There was a breach close to the gate. It had been nmade by a
catapult, the only siege machine left in decent repair, and it was a
poor breach, for only the top third of the wall had been di smantl| ed
by the big stones and the townsfol k had cranmed tinber and

bundl es of cloth into the gap, but it was still a weakness in the wall
and the | adder nen ran towards it, shouting, as the crossbow bolts
whi pped into them Men stunbled, fell, crawl ed and di ed, but

enough lived to throw two | adders agai nst the breach and the first
nmen-at-arnms began to clinb. The archers were | oosing as fast as
they could, overwhelning the top of the breach with arrows, but
then a shield appeared there, a shield that was inmredi ately stuck

by a score of shafts, and from behind the shield a crossbowran
shot straight down one of the |ladders, killing the |eading man.
Anot her shield appeared, another crossbow was | oosed. A pot was
shoved onto the breach's top, then toppled over, and a gush of
steaming liquid spilled dowmn to make a man screamin agony.

Def enders were hurling boul ders over the breach and their cross-
bows were snappi ng.

Closer!" Skeat shouted, and his archers pushed through the

hedge and ran to within a hundred paces of the town ditch, where
they again | oosed their |ong war bows and sl ashed their arrows into
the enbrasures. Sonme defenders were dying now, for they had to
show t hensel ves to shoot their crossbows down into the crowd of

men who jostled at the foot of the four |adders that had been laid
agai nst the breach or walls. Men-at-arns clinbed, a forked pole
shoved one | adder back and Thomas twitched his left hand to



change his aimand released his fingers to drive an arrowinto the
breast of a man pushing on the pole. The man had been covered

by a shield held by a conpanion, but the shield shifted for an instant
and Thonmas's arrow was the first through the small gap, though
two nore foll owed before the dying man's | ast heartbeat ended.
O her men succeeded in toppling the | adder. Sai nt Ceorge!" the English
shout ed, but the saint nust have been sleeping for he gave the
attackers no help

More stones were hurled fromthe ranparts, then a great mass
of flamng straw was heaved into the crowded attackers. A man
succeeded in reaching the top of the breach, but was inmediately
killed by an axe that split his helnmet and skull in twd. He slunped
on the rungs, blocking the ascent, and the Earl tried to haul himfree,
but was struck on the head by one of the boul ders and col | apsed at
the ladder's foot. Two of his nen-at-arnms carried the stunned Earl
back to the canmp and his departure took the spirit fromthe
attackers. They no | onger shouted. The arrows still flew, and nen
still tried to clinmb the wall, but the defenders sensed they had
repelled this sixth attack and their crossbow bolts spat relentlessly.
It was then Thomas saw the Bl ackbird on the tower above the gate.

He laid the steel arrow tip on her breast, raised the bow a fraction
and then jerked his bow hand so that the arrow flewwild. Too

pretty to kill, he told hinmself and knew he was a fool for thinking
it. She shot her bolt and vani shed. A half-dozen arrows clattered
onto the tower where she had been standing, but Thomas reckoned
all six archers had | et her shoot before they | oosed.

Jesus wept," Skeat said. The attack had failed and the men-at -
arms were running fromthe crossbow bolts. One | adder still rested
agai nst the breach with the dead man entangled in its upper rungs.
Back, " Skeat shouted, back."
The archers ran, pursued by quarrels, until they could push
t hrough the hedge and drop into the ditch. The defenders were
cheering and two nen bared their backsides on the gate tower and
briefly shoved their arses towards the defeated English

Bastards," Skeat said, bastards.” He was not used to failure. There
has to be a bloody way in," he grow ed.
Thomas unl ooped the string fromhis bow and placed it under



his hel net. I told you howto get in," he told Skeat, told you at
dawn. "

Skeat | ooked at Thormas for a long tine. W triedit, lad."

| got to the stakes, WIIl. | pronmise | did. | got through them"
So tell me again," Skeat said, and Thomas did. He crouched in
the ditch under the jeers of La Roche-Derrien's defenders and he
told WIIl Skeat how to unlock the town, and Skeat |istened because
the Yorkshireman had | earned to trust Thomas of Hookton
Thomas had been in Brittany for three years now, and though
Brittany was not France its usurping Duke brought a constant suc-
cession of Frenchman to be killed and Thomas had di scovered he

had a skill for killing. It was not just that he was a good archer
the arny was full of men who were as good as he and there was

a handful who were better, but he had di scovered he could sense
what the enenmy was doing. He would watch them watch their eyes,
see where they were | ooking, and as often as not he anticipated an
eneny nmove and was ready to greet it with an arrow. It was like

a gane, but one where he knew the rules and they did not.

It helped that WIliam Skeat trusted him Skeat had been unwill -
ing to recruit Thomas when they first met by the gaol in Dorchester
where Skeat was testing a score of thieves and murderers to see
how wel | they could shoot a bow. He needed recruits and the

Ki ng needed archers, so nen who woul d ot herw se have faced the
gal l ows were being pardoned if they would serve abroad, and fully
hal f of Skeat's nen were such felons. Thonmas, Skeat had reckoned,
woul d never fit in with such rogues. He had taken Thonmas's ri ght
hand, seen the callouses on the two bow fingers which said he was
an archer, but then had tapped the boy's soft palm

What have you been doi ng?" Skeat had asked.

My father wanted me to be a priest.”

A priest, eh?" Skeat had been scornful. VWl l, you can pray for
us, | suppose.”
| can kill for you too."

Skeat had eventually | et Thomas join the band, not |east because
t he boy brought his own horse. At first Skeat thought Thomas of
Hookton was little nore than another wild fool |ooking for adven-
ture, a clever fool, to be sure, but Thomas had taken to the life



of an archer in Brittany with alacrity. The real business of the civi
war was plunder and, day after day, Skeat's men rode into |and

that gave fealty to the supporters of Duke Charles and they burned
the farms, stole the harvest and took the |ivestock. A lord whose
peasants cannot pay rent is a |lord who cannot afford to hire soldiers,
so Skeat's men-at-arnms and nounted archers were |oosed on the
eneny's land |like a plague, and Thomas |loved the life. He was

young and his task was not just to fight the eneny, but to ruin

him He burned farnms, poisoned wells, stole seed-grain, broke

pl oughs, fired the mlls, ring-barked the orchards and lived off his
pl under. Skeat's nen were the lords of Brittany, a scourge from
hell, and the French-speaking villagers in the east of the Duchy
called themthe hellequin, which meant the devil's horsenmen. Once
in a while an eneny war band would seek to trap them and Thomas

had | earned that the English archer, with his great |ong war bow,
was the king of those skirm shes. The eneny hated the archers. |If
they captured an English bowran they killed him A nan-at-arns

m ght be inprisoned, a lord would be ransomed, but an archer was

al ways nurdered. Tortured first, then mnurdered.

Thomas thrived on the |ife, and Skeat had |earned the |ad was
clever, certainly clever enough to know better than to fall asleep
one ni ght when he shoul d have been standi ng guard and, for

t hat of fence Skeat had thunped the daylights out of him You

wer e goddam drunk!" he had accused Thomas, then beat him

t horoughly, using his fists like blacksnith's hammers. He had

br oken Thonmas's nose, cracked a rib and called hima stinking piece
of Satan's shit, but at the end of it WIIl Skeat saw that the boy was
still grinning, and six nonths | ater he made Thomas into a vintenar
whi ch neant he was in charge of twenty other archers

Those twenty were nearly all older than Thomas, but none

seened to mind his pronotion for they reckoned he was different.

Most archers wore their hair cropped short, but Thonmas's hair was

fl anboyantly |l ong and w apped with boweords so it fell in a long

bl ack plait to his waist. He was clean-shaven and dressed only in
bl ack. Such affectations could have nade hi m unpopul ar, but he

wor ked hard, had a quick wit and was generous. He was still odd,
though. All archers wore talismans, maybe a cheap nmetal pendant



showi ng a saint, or a dried hare's foot, but Thomas had a desi ccated
dog' s paw hangi ng round his neck whi ch he clai med was the hand

of Saint Guinefort, and no one dared di spute hi mbecause he was the
nost | earned nan in Skeat's band. He spoke French |ike a nobl eman
and Latin like a priest, and Skeat's archers were perversely proud
of him because of those acconplishnents. Now, three years after
joining WII Skeat's band, Thomas was one of his chief archers.
Skeat even asked his advice sonmetines; he rarely took it, but he
asked, and Thomas still had the dog's paw, a crooked nose and an

i mpudent grin.

And now he had an idea how to get into La Roche-Derrien

That afternoon, when the dead man-at-arns with the split skul

was still tangled in the abandoned | adder, Sir Sinon Jekyll rode
towards the town and there trotted his horse back and forth beside
the small, dark-feathered crossbow bolts that nmarked the furthest

range of the defenders" weapons. His squire, a daft boy with a slack
jaw and puzzl ed eyes, watched froma distance. The squire held Sir
Sinmon's | ance, and should any warrior in the town accept the

inmplicit challenge of Sir Sinmon's nocking presence, the squire

woul d give his master the lance and the two horsenmen would fi ght

on the pasture until one or the other yielded. And it would not be
Sir Simon for he was as skilled a knight as any in the Earl of

Nort hanpt on' s ar ny.

And t he poorest.

H s destrier was ten years ol d, hard-nmouthed and sway- backed.

H s saddl e, which was high in pormmel and cantle so that it held
himfirmin its grip, had belonged to his father, while his hauberk

a tunic of mail that covered himfromneck to knees, had bel onged

to his grandfather. H's sword was over a hundred years old, heavy,
and woul d not keep its edge. Hi s lance had warped in the wet

wi nter weather, while his helmet, which hung from his pomel,

was an old steel pot with a worn leather lining. Hs shield, with its
escutcheon of a mailed fist clutching a war-hamer, was battered

and faded. H's mail gauntlets, like the rest of his arnour, were



rusting, which was why his squire had a thick, reddened ear and
a frightened face, though the real reason for the rust was not that

the squire did not try to clean the mail, but that Sir Sinon could
not afford the vinegar and fine sand that was used to scour the
steel. He was poor.

Poor and bitter and anbiti ous.

And good.

No one deni ed he was good. He had won the tournanent at
Tewkesbury and received a purse of forty pounds. At G oucester his
victory had been rewarded by a fine suit of arnpur. At Chelnsford it
had been fifteen pounds and a fine saddle, and at Canterbury he
had hal f hacked a Frenchman to death before being given a gil ded
cup filled with coins, and where were all those trophies now? In
t he hands of the bankers and | awyers and nmerchants who had a
lien on the Berkshire estate that Sir Sinon had inherited two years
before, though in truth his inheritance had been nothi ng but debt,
and the monent his father was buried the noneyl enders had cl osed
on Sir Sinon |ike hounds on a wounded deer.

Marry an heiress," his nother had advi sed, and she had paraded
a dozen wonen for her son's inspection, but Sir Sinon was deter-
mned his wife should be as beautiful as he was handsone. And

he was handsome. He knew that. He would stare into his nother's
mrror and adnmire his reflection. He had thick fair hair, a broad
face and a short beard. At Chester, where he had unhorsed three

kni ghts inside four mnutes, nen had m staken himfor the King,
who was reputed to fight anonynously in tournanents, and Sir
Si ron was not going to throw away his good royal |ooks on sone
wri nkl ed hag just because she had noney. He would marry a
worman worthy of hinmself, but that anbition would not pay the
estate's debts and so Sir Sinon, to defend hinself against his credi-
tors, had sought a letter of protection fromKing Edward I11. That
letter shielded Sir Simon fromall |egal proceedings so |ong as he
served the King in a foreign war, and when Sir Sinon had crossed
t he Channel, taking six men-at-arns, a dozen archers and a sl ack-
jawed squire fromhis encunbered estate, he had left his creditors
hel pless in England. Sir Sinmon had al so brought with hima certainty
that he woul d soon capture some French or Breton nobl eman



whose ransom woul d be sufficient to pay all he owed, but so far

the wi nter canpaign had not yielded a single prisoner of rank and

so little plunder that the army was now on half rations. And how
many wel | -born prisoners could he expect to take in a miserable

town |ike La Roche-Derrien? It was a shit hole.

Yet he rode up and down beneath its walls, hoping sone knight

woul d take the challenge and ride fromthe town's southern gate

that had so far resisted six English assaults, but instead the defenders
jeered himand called hima coward for staying out of their cross-
bows" range and the insults piqued Sir Sinmon's pride so that he

rode closer to the walls, his horse's hoofs sonetimes clattering on
one of the fallen quarrels. Men shot at him but the bolts fell well
short and it was Sir Sinbn's turn to jeer.

He's just a bloody fool," Jake said, watching fromthe English
canp. Jake was one of WIIliam Skeat's felons, a rmurderer who had
been saved fromthe gall ows at Exeter. He was cross-eyed, yet stil
managed to shoot straighter than nost nen. Now what's he doi ng?"
Sir Sinmon had stopped his horse and was facing the gate so that
the men who watched t hought that perhaps a Frenchman was
com ng to challenge the English knight who taunted them |Instead
they saw that a | one crossbowran was standing on the gate turret
and beckoning Sir Sinon forward, daring himto come wthin range.
Only a fool would respond to such a dare, and Sir Sinmon dutifully
responded. He was twenty-five years old, bitter and brave, and
he reckoned a di splay of carel ess arrogance woul d di shearten the
besi eged garrison and encourage the dispirited English and so he
spurred the destrier deep into the killing ground where the French
bolts had torn the heart out of the English attacks. No crossbowran
fired now, there was just the |lone figure standing on the gate tower,
and Sir Sinon, riding to within a hundred yards, saw it was the
Bl ackbird
This was the first time Sir Sinon had seen the wonan every
archer called the Blackbird and he was cl ose enough to perceive
that she was indeed a beauty. She stood straight, slender and
tall, cloaked against the winter wind, but with her long black hair
| oose like a young girl's. She offered hima nocking bow and Sir
Si non responded, bending awkwardly in the tight saddle, then he



wat ched as she picked up her crossbow and put it to her shoul der

And when we're inside the town, Sir Sinon thought, I'Il make
you pay for this. You'll be flat on your arse, Blackbird, and I'll be
on top. He stood his horse quite still, a lone horseman in the French

sl aughter ground, daring her to aim straight and knowi ng she woul d
not. And when she m ssed he would give her a nocking salute and
the French would take it as a bad onen.

But what if she did aimstraight?

Sir Simon was tenpted to lift the awkward hel net fromhis

saddl e's pommel, but resisted the inmpulse. He had dared the Bl ack-
bird to do her worst and he could show no nerves in front of a
woman and so he waited as she levelled the bow The town's

def enders were watchi ng her and doubtless praying. O perhaps
maki ng wagers.

Cone on, you bitch, he said under his breath. It was cold, but
there was sweat on his forehead.

She paused, pushed the black hair fromher face, then rested the
bow on a crenellation and aimed again. Sir Sinmon kept his head

up and his gaze straight. Just a worman, he told hinself. Probably
could not hit a wagon at five paces. Hi s horse shivered and he
reached out to pat its neck. Be goi ng soon, boy," he told it.

The Bl ackbird, watched by a score of defenders, closed her eyes

and shot.

Sir Sinmon saw the quarrel as a small black blur against the grey
sky and the grey stones of the church towers show ng above La
Roche-Derrien's walls.

He knew the quarrel would go wide. Knew it with an absolute
certainty. She was a woman, for God's sake! And that was why he
did not nmove as he saw the blur coming straight for him He could
not believe it. He was waiting for the quarrel to slide to left or right,
or to plough into the frost-hardened ground, but instead it was
com ng unerringly towards his breast and, at the very last instant,
he jerked up the heavy shield and ducked his head and felt a huge
thunp on his left armas the bolt slamed hone to throw him

hard agai nst the saddle's cantle. The bolt hit the shield so hard that
it split through the willow boards and its point gouged a deep cut
through the mail sleeve and into his forearm The French were



cheering and Sir Sinon, know ng that other crossbowren m ght

now try to finish what the Bl ackbird had begun, pressed his knee
into his destrier's flank and the beast obediently turned and then
responded to the spurs.

I"malive, he said aloud, as if that would silence the French
jubilation. Goddamm bitch, he thought. He would pay her right
enough, pay her till she squeal ed, and he curbed his horse, not

wanting to | ook as though he fled.

An hour later, after his squire had put a bandage over the slashed
forearm Sir Sinon had convinced hinself that he had scored a
victory. He had dared, he had survived. |t had been a denonstration
of courage, and he lived, and for that he reckoned he was a hero

and he expected a hero's wel cone as he wal ked toward the tent

t hat housed the army's conmander, the Earl of Northanpton. The

tent was nade fromtwo sails, their linen yellow and patched and

t hreadbare after years of service at sea. They nmade a shabby shelter
but that was typical of WIIiam Bohun, Earl of Northanpton who

t hough cousin to the King and as rich a man as any in Engl and,

despi sed gaudi ness.

The Earl, indeed, |ooked as patched and threadbare as the sails
that made his tent. He was a short and squat man with a face, nen
said, like the backside of a bull, but the face mirrored the Earl's

soul , which was blunt, brave and straightfor'w ard. The arny |iked
W 1liam Bohun, Earl of Northanpton, because he was as tough as

they were thenselves. Now, as Sir Sinon ducked into the tent, the
Earl's curly brown hair was half covered with a bandage where the
boul der thrown from La Roche-Derrien's wall had split his hel nmet
and driven a ragged edge of steel into his scalp. He greeted Sir

Si non sourly. Tired of life?"

The silly bitch shut her eyes when she pulled the trigger!" Sir
Sinon said, oblivious to the Earl's tone.

She still ainmed well," the Earl said angrily, and that wll put
heart into the bastards. God knows, they need no encouragenent."”
I"'malive, ny lord," Sir Sinon said cheerfully. She wanted to

kill ne. She failed. The bear lives and the dogs go hungry." He
waited for the Earl's conpanions to congratulate him but they
avoi ded his eyes and he interpreted their sullen silence as jeal ousy.



Sir Sinmon was a bloody fool, the Earl thought, and shivered. He

m ght not have m nded the cold so nuch had the army been
enj oyi ng success, but for two nonths the English and their Breton
allies had stunbled fromfailure to farce, and the six assaults on La
Roche-Derrien had plunbed the depths of misery. So now the Earl

had called a council of war to suggest one final assault, this one to
be made that sane evening. Every other attack had been in the
forenoon, but perhaps a surprise escalade in the dying winter |ight
woul d take the defenders by surprise. Only what small advant ages
that surprise mght bring had been spoil ed because Sir Sinon's
f ool har di ness nust have given the townsfol k a new confi dence and
there was little confidence anong the Earl's war captains who had
gat hered under the yellow sailcloth.

Four of those captains were knights who, like Sir Sinon, led their
own nen to war, but the others were nmercenary sol diers who had
contracted their men to the Earl's service. Three were Bretons who
wore the white erm ne badge of the Duke of Brittany and | ed

men loyal to the de Montfort Duke, while the others were English
captains, all of them commners who had grown hard in war.
W I liam Skeat was there, and next to himwas Richard Totesham
who had begun his service as a man-at-arms and now | ed a hundred
and forty knights and ninety archers in the Earl's service. Neither
man had ever fought in a tournanment, nor woul d they ever be

invited, yet both were wealthier than Sir Sinon, and that rankled.
My hounds of war, the Earl of Northanmpton called the independent
captains, and the Earl |iked them but then the Earl had a curious
taste for vul gar conpany. He m ght be cousin to England' s King,

but WIliam Bohun happily drank with nen |ike Skeat and Tot e-
sham ate with them spoke English with them hunted with them
and trusted them and Sir Sinon felt excluded fromthat friendship.
If any man in this arnmy shoul d have been an intimate of the Earl it
was Sir Sinmon, a noted chanpi on of tournanents, but Northanpton
woul d rather roll in the gutter with men |Iike Skeat.

How s the rain?" the Earl asked.

Starting again," Sir Sinon answered, jerking his head at the tent's
roof, against which the rain pattered fitfully.

It'Il clear," Skeat said dourly. He rarely called the Earl ny lord



addressing himinstead as an equal which, to Sir Sinmon's anaze-
ment, the Earl seened to |ike.
And it's only spitting," the Earl said, peering out fromthe tent

and letting in a swirl of danp, cold air. Bowstrings will pluck in
this."”
So will crossbow cords,"” Richard Toteshaminterjected. Bast ards, "

he added. What nmade the English failure so galling was that

La Roche-Derrien's defenders were not soldiers but townsfolk:
fi shernmen and boatbuil ders, carpenters and masons, and even the

Bl ackbi rd, a woman! And the rain mght stop,"” Totesham went
on, but the ground will be slick. [It'll be bad footing under the
wal l's. "

Don't go tonight," WII Skeat advised. Let my boys go in by the
river tonorrow norning."
The Earl rubbed the wound on his scalp. For a week now he had
assaul ted La Roche-Derrien's southern wall and he still believed his
men coul d take those ranparts, yet he al so sensed the pessinism
anong his hounds of war. One nore repul se with another twenty

or thirty dead would | eave his arny dispirited and with the prospect

of trailing back to Finisterre with nothing acconpli shed. Tell me
agai n," he said.

Skeat wi ped his nose on his |eather sleeve. At low tide," he said,
there's a way round the north wall. One of ny |ads was down

there | ast night."

W tried it three days ago," one of the knights objected.

You tried the down-river side," Skeat said. | want to go up-river
That side has stakes just like the other," the Earl said.

Loose, " Skeat responded. One of the Breton captains translated

t he exchange for his conpanions. My boy pulled a stake clean out,"
Skeat went on, and he reckons half a dozen others will lift or break
They're ol d oak trunks, he says, instead of elm and they're rotted

t hr ough. "

How deep is the nud?" the Earl asked.

Up to his knees.

La Roche-Derrien's wall encompassed the west, south and east
of the town, while the northern side was defended by the R ver
Jaudy, and where the sem -circular wall nmet the river the townsfolk



had pl anted huge stakes in the mud to bl ock access at |ow tide.
Skeat was now suggesting there was a way through those rotted
st akes, but when the Earl's nen had tried to do the same thing at
the eastern side of the town the attackers had got bogged down in
the mud and the townsfol k had picked themoff with bolts. It had
been a worse slaughter than the repulses in front of the southern
gate.

But there's still a wall on the riverbank," the Earl pointed out.
Aye," Skeat allowed, but the silly bastards have broken it down
in places. They've built quays there, and there's one right close to
the | oose stakes.™

So your men will have to renove the stakes and clinb the quays,

all under the gaze of nmen on the wall?" the Earl asked sceptically.
They can do it," Skeat said firmy.
The Earl still reckoned his best chance of success was to close his
archers on the south gate and pray that their arrows woul d keep
t he defenders cowering while his nen-at-arnms assaulted the breach
yet that, he conceded, was the plan that had failed earlier in the
day and on the day before that. And he had, he knew, only a day

or two left. He possessed fewer than three thousand nen, and a
third of those were sick, and if he could not find them shelter he
woul d have to march back west with his tail between his legs. He
needed a town, any town, even La Roche-Derrien
W1l Skeat saw the worries on the Earl's broad face. My | ad was
within fifteen paces of the quay last night," he asserted. He coul d
have been inside the town and opened the gate."

So why didn't he?" Sir Sinon could not resist asking. Christ's
bones!" he went on. But |'d have been inside!"

You're not an archer," Skeat said sourly, then nade the sign of
the cross. At @uinganp one of Skeat's archers had been captured

by the defenders, who had stripped the hated bownan naked t hen

cut himto pieces on the ranpart where the besiegers could see his
long death. His two bow fingers had been severed first, then his
manhood, and the man had screamed |like a pig being gel ded as he
bled to death on the battl enments.
The Earl gestured for a servant to replenish the cups of mulled
Wi ne. Wul d you lead this attack, WII?" he asked.



Not me," Skeat said. I"'mtoo old to wade through boggy nud.
"Il let the | ad who went past the stakes last night lead themin.
He's a good boy, so he is. He's a clever bastard, but an odd one.
was going to be a priest, he was, only he met ne and came to his
senses.

The Earl was plainly tenpted by the idea. He toyed with the hilt

of his sword, then nodded. | think we should nmeet your clever
bastard. |s he near?"
Left himoutside," Skeat said, then twi sted on his stool. Tom

you savage! Come in here!"
Thomas stooped into the Earl's tent, where the gathered captains
saw a tall, long-legged young man dressed entirely in black, all but
for his mail coat and the red cross sewn onto his tunic. Al the
English troops wore that cross of Saint George so that in a nmelee th
woul d know who was a friend and who an eneny. The young nman

bowed to the Earl, who realized he had noticed this archer before,
whi ch was hardly surprising for Thonas was a striking-Iooking nman.
He wore his black hair in a pigtail, tied with boweord, he had a

| ong bony nose that was crooked, a clean-shaven chin and wat chf ul
cl ever eyes, though perhaps the nmpst noticeable thing about him
was that he was clean. That and, on his shoul der, the great bow
that was one of the longest the Earl had seen, and not only | ong,
but painted bl ack, while mounted on the outer belly of the bow
was a curious silver plate which seened to have a coat of arns
engraved on it. There was vanity here, the Earl thought, vanity and
pride, and he approved of both things.

For a man who was up to his knees in river nud |last night," the
Earl said with a smle, you' re remarkably clean.

| washed, my lord."

You'll catch cold!"™ the Earl warned him VWat's your nanme?"
Thomas of Hookton, ny lord."

So tell me what you found | ast night, Thomas of Hookton."
Thomas told the sane tale as WII Skeat. How, after dark, and as
the tide fell, he had waded out into the Jaudy's nud. He had found
the fence of stakes ill-maintained, rotting and | oose, and he had
lifted one out of its socket, wiggled through the gap and gone a
few paces towards the nearest quay. I was cl ose enough, my lord,

He
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to hear a woman singing," he said. The woman had been singing a
song that his own nother had crooned to hi mwhen he was smal |
and he had been struck by that oddity.
The Earl frowned when Thomas fini shed, not because he dis-
approved of anything the archer had said, but because the scalp
wound that had left himunconscious for an hour was throbbing.
What were you doing at the river last night?" he asked, mainly to
give hinself nore time to think about the idea.
Thomas sai d not hi ng.
Anot her man's wonan," Skeat eventually answered for Thomas,
that's what he was doing, nmy lord, another man's woman."
The assenbl ed nen | aughed, all but Sir Sinon Jekyll, who | ooked
sourly at the blushing Thomas. The bastard was a nere archer yet
he was wearing a better coat of mail than Sir Sinon could afford

And he had a confidence that stank of inmpudence. Sir Sinmon shuddered.

was an unfairness to life which he did not understand.
Archers fromthe shires were capturing horses and weapons and
arnmour while he, a chanpion of tournanents, had not managed
anyt hi ng nore val uable than a pair of goddammed boots. He felt
an irresistible urge to deflate this tall, conposed archer

One alert sentinel, ny lord,” Sir Sinmon spoke to the Earl in
Nor man French so that only the handful of well-born nmen in the

tent would understand him and this boy will be dead and our

attack will be floundering in river nud."

Thomas gave Sir Sinmon a very level look, insolent in its |ack of
expression, then answered in fluent French. We should attack in
the dark," he said, then turned back to the Earl. The tide will be
| ow just before dawn tonorrow, my lord."

The Earl | ooked at himw th surprise. How di d you | earn French?"

Fromny father, ny lord."

Do we know hi nP"

| doubt it, ny lord."
The Earl did not pursue the subject. He bit his lip and rubbed the
ponmmrel of his sword, a habit when he was t hinking.

Al well and good if you get inside," Richard Totesham seated
on a mlking stool next to WIIl Skeat, growl ed at Thonas. Totesham
led the I argest of the independent bands and had, on that account,

Ther e



a greater authority than the rest of the captains. But what do you
do when you're inside?"

Thomas nodded, as though he had expected the questi on. | doubt

we can reach a gate," he said, but if |I can put a score of archers
onto the wall beside the river then they can protect it while |adders
are placed."

And |'ve got two | adders," Skeat added. They' Il do."

The Earl still rubbed the ponmel of his sword. VWhen we tried
to attack by the river before,” he said, we got trapped in the nud.
It'Il be just as deep where you want to go."

Hurdl es, ny lord," Thomas said. I found sone in a farm" Hurdles

were fence sections nmade of woven willow that could make a quick
pen for sheep or could be laid flat on mud to provide nmen with
footi ng.

| told you he was clever,"” WII| Skeat said proudly. Went to
Oford, didn't you, TonP"

When | was too young to know better," Thomas said drily.
The Earl |aughed. He liked this boy and he could see why

Skeat had such faith in him Toror row norni ng, Thomas?" he
asked.

Better than dusk tonight, nmy lord. They'll still be lively at dusk
Thomas gave Sir Sinmon an expressionl ess glance, intimating that
t he knight's display of stupid bravery woul d have qui ckened the

def enders" spirits

Then tomorrow norning it is,"” the Earl said. He turned to Totesham
keep your boys closed on the south gate today. | want
themto think we're comng there again." He |ooked back to Thonas.
What ' s t he badge on your bow, boy?"

Just something | found, ny lord," Thomas |ied, handing the bow
to the Earl, who had held out his hand. |In truth he had cut the
silver badge out of the crushed chalice that he had found under his
father's robes, then pinned the nmetal to the front of the bow where
his [ eft hand had worn the silver alnost snooth.
The Earl peered at the device. A yal e?"

| think that's what the beast is called, ny lord," Thonas said,

pr et endi ng i gnorance.

Not the badge of anyone | know," the Earl said, then tried to

But



flex the bow and raised his eyebrows in surprise at its strength. He
gave the black shaft back to Thomas then dism ssed him I wish
you Codspeed in the morning, Thomas of Hookton."

My lord," Thomas said, and bowed.

"'l go with him wth your permi ssion," Skeat said, and the Earl
nodded, then watched the two nen | eave. If we do get inside," he
told his remaining captains, then for God's sake don't let your nen
cry havoc. Hold their leashes tight. | intend to keep this town and
| don't want the townsfolk hating us. Kill when you nust, but I
don't want an orgy of blood." He |ooked at their sceptical faces. [
be putting one of you in charge of the garrison here, so make it
easy for yourselves. Hold themtight."

The captains grunted, knowi ng how hard it would be to keep
their nmen froma full sack of the town, but before any of them
could respond to the Earl's hopeful w shes, Sir Sinon stood.

My lord? A request?"

The Earl shrugged. Try me.

Wuld you let ne and my nmen | ead the | adder party?"

The Earl seened surprised at the request. You t hink Skeat cannot
manage on his own?"

| amsure he can, ny lord," Sir Sinon said hunbly, but | stil
beg the honour."

Better Sir Sinmon Jekyll dead than WIIl Skeat, the Earl thought.

He nodded. O course, of course.”

The captains said nothing. Wat honour was there in being first
onto a wall that another man had captured? No, the bastard did
not want honour, he wanted to be well placed to find the richest

pl under in town, but none of themvoiced his thought. They were
captains, but Sir Sinon was a knight, even if a penniless one.

The Earl's arny threatened an attack for the rest of that short
winter's day, but it never came and the citizens of La Roche-Derrien
dared to hope that the worst of their ordeal was over, but made
preparations in case the English did try again the next day. They
counted their crossbow bolts, stacked nore boul ders on the ram
parts and fed the fires which boiled the pots of water that were
poured onto the English. Heat the wetches up, the town's priests
had said, and the townsfolk liked that jest. They were w nning,



t hey knew, and they reckoned their ordeal nust finish soon, for

the English would surely be running out of food. All La Roche-
Derrien had to do was endure and then receive the praise and

t hanks of Duke Charl es.

The small rain stopped at nightfall. The townsfolk went to their
beds, but kept their weapons ready. The sentries lit watch fires
behi nd the walls and gazed into the dark.

It was night, it was winter, it was cold and the besi egers had one

| ast chance.

The Bl ackbird had been christened Jeanette Marie Hal evy, and

when she was fifteen her parents had taken her to Gui nganp for

t he annual tournanent of the apples. Her father was not an ari sto-
crat so the famly could not sit in the enclosure beneath Saint Laurent's
tower, but they found a place nearby, and Louis Hal evy nmade cer-
tain his daughter was visible by placing their chairs on the farm
wagon whi ch had carried themfrom La Roche-Derrien. Jeanette's
father was a prosperous shipnmaster and wi ne nerchant, though his
fortune in business had not been mirrored in life. One son had died
when a cut finger turned septic and his second son had drowned

on a voyage to Corunna. Jeanette was now his only child.

There was calculation in the visit to Guinganp. The nobility of
Brittany, at |east those who favoured an alliance with France,
assenbl ed at the tournanent where, for four days, in front of a
crowmd that came as nmuch for the fair as for the fighting, they

di splayed their talents with sword and | ance. Jeanette found rnuch
of it tedious, for the preanbles to each fight were long and often
out of earshot. Knights paraded endl essly, their extravagant plumes
noddi ng, but after a while there would be a brief thunder of hoofs,
a clash of nmetal, a cheer, and one knight would be tunbled in the
grass. It was customary for every victorious knight to prick an apple
with his | ance and present it to whichever worman in the crowd
attracted him and that was why her father had taken the farm

wagon to Quinganp. After four days Jeanette had ei ghteen apples

I

and the ennity of a score of better-born girls.



Her parents took her back to La Roche-Derrien and waited. They

had di spl ayed their wares and now the buyers could find their way

to the | avish house beside the River Jaudy. Fromthe front the

house seenmed small, but go through the archway and a visitor

found hinmself in a wi de courtyard reaching down to a stone quay

where Monsi eur Hal evy's smaller boats could be mobored at the top

of the tide. The courtyard shared a wall with the church of Saint Renan
and, because Monsi eur Hal evy had donated the tower to the church,

he had been permitted to drive an archway through the wall so

that his family did not need to step into the street when they went
to Mass. The house told any suitor that this was a wealthy famly,
and the presence of the parish priest at the supper table told him

it was a devout famly. Jeanette was to be no aristocrat's plaything,
she was to be a wife.

A dozen nen condescended to visit the Hal evy house, but it was

Henri Chenier, Conte d' Arnorique, who won the apple. He was a

prime catch, for he was nephew to Charles of Blois, who was hinself

a nephew to King Philip of France, and it was Charles whomthe

French recogni zed as Duke and ruler of Brittany. The Duke all owed
Henri Chenier to present his fiancee, but afterwards advised his
nephew to discard her. The girl was a nerchant's daughter, scarce
nore than a peasant, though even the Duke admitted she was a

beauty. Her hair was shining black, her face was unflawed by the

pox and she had all her teeth. She was graceful, so that a Dom ni can
friar in the Duke's court clasped his hands and excl ai ned t hat
Jeanette was the living image of the Madonna. The Duke agreed

she was beautiful, but so what? Many wonmen were beautiful. Any
tavern in Quinganp, he said, could throw up a two-livre whore

who coul d make nost w ves | ook like hogs. It was not the job of
awife to be beautiful, but to be rich. Make the girl your m stress,
he advi sed his nephew, and virtually ordered Henri to marry an
heiress from Pi cardy, but the heiress was a pox-faced slattern and
the Count of Arnorica was besotted by Jeanette's beauty and so

he defied his uncle.

He married the nmerchant's daughter in the chapel of his castle

at Pl abennec, which lay in Finisterre, the world's end. The Duke
reckoned his nephew had listened to too nmany troubadours, but



the Count and his new wife were happy and a year after their

weddi ng, when Jeanette was sixteen, their son was born. They

naned him Charles, after the Duke, but if the Duke was conpli -

ment ed, he said nothing. He refused to receive Jeanette again and
treated his nephew coldly.

Later that same year the English cane in force to support Jean

de Montfort, whomthey recognized as the Duke of Brittany, and

the King of France sent reinforcenents to his nephew Charl es,

whom he recogni zed as the real Duke, and so the civil war began

in earnest. The Count of Arnorica insisted that his wife and baby
son went back to her father's house in La Roche-Derrien because

the castle at Plabennec was small, in ill repair and too close to the
i nvader's forces.

That sumrer the castle fell to the English just as Jeanette's hus-
band had feared, and the follow ng year the King of England spent

t he canpai gni ng season in Brittany, and his arny pushed back the
forces of Charles, Duke of Brittany. There was no one great battle,
but a series of bloody skirm shes, and in one of them a ragged

af fair fought between the hedgerows of a steep valley, Jeanette's
husband was wounded. He had lifted the face-piece of his hel nmet

to shout encouragenment to his nen and an arrow had gone cl ean

t hrough his nouth. His servants brought the Count to the house

besi de the River Jaudy where he took five days to die; five days of
constant pain during which he was unable to eat and scarce able

to breathe as the wound festered and the bl ood congealed in his
gullet. He was twenty-eight years old, a chanpion of tournanments,
and he wept like a child at the end. He choked to death and Jeanette
screanmed in frustrated anger and grief.

Then began Jeanette's time of sorrow. She was a wi dow, |a veuve
Cheni er, and not six nmonths after her husband's death she becane

an or phan when both her parents died of the bloody flux. She was
just eighteen and her son, the Count of Arnorica, was two, but
Jeanette had inherited her father's wealth and she deternmined to
use itto strike back at the hated English who had killed her husband,
and so she began outfitting two ships that could prey on English

shi ppi ng.

Monsi eur Bel as, who had been her father's |awyer, advised



agai nst spendi ng noney on the ships. Jeanette's fortune would not

| ast for ever, the |l awer said, and nothing soaked up cash I|ike
outfitting warships that rarely made noney, unless by luck. Better
he said, to use the ships for trade. The nmerchants in Lannion are
maki ng a fine profit on Spanish wine," he suggested. He had a cold,
for it was winter, and he sneezed. A very fine profit," he said

wi stfully. He spoke in Breton, though both he and Jeanette coul d,

i f needs be, speak French

I do not want Spanish wi ne," Jeanette said coldly, but English
soul s. "

No profit in those, ny lady," Belas said. He found it strange to
call Jeanette ny lady". He had known her since she was a child,
and she had always been little Jeanette to him but she had married
and become an aristocratic wi dow, and a wi dow, noreover, with

a tenper. You cannot sell English souls,” Belas pointed out mldly.
Except to the devil," Jeanette said, crossing herself. But | don't
need Spani sh wi ne, Belas. W have the rents."

The rents!" Belas said nockingly. He was tall, thin, scanty-haired

and clever. He had served Jeanette's father well and |ong, and

was resentful that the merchant had left himnothing in his will.
Everything had gone to Jeanette except for a snmall bequest to the
nonks at Pontrieux so they would say Masses for the dead man's

soul. Belas hid his resentnent. Not hi ng conmes from Pl abennec, "

he told Jeanette. The English are there, and how | ong do you think
the rents will cone fromyour father's farms? The English will

take them soon."™ An English arny had occupi ed unwal | ed Tregul er

whi ch was only an hour's wal k nort hwards, and they had pulled

down the cathedral tower there because sone crossbowren had

shot at themfromits summt. Belas hoped the English would retreat
soon, for it was deep in the winter and their supplies nust be
running | ow, but he feared they night ravage the countrysi de about
La Roche-Derrien before they left. And if they did, Jeanette's farms

woul d be left worthless. How rmuch rent can you get from a burned
farnm?" he asked her.

| don't care!" she snapped. | shall sell everything if | have to,
everything!" Except for her husband's armour and weapons. They

were precious and would go to her son one day.



Bel as sighed for her foolishness, then huddled in his black
cloak and | eaned close to the snmall fire which spat in the hearth.
A cold wind cane fromthe nearby sea, naking the chi mey snoke.
You will pernmit me, nadanme, to offer you advice? First, the
busi ness." Belas paused to wipe his nose on his | ong black sleeve.
It ails, but I can find you a good nman to run it as your father
did, and | would draw up a contract which would ensure the man
woul d pay you well fromthe profits. Second, nadame, you should
think of marriage." He paused, half expecting a protest, but Jeanette
said nothing. Belas sighed. She was so lovely! There were a dozen
men in town who would marry her, but marriage to an aristocrat
had turned her head and she would settle for nothing | ess than
another titled man. You are, nmdane," the | awer continued
carefully, a w dow who possesses, at the nonent, a considerable
fortune, but | have seen such fortunes drain away |ike snow in

April. Find a man who can | ook after you, your possessions and
your son."
Jeanette turned and stared at him | married the finest man in

Christendom" she said, and where do you think I will find another
l'i ke hin®"

Men |ike the Count of Arnorica, the | awyer thought, were found
everywhere, nore was the pity, for what were they but brute fools
in arnour who believed war was a sport? Jeanette, he thought,
should marry a prudent nerchant, perhaps a w dower who had a

fortune, but he suspected such advice woul d be wast ed. Remenber

the old saying, ny lady," he said slyly. Put a cat to watch a flock
and the wolves eat well."

Jeanette shuddered with anger at the words. You go beyond

yoursel f, Monsieur Belas." She spoke idly, then dismssed him and

the next day the English came to La Roche-Derrien and Jeanette

t ook her dead husband's crossbow fromthe place where she hid

her wealth and she joined the defenders on the walls. Damm Belas's
advice! She would fight like a man and Duke Charles, who despised
her, would learn to adnmire her, to support her and restore her dead
husband's estates to her son.

So Jeanette had becone the Bl ackbird and the English had died

in front of her walls and Bel as's advice was forgotten, and now,



Jeanette reckoned, the town's defenders had so rattled the English
that the siege would surely be lifted. Al would be well, in which
belief, for the first tine in a week, the Blackbird slept well.
Thomas crouched beside the river. He had broken through a stand

of alders to reach the bank where he now pulled off his boots and
hose. Best to go barel egged, he reckoned, so the boots did not get
stuck in the river mud. It was going to be cold, freezing cold, but
he coul d not renenber a tine when he had been happier. He |iked
this life, and his nenories of Hookton, Oxford and his father had
al nost faded.

Take your boots off," he told the twenty archers who woul d
acconpany him and hang your arrow bags round your necks."

Why?"  soneone chal l enged himfromthe dark

So it bloody throttles you," Thomas grow ed.

So your arrows don't get wet," another nan explai ned hel pfully.
Thomas tied his own bag round his neck. Archers did not carry

the quivers that hunters used, for quivers were open at the top and
their arrows could fall out when a nman ran or stunbled or clam
bered through a hedge. Arrows in quivers got wet when it rained,
and wet feathers made arrows fly crooked, so real archers used
linen bags that were water-proofed with wax and seal ed by | aces.
The bags were bolstered by withy franes that spread the linen so
the feathers were not crushed.

W1l Skeat edged down the bank where a dozen men were stack-

ing the hurdles. He shivered in the cold wind that canme fromthe
water. The sky to the east was still dark, but some light canme from
the watch fires that burned within La Roche-Derrien

They're nice and quiet in there," Skeat said, nodding towards

the town.



Pray they're sleeping,"” Thonas said.

In beds too. 1've forgotten what a bed's like," Skeat said, then
edged aside to |l et another man through to the riverbank. Thonas
was surprised to see it was Sir Sinon Jekyll, who had been so
scornful of himin the Earl's tent. Sir Sinmon," WI| Skeat said, barely
bot hering to di sguise his own scorn, wants a word with thee."
Sir Sinmon winkled his nose at the stench of the river nud. Mich
of it, he supposed, was the town's sewage and he was gl ad he was

not wadi ng barel egged t hrough the nuck
You are confident of passing the stakes?" he asked Thonas.

| wouldn't be going otherw se,"” Thonas said, not bothering to
sound respect ful
Thomas's tone nade Sir Sinon bridle, but he controlled his tem

per . The Earl," he said distantly, has given ne the honour of | eading
the attack on the walls." He stopped abruptly and Thomas wait ed,
expecting nore, but Sir Sinon nmerely | ooked at himwith an irri-
tated face.

So Thonas takes the walls,
for your | adders?"

What | do not want," Sir Sinon ignored Skeat and spoke to
Thomas, is for you to take your nen ahead of mne into the town
itself. W see arned men, we're likely to kill them you
under st and?"
Thomas al nbst spat in derision. H's men would be arned with

bows and no eneny carried a | ong-stave bow | i ke the English so
there was hardly any chance of being m staken for the town's
defenders, but he held his tongue. He just nodded.

You and your archers can join our attack," Sir Sinon went on

but you will be under ny command."
Thomas nodded again and Sir Sinon, irritated by the inplied

i nsol ence, turned on his heel and wal ked away.

Goddamm bastard, " Thonmas sai d.

He just wants to get his nose into the trough ahead of the rest
of us," Skeat said.

You're letting the bastard use our |adders?" Thonmas asked.

If he wants to be first up, let him Ladders are green wood, Tom
and if they break 1'd rather it was himtunbling than me. Besides,

Skeat finally spoke, to make it safe



I reckon we'll be better off follow ng you through the river, but I
ain't telling Sir Sinon that." Skeat grinned, then swore as a crash
sounded fromthe darkness south of the river. Those bl oody white
rats," Skeat said, and vani shed into the shadows.

The white rats were the Bretons |oyal to Duke John, nen who

wore his badge of a white erm ne, and sone sixty Breton cross-
bowren had been attached to Skeat's soldiers, their job to rattle
the walls with their bolts as the | adders were placed agai nst the
ranparts. It was those nen who had startled the night with their
noi se and now the noi se grew even | ouder. Sone fool had tripped
in the dark and t hunped a crossbowran with a pavise, the huge

shi el d behi nd which the crossbows were | aboriously rel oaded, and

t he crossbowman struck back, and suddenly the white rats were
having a brawl in the dark. The defenders, naturally, heard them
and started to hurl burning bales of straw over the ranparts and

then a church bell began to toll, then another, and all this |ong

bef ore Thomas had even started across the nud.

Sir Sinmon Jekyll, alarmed by the bells and the burning straw,

shouted that the attack must go in now. Carry the | adders forward!"

he bell owed. Defenders were running onto La Roche-Derrien's
wal s and the first crossbow bolts were spitting off the ranparts that
were lit bright by the burning bales.

Hol d those goddanmm | adders!" WII| Skeat snarled at his nen,
t hen | ooked at Thomas. What do you reckon?"

| think the bastards are distracted,"” Thomas sai d.

So you'll go?"

Cot nothing better to do, WII."

Bl oody white rats!"”
Thomas | ed his men onto the nud. The hurdles were sonme hel p,

but not as much as he had hoped, so that they still slipped and
struggled their way towards the great stakes and Thomas reckoned
t he noi se they made was enough to wake King Arthur and his

kni ghts. But the defenders were maki ng even nore noise. Every
church bell was clanging, a trunpet was screani ng, nmen were
shouting, dogs barking, cockerels were crowing, and the crossbows
wer e creaki ng and banging as their cords were inched back and
rel eased.



The walls | oomed to Thomas's right. He wondered if the Bl ackbird
was up there. He had seen her twi ce now and been captivated by

the fierceness of her face and her wild black hair. A score of other
archers had seen her too, and all of them nmen who could thread

an arrow through a bracelet at a hundred paces, yet the wonan

still lived. Amazing, Thomas thought, what a pretty face could do.
He threw down the last hurdle and so reached the wooden st akes,

each one a whole tree trunk sunk into the nud. Hi s nmen joined
hi m and t hey heaved against the tinber until the rotted wood split
like straw. The stakes nade a terrible noise as they fell, but it was
drowned by the uproar in the town. Jake, the cross-eyed nurderer
from Exeter gaol, pulled hinmself al ongside Thomas. To their right
now was a wooden quay with a rough | adder at one end. Dawn
was conming and a feeble, thin, grey light was seeping fromthe east
to outline the bridge across the Jaudy. It was a handsone stone
bridge with a barbican at its further end, and Thomas feared the
garrison of that tower m ght see them but no one called an al arm
and no crossbow bolts thunped across the river.

Thomas and Jake were first up the quay | adder, then came Sam
t he youngest of Skeat's archers. The wooden | andi ng stage served

a tinberyard and a dog began barking frantically anong the stacked
trunks, but Sam slipped into the blackness with his knife and the

bar ki ng suddenly stopped. CGood doggy," Sam said as he cane back.
String your bows," Thomas said. He had | ooped the henp cord

onto his own black weapon and now untied the |aces of his arrow

bag

| hate bl oody dogs,"
was pregnant with me."

That's why you're daft," Jake said

Shut your goddamm faces," Thomas ordered. More archers were
clinmbing the quay, which was swaying alarmngly, but he could
see that the walls he was supposed to capture were thick with
defenders now. English arrows, their white goose feathers bright

in the flanelight of the defenders" fires, flickered over the wall and
thunped into the town's thatched roofs. Maybe we shoul d open
the south gate,"” Thonmas suggest ed.

Go through the town?" Jake asked in alarm

Sam sai d. One bit ny nother when she



It's a small town," Thonas said.

You're mad," Jake said, but he was grinning and he neant the
words as a conplinent.

' m goi ng anyway, " Thomas said. It would be dark in the streets
and their Iong bows woul d be hidden. He reckoned it would be
saf e enough.
A dozen nen followed Thomas while the rest started plundering
the nearer buildings. Mre and nore men were coming through
the broken stakes now as WII| Skeat sent them down the riverbank
rather than wait for the wall to be captured. The defenders had
seen the nen in the nud and were shooting down fromthe end
of the town wall, but the first attackers were already |oose in the
streets.
Thomas bl undered through the town. It was pitch-black in the
alleys and hard to tell where he was going, though by clinbing the
hill on which the town was built he reckoned he nust eventually
go over the summit and so down to the southern gate. Men ran

past him but no one could see that he and his compani ons were
English. The church bells were deafening. Children were crying
dogs howling, gulls scream ng, and the noi se was maki ng Thomas
terrified. This was a daft idea, he thought. Maybe Sir Sinmon had
al ready clinbed the walls? Mybe he was wasting his tine? Yet
white-feathered arrows still thunped into the town roofs, suggesting the walls
wer e untaken, and so he forced hinself to keep
going. Twice he found hinmself in a blind alley and the second tine,
doubling back into a wider street, he alnpst ran into a priest who
had come fromhis church to fix a flam ng torch in a wall bracket.
Go to the ranparts!” the priest said sternly, then saw the |ong
bows in the men's hands and opened his mouth to shout the alarm

He never had tinme to shout for Thonmas's bow stave sl ammed
point-first into his belly. He bent over, gasping, and Jake casual ly
slit his throat. The priest gurgled as he sank to the cobbles and Jake
frowned when the noi se stopped.

"Il go to hell for that," he said

You're going to hell anyway," Samsaid, we all are.”

W're all going to heaven," Thomas said, but not if we dawdle."
He suddenly felt much less frightened, as though the priest's death



had taken his fear. An arrow struck the church tower and dropped
into the alley as Thonas led his nmen past the church and found
hi nsel f on La Roche-Derrien's main street, which dropped down
to where a watch fire burned by the southern gate. Thomas shrank
back into the alley beside the church, for the street was thick with
men, but they were all running to the threatened side of the town,
and when Thomas next |ooked the hill was enpty. He could only
see two sentinels on the ranparts above the gate arch. He told his
nmen about the two sentries.

They're going to be scared as hell,"” he said. We kill the bastards
and open the gate."

There m ght be others,"” Sam sai d. There' |l be a guard house.™

Then kill themtoo,"” Thomas said. Now, cone on!"
They stepped into the street, ran down a few yards and there
drew their bows. The arrows flew and the two guards on the arch
fell. A man stepped out of the guard house built into the gate turret
and gawped at the archers, but before any could draw their bows
he stepped back inside and barred the door.

It's ours!™ Thomas shouted, and led his nmen in a wild rush to
the arch.
The guard house stayed | ocked so there was no one to stop the
archers fromlifting the bar and pushing open the two great gates.
The Earl's nen saw the gates open, saw the English archers outlined
agai nst the watch fire and gave a great roar fromthe darkness that
told Thomas a torrent of vengeful troops was coning towards him
Whi ch neant La Roche-Derrien's tine of weeping could begin.

For the English had taken the town.
Jeanette woke to a church bell ringing as though it was the world's
doom when the dead were rising fromtheir graves and the gates
of hell were yawning wide for sinners. Her first instinct was to cross
to her son's bed, but little Charles was safe. She could just see his
eyes in the dark that was scarcely alleviated by the gl owi ng enbers
of the fire.

Mama?" he cried, reaching up to her.



Quiet," she hushed the boy, then ran to throw open the shutters.
A faint grey light showed above the eastern roofs, then steps
sounded in the street and she | eaned fromthe w ndow to see nen
running fromtheir houses with swords, crossbows and spears. A
trunpet was calling fromthe town centre, then nore church bells
began tolling the alarminto a dying night. The bell of the church

of the Virgin was cracked and made a harsh, anvil-like noise that
was all the nmore terrifying.

Madane!" a servant cried as she ran into the room

The English nmust be attacking." Jeanette forced herself to speak

calmy. She was wearing nothing but a linen shift and was suddenly
cold. She snatched up a cloak, tied it about her neck, then, took

her son into her arns. You will be all right, Charles," she tried to
consol e him The English are attacking again, that is all."
Except she was not sure. The bells were sounding so wild. It was

not the neasured tolling that was the usual signal of attack, but a
pani cked cl angour as though the nen hauling the ropes were trying

to repel an attack by their own efforts. She | ooked fromthe w ndow
again and saw the English arrows Hitting across the roofs. She could
hear them thunping into the thatch. The children of the town
thought it was a fine sport to retrieve the eneny arrows and two

had injured thenselves sliding fromthe roofs. Jeanette thought
about getting dressed, but decided she nust find out what was
happening first so she gave Charles to the servant, then ran down-
stairs.

One of the kitchen servants net her at the back door. What ' s
happeni ng, nadanme?"

Anot her attack, that is all."

She unbarred the door to the yard, then ran to the private

entrance to Renan's church just as an arrow struck the church

tower and clattered down into the yard. She pulled open the tower
door, then groped up the steep | adders that her father had built. It
had not been nere piety that had inspired Louis Hal evy to construct
the tower, but also the opportunity to | ook down-river to see if his
boats were approachi ng, and the hi gh stone parapet offered one of
the best views in La Roche-Derrien. Jeanette was deafened by the
church bell that swung in the gl oom each clapper stroke thunping



her ears like a physical blow She clinbed past the bell, pushed
open the trapdoor at the top of the |adders and cl anbered onto the

| eads.

The English had come. She could see a torrent of nmen flow ng

about the river edge of the wall. They waded through the nud and
swarmed over the broken stakes like a torrent of rats. Sweet Mother
of Christ, she thought, sweet Mther of Christ, but they were in

the town! She hurried down the | adders. They're here!" she called
to the priest who hauled the bell rope. They're in the town!"
Havoc! Havoc!" the English shouted, the call that encouraged

themto plunder.

Jeanette ran across the yard and up the stairs. She pulled her
clothes fromthe cupboard, then turned when the voi ces shout ed
havoc beneath her wi ndow. She forgot her clothes and took Charles
back into her arns. Mot her of God," she prayed, |ook after us now,
| ook after us. Sweet Mother of God, keep us safe.” She wept, not
knowi ng what to do. Charles cried because she was hol ding him

too tight and she tried to soothe him Cheers sounded in the street
and she ran back to the wi ndow and saw what | ooked |ike a dark

river studded with steel flow ng towards the town centre. She col -
| apsed by the wi ndow, sobbing. Charles was screamng. Two nore
servants were in the room somehow thinking that Jeanette could
shelter them but there was no shelter now The English had cone.
One of the servants shot the bolt on the bedroom door, but what

good woul d that do?

Jeanette thought of her husband's hi dden weapons and of the

Spani sh sword's sharp edge, and wondered if she would have the
courage to place the point against her breast and heave her body
onto the blade. It would be better to die than be dishonoured,

she thought, but then what woul d happen to her son? She wept

hel pl essly, then heard someone beating on the big gate which | ed

to her courtyard. An axe, she supposed, and she listened to its
crunchi ng bl ows that seemed to shake the whol e house. A wonan
screanmed in the town, then another, and the English voices cheered
ranpantly. One by one the church bells fell silent until only the
cracked bell hanmered its fear across the roofs. The axe still bit at
the door. Wyuld they recognize her, she wondered. She had exulted



in standing on the ranparts, shooting her husband' s crossbow at
t he besiegers, and her right shoul der was brui sed because of it, but
she had wel comed the pain, believing that every bolt fired nmade it
less likely that the English would break into the town.

No one had thought they could. And why besiege La Roche-

Derrien anyway? It had nothing to offer. As a port it was al npst
usel ess, for the largest ships could not make it up the river even at
the top of the tide. The English, the townspeople had believed, were
maki ng a petul ant denonstration and would soon give up and slink
away.

But now they were here, and Jeanette screaned as the sound of
t he axe bl ows changed. They had broken through, and doubtl ess
were trying to lift the bar. She closed her eyes, shaking as she heard
the gate scrape on the cobbles. It was open. It was open. ©Ch, Mbther
of God, she prayed, be with us now
The screans sounded downstairs. Feet thunped on the stairs.

Men's voi ces shouted in a strange tongue.

Be with us now and at the hour of our death for the English had
cone.
Sir Sinmon Jekyll was annoyed. He had been prepared to clinb the
| adders if Skeat's archers ever gained the walls, which he doubted,
but if the ranparts were captured then he intended to be first into
the town. He foresaw cutting down a few pani cked defenders then
finding some great house to plunder.

But not hi ng happened as he had imagined it. The town was
awake, the wall manned, and the | adders never went forward, but
Skeat's men still got inside by sinply wading through the nud at
the river's edge. Then a cheer at the southern side of the town
suggested that gate was open, which neant that the whol e damed
arnmy was getting into La Roche-Derrien ahead of Sir Sinmon. He
swore. There would be nothing |eft!

My lord?" One of his nmen-at-arnms pronpted Sir Sinon, wanting
a decision as to how they were to reach the wonmen and val uabl es
beyond the walls, which were emptying of their defenders as nen

ran to protect their homes and famlies. It would have been quicker
far quicker, to have waded through the nud, but Sir Sinmon did

not want to dirty his new boots and so he ordered the | adders
forward.
The | adders were nade of green wood and the rungs bent alarm

ingly as Sir Sinmon clinbed, but there were no defenders to oppose
himand the | adder held. He clanbered into an enbrasure and drew

his sword. A half-dozen defenders lay spitted with arrows on the
ranpart. Two were still alive and Sir Sinmon stabbed the nearest
one. The man had been roused fromhis bed and had no mail, not
even a | eather coat, yet still the old sword nade hard work of the
killing stroke. It was not designed for stabbing, but for cutting. The
new swords, rmade fromthe finest southern European steel, were
renowned for their ability to pierce mail and | eather, but this ancient
bl ade required all Sir Sinmon's brute force to penetrate a rib cage.
And what chance, he wondered sourly, would there be of finding
a better weapon in this sorry excuse for a town?
There was a flight of stone steps down into a street that was
t hronged by English archers and nen-at-arns smeared with nud
to their thighs. They were breaking into houses. One man was
carrying a dead goose, another had a bolt of cloth. The plundering
had begun and Sir Sinon was still on the ranparts. He shouted at

his men to hurry and when enough of them had gathered on the
wall's top, he led themdown into the street. An archer was rolling
a barrel froma cellar door, another dragged a girl by an arm \ere
to go? That was Sir Sinmpn's problem The nearest houses were al



bei ng sacked, and the cheers fromthe south suggested the Earl's
mai n arny was descending on that part of the town. Sone towns-
folk, realizing all was lost, were fleeing in front of the archers to
cross the bridge and escape into the countryside.

Sir Sinon decided to strike east. The Earl's men were to the
south, Skeat's were staying close to the west wall so the eastern
quarter offered the best hope of plunder. He pushed past Skeat's
muddy archers and led his nen towards the bridge. Frightened
peopl e ran past him ignoring himand hopi ng he woul d ignore

them He crossed the main street, which led to the bridge, and saw
a roadway runni ng al ongsi de the big houses that fronted the river



Merchants, Sir Sinon thought, fat nmerchants with fat profits, and
then, in the grow ng light, he saw an archway that was surnounted
by a coat of arms. A noble's house.
Wio has an axe?" he asked his nen.
One of the nmen-at-arns stepped forward and Sir Sinon indicated
the heavy gate. The house had wi ndows on the ground floor, but
they were covered by heavy iron bars, which seened a good sign
Sir Sinmon stepped back to let his nan start work on the gate.
The axeman knew hi s business. He chopped a hol e where he
guessed the | ocking bar was, and when he had broken through he
put a hand inside and pushed the bar up and out of its brackets so
that Sir Sinmon and his archers could heave the gates open. Sir
Sinmon left two nen to guard the gate, ordering themto keep every
ot her plunderer out of the property, then led the rest into the yard.
The first things he saw were two boats tied at the river's quay. They
were not | arge ships, but all hulls were val uabl e and he ordered
four of his archers to go aboard.
Tell anyone who comes that they're mine, you understand?
M ne!"
He had a choice now storeroons or house? And a stable? He
told two nen-at-arnms to find the stable and stand guard on what -
ever horses were there, then he kicked in the house door and |ed
his six remaining nen into the kitchen. Two wonmen screaned. He
i gnored them they were old, ugly servants and he was after richer
things. A door led fromthe back of the kitchen and he pointed one
of his archers towards it, then, holding his sword ahead of him he
went through a small dark hall into a front room A tapestry show
i ng Bacchus, the god of wi ne, hung on one wall and Sir Sinobn
had an idea that val uabl es were sonetinmes hi dden behi nd such
wal | - coverings so he hacked at it with his blade, then hauled it
down fromits hooks, but there was only a plaster wall behind. He
ki cked the chairs, then saw a chest that had a huge dark padl ock
Get it open,” he ordered two of his archers, and whatever's
inside is mne." Then, ignoring two books which were of no use to
man or beast, he went back into the hall and ran up a flight of dark
wooden stairs.
Sir Sinmon found a door leading to a roomat the front of the



house. It was bolted and a woman screaned fromthe other side
when he tried to force the door. He stood back and used the hee
of his boot, smashing the bolt on the far side and sl amm ng the door
back on its hinges. Then he stalked inside, his old sword glittering in
the dawn's wan light, and he saw a bl ack-haired wonman.
Sir Sinmon considered hinself a practical man. H's father, quite
sensi bly, had not wanted his son to waste tine on education, though
Sir Sinmon had learned to read and could, at a pinch, wite a letter
He |iked useful things, hounds and weapons, horses and arnour
- and he despi sed the fashionable cult of gentility. H s nother was
a great one for troubadours, and was forever |istening to songs of
kni ghts so gentle that Sir Sinon reckoned they would not have
lasted two minutes in a tourney's nelee. The songs and poens
celebrated |l ove as though it was sonme rare thing that gave a life
enchantnent, but Sir Sinon did not need poets to define |ove,
which to himwas tunbling a peasant girl in a harvest field or
thrusting at some al e-reeking whore in a tavern, but when he
saw t he bl ack-haired woman he suddenly understood what the
t roubadours had been cel ebrati ng.

It did not matter that the woman was shaking with fear or that

her hair was wildly awy or that her face was streaked with tears.
Sir Sinmon recogni zed beauty and it struck himlike an arrow. It
took his breath away. So this, then, was lovel It was the realization
that he could never be happy until this woman was his, and that
was conveni ent, for she was an eneny, the town was bei ng sacked

and Sir Sinon, clad in mail and fury, had found her first.

Get out!" he snarled at the servants in the room Get out!"
The servants fled in tears and Sir Sinon booted the broken door
shut, then advanced on the worman, who crouched beside her son's

bed with the boy in her arnmns.

Who are you?" Sir Sinmon asked in French
The woman tried to sound brave. I amthe Countess of Arnorica,"
she sai d. And you, nonsieur?"

Sir Simon was tenpted to award hinself a peerage to inpress
Jeanette, but he was too slowwitted and so heard hinself uttering
his proper nane. He was slowy becom ng aware that the room
betrayed wealth. The bed hangi ngs were thickly enbroidered, the



candl esticks were of heavy silver and the walls either side of the
stone hearth were expensively panelled in beautifully carved wood.
He pushed the smaller bed against the door, reckoning that should
ensure sone privacy, then went to warmhinmself at the fire. He

ti pped nmore sea-coal onto the small flanes and held his chilled

gl oves close to the heat.

This is your house, nadanme?"

It is."”

Not your husband' s?"

| ama w dow," Jeanette said.

A wealthy widow Sir Sinon al nbst crossed hinself out of grati-
tude. The wi dows he had net in England had been rouged hags,

but this one I This one was different. This one was a wonan
worthy of a tournanent's chanpion and seened rich enough to

save himfromthe ignom ny of losing his estate and kni ghtly rank.
She m ght even have enough cash to buy a baronage. Maybe an
ear | don®?

He turned fromthe fire and smled at her. Are those your boats
at the quay?"

Yes, nonsieur."

By the rules of war, nadame, they are now mne. Everything
here is mine."

Jeanette frowned at that. What rul es?"

The | aw of the sword, madame, but | think you are fortunate.
shal |l offer you my protection.”

Jeanette sat on the edge of her curtained bed, clutching Charles.

The rules of chivalry, my lord," she said, ensure ny protection.”
She flinched as a woman screaned in a nearby house.

Chivalry?" Sir Sinon asked. Chivairy? | have heard it nentioned
in songs, nmadame, but this is a war. Qur task is to punish the
followers of Charles of Blois for rebelling against their lawful |ord.
Puni shnment and chivalry do not mix." He frowned at her. You're
the Bl ackbird!" he said, suddenly recognizing her in the Iight of the
revived fire.

The bl ackbird?" Jeanette did not understand.

You fought us fromthe walls! You scratched nmy arm™" Sir Sinon
did not sound angry, but astonished. He had expected to be furious



when he net the Bl ackbird, but her reality was too overpowering
for rage. He grinned. You cl osed your eyes when you shot the
crossbow, that's why you m ssed."

| did not miss!" Jeanette said indignantly.

A scratch,” Sir Sinmon said, showing her the rent in his mail
sl eeve. But why, madane, do you fight for the fal se duke?"

My husband, " she said stiffly, was nephew to Duke Charles."
Sweet CGod, Sir Sinmon thought, sweet God! A prize indeed. He
bowed to her. So your son," he said, nodding at Charles, who was
peering anxiously fromhis nmother's arms, is the present Count?"

He is," Jeanette confirmed

A fine boy." Sir Sinmon forced hinself to the flattery. In truth
he thought Charles was a puddi ng-faced nui sance whose presence
inhibited himfroma natural urge to thrust the Bl ackbird onto her
back and thus show her the realities of war, but he was acutely
aware that this wi dow was an aristocrat, a beauty, and related to
Charles of Blois, who was nephew to the King of France. This
worman neant riches and Sir Sinmon's present necessity was to nake

her see that her best interest lay in sharing his anbitions. A fine
boy, nadane," he went on, who needs a father."
Jeanette just stared at him Sir Sinon had a blunt face. It was

bul bous- nosed, firmchinned, and showed not the slightest sign of
intelligence or wit. He had confidence, though, enough to have
persuaded hinmsel f that she would marry him Did he really nean
that? She gaped, then gave a startled cry as angry shouting erupted
beneat h her wi ndow. Some archers were trying to get past the nen

guarding the gate. Sir Sinpbn pushed open the w ndow. This place is
m ne," he snarled in English. Go find your own chickens to pluck."
He turned back to Jeanette. You see, nmdanme, how | protect you?"

So there is chivalry in war?"

There is opportunity in war, madane. You are wealthy, you are

a wi dow, you need a man

She gazed at himwith disturbingly |arge eyes, hardly daring to
believe his tenerity. VWhy?" she asked sinply.

VWhy?" Sir Sinon was astoni shed by the question. He gestured
at the wi ndow. Listen to the screans, woman! What do you thi nk
happens to wonen when a town falls?"



But you said you would protect ne," she pointed out.

Sol will." He was getting lost in this conversation. The woman,
he thought, though beautiful, was remarkably stupid. I will protect
you," he said, and you will |ook after ne."

How?"

Sir Sinmon sighed. You have noney?"
Jeanette shrugged. There is a little downstairs, nmy |lord, hidden

in the kitchen."
Sir Sinmon frowned angrily. Did she think he was a fool? That he
woul d take that bait and go downstairs, |eaving her to clinb out

of the wi ndow? | know one thing about noney, nmadane," he said,
and that is that you never hide it where the servants can find it.
You hide it in the private roonms. |In a bedchanber."™ He pulled open

a chest and enptied its linens onto the floor, but there was nothing
hi dden there, and then, on an inspiration, he began rapping the
wooden panelling. He had heard that such panels often conceal ed

a hiding place and he was rewarded al nost instantly by a satisfyingly
hol | ow sound.

No, nonsieur!" Jeanette said.

Sir Sinmon ignored her, drawing his sword and hacking at the

[ i mewood panels that splintered and pulled away fromtheir beans.

He sheathed the bl ade and tugged with his gl oved hands at the
shattered wood

No!" Jeanette wail ed.

Sir Sinmon stared. Money was conceal ed behind the panelling, a
whol e barrel of coins, but that was not the prize. The prize was a
suit of armour and a set of weapons such as Sir Sinon had only

ever dreaned of. A shining suit of plate armour, each piece chased
with subtle engravings and inlaid with gold. Italian work? And the
sword! When he drew it fromthe scabbard it was |ike holding
Excal i bur itself. There was a blue sheen to the bl ade, which was
not nearly as heavy as his own sword but felt mracul ously bal anced.
A bl ade fromthe fanpbus swordsniths of Poitiers, perhaps, or, even
better, Spanish?

They bel onged to ny husband," Jeanette appealed to him and

it is all I have of his. They nmust go to Charles."

Sir Sinmon ignored her. He traced his gloved finger down the gold



inlay on the breastplate. That piece alone was worth an estate!
They are all he has of his father's," Jeanette pl eaded.

Sir Sinmon unbuckl ed his sword belt and |l et the ol d weapon drop
to the floor, then fastened the Count of Arnorica's sword about his
wai st. He turned and stared at Jeanette, marvelling at her snooth
unscarred face. These were the spoils of war that he had dreaned
about and had begun to fear would never cone his way: a barre

of cash, a suit of armour fit for a king, a blade nade for a chanpion
and a woman that woul d be the envy of Engl and. The arnour is
mne," he said, as is the sword."

No, nonsieur, please.”

What will you do? Buy themfrom nme?"

If I must," Jeanette said, nodding at the barrel
That too is nmine, madane,"” Sir Sinon said, and to prove it he
strode to the door, unblocked it and shouted for two of his archers
to come up the stairs. He gestured at the barrel and the suit of

ar nour . Take them down," he said, and keep themsafe. And don't
think I haven't counted the cash, because | have. Now go!"
Jeanette watched the theft. She wanted to weep for pity, but
forced herself to stay calm If you steal everything | own," she said
to Sir Sinon, how can | buy the armour back?"
Sir Sinmon shoved the boy's bed against the door again, then
favoured her with a smile. There is something you can use to buy
the arnour, ny dear," he said w nningly. You have what all wonen
have. You can use that."
Jeanette closed her eyes for a few heartbeats. Are all the gentle-
men of England l|ike you?" she asked.

Few are so skilled in arns," Sir Sinon said proudly.

He was about to tell her of his tournanent triunphs, sure that
she woul d be inpressed, but she interrupted him I nmeant," she
said icily, to discover whether the knights of England are all thieves,
poltroons and bullies.”
Sir Sinmon was genuinely puzzled by the insult. The woman
sinmply did not seemto appreciate her good fortune, a failing he
could only ascribe to innate stupidity. You forget, nmadame," he
expl ai ned, that the winners of war get the prizes."

| am your prize?"



She was worse than stupid. Sir Sinon thought, but who wanted

cl everness in a wonman? Madane," he said, | amyour protector
If | leave you, if |I take away my protection, then there will be
a line of nmen on the stairs waiting to plough you. Now do you
under st and?"

| think," she said coldly, that the Earl of Northanpton will offer
nme better protection.”

Sweet Christ, Sir Sinon thought, but the bitch was obtuse. It was
pointless trying to reason with her for she was too dull to under-
stand, so he nust force the breach. He crossed the room fast,
snatched Charles fromher arns and threw the boy onto the smaller
bed. Jeanette cried out and tried to hit him but Sir Sinmon caught
her arm and sl apped her face with his gloved hand and, when she
went inmobile with pain and astonishnment, he tore her cloak's

cords apart and then, with his big hands, ripped the shift down the
front of her body. She screanmed and tried to clutch her hands over
her nakedness, but Sir Sinmon forced her arnms apart and stared in
astoni shnment. Fl aw ess!

No!" Jeanette wept.

Sir Sinmon shoved her hard back onto the bed. You want your

son to inherit your traitorous husband' s armour?" he asked. O his
sword? Then, nadame, you had better be kind to their new owner

| am prepared to be kind to you." He unbuckled the sword, dropped

it on the floor, then hitched up his mail coat and funbled with the
strings of his hose.

No!" Jeanette wailed, and tried to scranble off the bed, but Sir
Si ron caught hold of her shift and yanked the linen so that it cane
down to her waist. The boy was screaning and Sir Sinon was
fumbling with his rusted gauntlets and Jeanette felt the devil had
cone into her house. She tried to cover her nakedness, but the
Engl i shman sl apped her face again, then once nore haul ed up his
mail coat. CQutside the wi ndow the cracked bell of the Virgin's
church was at last silent, for the English had come, Jeanette had a
suitor and the town wept.



Thomas's first thought after opening the gate was not plunder, but

somewhere to wash the river nmuck off his legs, which he did with

a barrel of ale in the first tavern he encountered. The tavern-keeper

was a big bald man who stupidly attacked the English archers with

a club, so Jake tripped himwi th his bowstave, then slit his belly.
Silly bastard," Jake said. | wasn't going to hurt him Mich."

The dead nman's boots fitted Thomas, which was a wel come surprize, for very few
did, and once they had found his cache of coins

they went in search of other anusement. The Earl of Northanpton

was spurring his horse up and down the main street, shouting at

wi | d-eyed men not to set the town alight. He wanted to keep La
Roche-Derrien as a fortress, and it was |ess useful to himas a heap
of ashes.

Not everyone plundered. Sone of the ol der nen, even a few of

t he younger, were di sgusted by the whol e busi ness and attenpted

to curb the wilder excesses, but they were wildly outnunbered by

men who saw not hing but opportunity in the fallen town. Father
Hobbe, an English priest who had a fondness for WIIl Skeat's nmnen,

tried to persuade Thomas and his group to guard a church, but they
had ot her pleasures in mnd. Don't spoil your soul, Tom" Father
Hobbe said in a renminder that Thomas, |ike all the nen, had said
Mass the day before, but Thomas reckoned his soul was going to

be spoiled anyway so it might as well happen sooner than later. He

was | ooking for a girl, any girl really, for nost of WIl's men had a

worman in canp. Thonas had been living with a sweet little Breton
but she had caught a fever just before the beginning of the wnter
canpai gn and Fat her Hobbe had said a funeral Mass for her. Thonas
had wat ched as the girl's unshrouded body had thunped into the

shal | ow grave and he had thought of the graves at Hookton and of

the prom se he had made to his dying father, but then he had

pushed the promi se away. He was young and had no appetite for
burdens on his conscience.

La Roche-Derrien now crouched under the English fury. Men

tore down thatch and wecked furniture in their search for noney.

Any townsman who tried to protect his wonen was killed, while

any worman who tried to protect herself was beaten into subm ssion
Sone fol k had escaped the sack by crossing the bridge, but the small



garrison of the barbican fled fromthe inevitable attack and now
the Earl's men-at-arnms manned the snall tower and that neant La
Roche-Derrien was sealed to its fate. Sone wonen took refuge in
t he churches and the lucky ones found protectors there, but nopst
were not | ucky.
Thomas, Jake and Sam finally di scovered an unpl undered house
that bel onged to a tanner, a stinking felloww th an ugly w fe and
three small children. Sam whose innocent face made strangers trust
himon sight, held his knife at the throat of the youngest child and
t he tanner suddenly renenbered where he had hi dden his cash

Thomas had watched Sam fearing he really would slit the boy's
throat, for Sam despite his ruddy cheeks and cheerful eyes, was as
evil as any man in WIIl Skeat's band. Jake was not much better

t hough Thomas counted both as friends.

The man's as poor as we are," Jake said in wondernent as he

raked through the tanner's coins. He pushed a third of the pile

t owar ds Thonas. You want his w fe?" Jake offered generously.
Christ, no! She's cross-eyed |like you."
I's she?"

Thomas | eft Jake and Samto their ganes and went to find a

tavern where there would be food, drink and warnth. He reckoned

any girl worth pursuing had been caught already, so he unstrung
hi s bow, pushed past a group of nen tearing the contents froma
par ked wagon and found an inn where a nmotherly w dow had

sensi bly protected both her property and her daughters by wel com
ing the first men-at-arms, showering themwith free food and al e,

then scolding themfor dirtying her floor with their nuddy feet.

She was shouting at them now, though few understood what she

sai d, and one of the men growl ed at Thomas that she and her

daughters were to be left al one.

Thomas held up his hands to show he neant no harm then

took a plate of bread, eggs and cheese. Now pay her," one of the
men-at-arnms grow ed, and Thomas dutifully put the tanner's few

coins on the counter.
He's a good-1 ooki ng one,

gi ggl ed.

Thomas turned and pretended to inspect the daughters. They

the wi dow said to her daughters, who



are the nost beautiful girls in Brittany," he said to the wi dow in
French, because they take after you, madane."

That complinment, though patently untrue, raised squeals of

| aughter. Beyond the tavern were screans and tears, but inside it
was warm and friendly. Thonas ate the food hungrily, then tried
to hide himself in a wi ndow bay when Fat her Hobbe cane bustling

in fromthe street. The priest saw Thomas anyway.

I"'mstill looking for nen to guard the churches, Thonas.

" mgoing to get drunk, father," Thomas said happily. So god-
damm drunk that one of those two girls will look attractive." He
jerked his head at the wi dow s daughters.

Fat her Hobbe inspected themcritically, then sighed. You' Il kil

yourself if you drink that nuch, Thomas." He sat at the table, waved
at the girls and pointed at Thonas's pot. ['"l'l have a drink with
you," the priest said.

What about the churches?”

Everyone will be drunk soon enough," Father Hobbe said, and
the horror will end. It always does. Ale and wi ne, God knows, are
great causes of sin but they make it short-lived. God' s bones, but
it's cold out there." He smiled at Thonas. So how s your black soul
Ton®"

Thomas contenpl ated the priest. He |iked Father Hobbe, who
was small and wiry, with a nmass of untamed bl ack hair about a
cheerful face that was thick-scarred froma chil dhood pox. He was
| ow born, the son of a Sussex wheelwight, and |like any country

| ad he could draw a bow with the best of them He sonetines
acconpani ed Skeat's nen on their forays into Duke Charles's
country and he willingly joined the archers when they di snmount ed
to forma battleline. Church |aw forbade a priest fromw el ding an
edged weapon, but Father Hobbe al ways cl ai ned he used bl unt
arrows, though they seened to pierce eneny mail as efficiently as
any other. Father Hobbe, in short, was a good man whose only
fault was an excessive interest in Thomas's soul

My soul ," Thonas said, is soluble in ale.”

Now t here's a good word," Father Hobbe said. Sol ubl e, eh?" He
pi cked up the big black bow and prodded the silver badge with a
dirty finger. You' ve di scovered anything about that?"



No.
O who stole the | ance?"

No.
Do you not care any nore?"
Thomas | eaned back in the chair and stretched his | ong | egs. [''m

doing a good job of work, father. W' re winning this war, and this
time next year? Who knows? We might be giving the King of France
a bl oody nose.™

Fat her Hobbe nodded agreenent, though his face suggested

Thomas's words were irrelevant. He traced his finger through a
puddl e of ale on the table top. You nade a prom se to your father
Thomas, and you made it in a church. |Isn't that what you told ne?
A sol emm promni se, Thomas? That you would retrieve the |ance?

God listens to such vows."

Thomas smi | ed. Qutside this tavern, father, there's so much rape
and nurder and theft going on that all the quills in heaven can't
keep up with the list of sins. And you worry about ne?"

Yes, Thomas, | do. Sone souls are better than others. | nust

| ook after themall, but if you have a prize ramin the flock then
you do well to guard it."

Thomas si ghed. One day, father, I'lIl find the nman who stol e that
goddamm lance and I'll ramit up his arse until it tickles the holl ow
of his skull. One day. WII that do?"

Fat her Hobbe snil ed beatifically. It'Il do, Thomas, but for now

there's a small church that could do with an extra man by the door
It's full of wonmen! Some of them are so beautiful that your heart
will break just to gaze at them You can get drunk afterwards."
Are the wonen really beautiful ?"

What do you think, Thomas? Mst of them | ook |ike bats and

snell |ike goats, but they still need protection.”

So Thomas hel ped guard a church, and afterwards, when the

arnmy was so drunk it could do no nore damage, he went back to

the widow s tavern where he drank hinmself into oblivion. He had
taken a town, he had served his lord well and he was content.



Thomas was woken by a kick. A pause, then a second kick and a

cup of cold water in his face. Jesus!"

That's me," WII Skeat said. Fat her Hobbe told me you' d be here.”
Oh, Jesus," Thonas said again. H's head was sore, his belly sour
and he felt sick. He blinked feebly at the daylight, then frowned at
Skeat . It's you."

It nust be grand to be so clever," Skeat said. He grinned at
Thomas, who was naked in the straw of the tavern stables that he
was sharing with one of the wi dow s daughters. You nust have

been drunk as a lord to sheathe your sword in that," Skeat added,

| ooking at the girl who was pulling a blanket over herself.

| was drunk," Thomas groaned. Still am" He staggered to his
feet and put on his shirt.

The Earl wants to see you," Skeat said wi th amusenent.

Me?" Thomas | ooked al ar nmed. Vhy 2"

Per haps he wants you to marry his daughter," Skeat said. Christ's
bones, Tom but ook at the state of you!"
Thomas pulled on his boots and mail coat, then retrieved his hose
fromthe baggage canp and donned a cloth jacket over his mail.
The jacket bore the Earl of Northampton's badge of three green and
red stars being pounced on by a trio of lions. He splashed water on
his face, then scraped at his stubble with a sharp knife.

G ow a beard, lad," Skeat said, it saves trouble."

Why does Billy want to see me?" Thonmas asked, using the Earl's

ni cknane.

After what happened in the town yesterday?" Skeat suggested



t hought ful ly. He reckons he's got to hang soneone as an exanpl e,
so he asked ne if | had any usel ess bastards | wanted to be rid of

and | thought of you."

The way | feel," Thomas said, he mght as well hang nme." He

retched drily, then gul ped down some water.

He and WII| Skeat went back into the town to find the Earl of

Nort hanpton sitting in state. The building where his banner hung
was supposed to be a guildhall, though it was probably smaller than
the guardroomin the Earl's own castle, but the Earl was sitting at
one end as a succession of petitioners pleaded for justice. They were
conpl ai ni ng about bei ng robbed, which was pointless considering
they had refused to surrender the town, but the Earl listened politely
enough. Then a | awyer, a weasel-snouted fellow call ed Bel as, bowed
to the Earl and decl ained a | ong npan about the treatmnment offered
to the Countess of Arnorica. Thonmas had been letting the words slide
past him but the insistence in Belas's voice nade himtake notice.

If your lordship,"” Belas said, smrking at the Earl, had not inter-
vened, then the Countess woul d have been raped by Sir Sinon
Jekyl . "

Sir Sinmon stood to one side of the hall. That is alie!™ he protested
in French.

The Earl sighed. So why were your breeches round your ankles

when | cane into the house?"

Sir Sinmon reddened as the nen in the hall |aughed. Thomas had

to translate for WII Skeat, who nodded, for he had already heard
the tale.

The bastard was about to roger sone titled w dow, " he expl ai ned
to Thomas, when the Earl came in. Heard her scream see? And
he'd seen a coat of arms on the house. The aristocracy |ook after
each other."

The I awer now laid a long list of charges against Sir Sinon. It
seened he was claimng the widow and her son as prisoners who

must be held for ransom He had al so stolen the widow s two ships,
her husband's arnmour, his sword and all the Countess's noney.

Bel as made the conplaints indignantly, then bowed to the Earl.

You have a reputation as ajust man, ny lord," he said obsequiously,

and | place the widow s fate in your hands."



The Earl of Northanpton | ooked surprised to be told his repu-

tation for fairness. VWat is it you want?" he asked.

Bel as preened. The return of the stolen itenms, ny lord, and the
protection of the King of England for a wi dow and her noble son."

The Earl drummed his fingers on the armof the chair, then

frowned at Sir Sinon. You can't ransom a three-year-old," he said.
He's a count!" Sir Sinon protested. A boy of rank!"

The Earl sighed. Sir Sinon, he had come to realize, had a mind

as sinmple as a bullock seeking food. He could see no point of view
but his own and was singl e-m nded about pursuing his appetites.

That, perhaps, was why he was such a form dabl e soldier, but he

was still a fool. W do not hold three-year-old children to ransom"”

the Earl said firmy, and we don't hold wonmen as prisoners, not

unl ess there is an advantage whi ch outwei ghs the courtesy, and

see no advantage here." The Earl turned to the clerks behind his

chair. Who did Arnorica support?”

Charles of Blois, ny lord," one of the clerks, a tall Breton cleric,
answer ed.

Is it arich fief?"

Very small, ny lord," the clerk, whose nose was running, spoke
from menory. There is a holding in Finisterre which is already in
our hands, some houses in Quinganmp, | believe, but nothing el se.”

There," the Earl said, turning back to Sir Sinon. What advan-
tages will we nake froma penniless three-year-old?"

Not penniless,” Sir Sinmon protested. I took a rich arnour there."

VWhi ch the boy's father doubtless took in battlel™

And the house is wealthy." Sir Sinon was getting angry. There
are ships, storehouses, stables.”

The house,"” the clerk sounded bored, belonged to the Count's
father-in-law. A dealer in wine, | believe."

The Earl raised a quizzical eyebrow at Sir Sinmon, who was shaki ng
his head at the clerk's obstinacy. The boy, ny lord," Sir Sinon
responded with an el aborate courtesy which bordered on insol ence,

is kin to Charles of Blois."

But being penniless," the Earl said, | doubt he provokes fondness.
More of a burden, wouldn't you think? Besides, what woul d you
have ne do? Mike the child give fealty to the real Duke of Brittany?



The real Duke, Sir Sinmon, is a five-year-old child in London. It'll
be a nursery farce! A three-year-old bobbing down to a five-year-
old! Do their wet nurses attend then? Shall we feast on milk and
penny-cakes after? O maybe we can enjoy a gane of hunt the

sl i pper when the cerenmony is over?"

The Countess fought us fromthe walls!" Sir Sinon attenpted a
| ast protest.

Do not dispute nme!" the Earl shouted, thunmping the armof his
chair. You forget that | amthe King's deputy and have his powers."
The Earl | eaned back, taut with anger, and Sir Sinon swall owed
his own fury, but could not resist nuttering that the Countess had
used a crossbow agai nst the English

I's she the Bl ackbird?" Thomas asked Skeat.

The Countess? Aye, that's what they say."

She's a beauty."

After what | found you prodding this nmorning," Skeat said, how
can you tel [ ?"

The Earl gave an irritated gl ance at Skeat and Thomas, then
| ooked back to Sir Sinon. If the Countess did fight us fromthe

wall's,"” he said, then | admre her spirit. As for the other nmatters
He paused and sighed. Belas |ooked expectant and Sir Sinon wary.

The two ships,"” the Earl decreed, are prizes and they will be sold
in England or else taken into royal service, and you, Sir Sinon,
will be awarded one-third of their value." That ruling was according
to the law. The King would take a third, the Earl another and the

| ast portion went to the man who had captured the prize. As to
the sword and armour ." The Earl paused again. He had rescued

Jeanette fromrape and he had |iked her, and he had seen the
angui sh on her face and listened to her inpassioned plea that she
owned not hing that had bel onged to her husband except the pre-

ci ous armour and the beautiful sword, but such things, by their

very nature, were the legitimte plunder of war. The arnour and
weapons and horses are yours, Sir Sinmon," the Earl said, regretting

t he judgenent but knowing it was fair. As to the child, | decree

he is under the protection of the Crown of England and when he

is of age he can decide his own fealty.” He glanced at the clerks to

make sure they were noting down his decisions. You tell ne you



wish to billet yourself in the widow s house?" he asked Sir Sinon.
| took it , Sir Sinmon said curtly.

And stripped it bare, | hear," the Earl observed icily. The Coun-
tess clains you stole noney fromher."

She lies.” Sir Sinon | ooked indignant. Lies, my lord, lies!"

The Earl doubted it, but he could hardly accuse a gentl eman of

perjury w thout provoking a duel and, though WIIiam Bohun

feared no man except his king, he did not want to fight over so

petty a matter. He let it drop. However," he went on, | did pronise
the I ady protection against harassment." He stared at Sir Sinon as

he spoke, then | ooked at WII| Skeat, and changed to Engli sh. You' d
like to keep your men together, WII|?"

| would, ny lord."

Then you' |l have the wi dow s house. And she is to be treated
honour ably, you hear ne? Honourably! Tell your men that, WII!"
Skeat nodded. I"Il cut their ears off if they touch her, ny lord."

Not their ears, WII. Slice something nore suitable away. Sir
Simon will show you the house and you, Sir Sinobn," the Earl spoke
French again, wll find a bed el sewhere."

Sir Sinmon opened his nmouth to protest, but one |ook fromthe

Earl quietened him Another petitioner canme forward, wanting
redress for a cellar full of wine that had been stolen, but the Earl
diverted himto a clerk who would record the man's conpl aints on

a parchnent which the Earl doubted he would ever find tine to

read.

Then he beckoned to Thomss. I have to thank you, Thonas of
Hookt on. "

Thank me, ny [ord?"

The Earl smil ed. You found a way into the town when everything
else we'd tried had failed."

Thomas reddened. It was a pleasure, ny lord."

You can claima reward of me," the Earl said. It's customary."”
Thomas shrugged. "' m happy, ny lord."

Then you're a lucky man, Thomas. But | shall renenber the

debt. And thank you, WII."

W1l Skeat grinned. If this lump of a daft fool don't want a reward,
my lord, 1'Il take it."



The Earl I|iked that. My reward to you, WIIl, is to | eave you here.
I"mgiving you a whole new stretch of countryside to |lay waste.
CGod's teeth, you'll soon be richer than ne." He stood. Sir Sinon
will guide you to your quarters.”

Sir Sinmon night have bridled at the curt order to be a nere

gui de, but surprisingly he obeyed wi thout showi ng any resentnment,
per haps because he wanted another chance to neet Jeanette. And
so, at mdday, he led WIl Skeat and his nen through the streets
to the big house beside the river. Sir Sinmon had put on his new
arnmour and wore it w thout any surcoat so that the polished plate
and gol d enbossnent shone bright in the feeble winter sun. He
ducked his hel meted head under the yard's archway and i medi -

ately Jeanette canme running fromthe kitchen door, which lay just
to the gate's left.

Get out!" she shouted in French, get out!"
Thomas, riding close behind Sir Sinmon, stared at her. She was

i ndeed the Bl ackbird and she was as beautiful at close range as she
had been when he had glinpsed her on the walls.

Get out, all of you!"™ She stood, hands on her hips, bareheaded,
shout i ng.
Sir Sinmon pushed up the pig-snout visor of the hel net. Thi s

house i s commandeered, ny | ady,
ordered it."

he said happily. The Earl

The Earl pronmised | would be left alone!" Jeanette protested
hot | y.

Then his | ordship has changed his nind," Sir Sinon said.

She spat at him You have al ready stol en everything el se of mne

now you woul d take the house too?"

Yes, madane," Sir Sinon said, and he spurred the horse forward
so that it crowded her. Yes, madane," he said again, then wenched
the reins so that the horse twi sted and thunped into Jeanette,
throwi ng her onto the ground. I"lIl take your house," Sir Sinon
said, and anything else | want, nadanme." The watching archers
cheered at the sight of Jeanette's long bare | egs. She snatched her
skirts down and tried to stand, but Sir Sinmon edged his horse for-
ward to force her into an undignified scranble across the yard.

Let the lass up!"™ WII Skeat shouted angrily.



She and | are old friends, Master Skeat," Sir Sinmon answered,
still threatening Jeanette with the horse's heavy hoofs.

| said let her up and | eave her be!" WII| snarled.
Sir Sinmon, offended at being ordered by a comoner and in front
of archers, turned angrily, but there was a conpetence about WI I
Skeat that gave the knight pause. Skeat was twice Sir Sinon's age
and all those years had been spent in fighting, and Sir Sinon

retai ned just enough sense not to nake a confrontation. The house
is yours, Mster Skeat," he said condescendingly, but |look after its
mstress. | have plans for her." He backed the horse from Jeanette,

who was in tears of shame, then spurred out of the yard

Jeanette did not understand English, but she recognized that WII
Skeat had intervened on her behalf and so she stood and appeal ed

to him He has stolen everything fromne!" she said, pointing at
the retreating horsenman. Everyt hi ng!"

You know what the lass is saying, Ton?" Skeat asked.

She doesn't like Sir Sinon," Thomas said laconically. He was

| eani ng on his saddl e ponmel, watching Jeanette.

Calmthe girl down, for Christ's sake," Skeat pleaded, then turned

in his saddle. Jake? Make sure there's water and hay for horses.
Peter, kill two of themheifers so we can sup before the Iight goes.
Rest of you? Stop gawping at the |lass and get yourselves settled!"
Thief!" Jeanette called after Sir Sinon, then turned on Thonas.
VWo are you?"

My nane is Thomas, madame."” He slid out of the saddle and
threw his reins to Sam The Earl has ordered us to live here,”
Thomas went on, and to protect you."

Protect ne!" Jeanette blazed at him You are all thieves! How

can you protect me? There is a place in hell for thieves |ike you
and it is just like England. You are thieves, every one of you! Now,
go! Co!"

W' re not going," Thomas said flatly.

How can you stay here?" Jeanette demanded. | ama widow It

is not proper to have you here.”

W' re here, madane," Thomas said, and you and us will have
to make the best of it. W'Il not encroach. Just show ne where
your private roons are and I'll nake sure no man trespasses.”



You? Make sure? Ha!" Jeanette turned away, then inmmrediately
turned back. You want ne to show you my roons, yes? So you
know where mny val uable properties are? |Is that it? You want ne
to show you where you can thieve fromne? Wy don't | just give
you everyt hi ng?"
Thomas smi | ed. I thought you said Sir Sinon had already stol en
everyt hi ng?"

He has taken everything, everything! He is no gentleman. He is
apig. Heis," Jeanette paused, wanting to contrive a crushing insult,
he is English!" Jeanette spat at Thonmas's feet and pulled open the
ki t chen door. You see this door, Englishnman? Everything beyond
this door is private. Everything!" She went inside, slanmed the
door, then inmredi ately opened it again. And the Duke is com ng
The proper Duke, not your snivelling puppet child, so you will all
die. Good!" The door slanmed again.
W1l Skeat chuckl ed. She don't like you either, Tom \What was
the | ass sayi ng?"

That we're all going to die."

Aye, that's true enough. But in our beds, by God's grace.

And she says we're not to go past that door.

Plenty of roomout here," Skeat said placidly, watching as one

of his nen swung an axe to kill a heifer. The bl ood flowed over
the yard, attracting a rush of dogs to lap at it while two archers
began butchering the still tw tching animal.

Listen!” Skeat had clinmbed a mounting bl ock beside the stables
and now shouted at all his men. The Earl has given orders that

the ass who was spitting at Tomis not to be nolested. You under-
stand that, you whoresons? You keep your britches |aced up when
she's around, and if you don't, I'Il geld you! You treat her proper
and you don't go through that door. You've had your frolic, so now
you can knuckl e down to a proper bit of soldiering."

The Earl of Northanpton left after a week, taking nmost of his arny
back to the fortresses in Finisterre, which was the heartland of Duke
John's supporters. He left Richard Totesham as conmander of the



new garrison, but he also left Sir Sinon Jekyll as Totesham s deputy.
The Ear|l doesn't want the bastard,” WI| Skeat told Thomas,'s o
he's foisted himon us.

As Skeat and Tot esham were bot h i ndependent captains, there

coul d have been jeal ousy between them but the two men respected
each other and, while Totesham and his nen stayed in La Roche-
Derrien and strengthened its defences, Skeat rode out into the
country to punish the folk who paid their rents and owed their

al l egi ance to Duke Charles. The hellequin were thus released to be
a curse on northern Brittany.

It was a sinple business to ruin a land. The houses and barns

m ght be made of stone, but their roofs would burn. The Iivestock

was captured and, if there were too many beasts to herd hone,

then the animals were sl aughtered and their carcasses tipped down

wells to poison the water. Skeat's nmen burned what woul d burn,

br oke what woul d break and stol e what could be sold. They killed,
raped and plundered. Fear of them drove nmen away fromtheir

farms, leaving the |and desolate. They were the devil's horsenen,
and they did King Edward's will by harrowi ng his eneny's |and.

They wecked village after village, Kervec and Lanvellec, Saint
Laurent and Les Sept Saints, Tonquedec and Berhet, and a score

of other places whose names they never |learned. It was Christnas
time, and back hone the yule | ogs were being dragged across frost-
hardened fields to high-beanmed halls where troubadours sang of
Arthur and his knights, of chivalrous warriors who allied pity to
strength, but in Brittany the hellequin fought the real war. Soldiers
wer e not paragons; they were scarred, vicious nen who took delight
in destruction. They hurled burning torches onto thatch and tore
down what had taken generations to build. Places too small to have
nanes died, and only the farnms in the wi de peninsul a between the
two rivers north of La Roche-Derrien were spared because they

were needed to feed the garrison. Sone of the serfs who were torn
fromtheir land were put to work heightening La Roche-Derrien's
wall's, clearing a wider killing ground in front of the ranparts and
maki ng new barriers at the river's edge. It was a winter of utter
m sery for the Bretons. Cold rains whipped fromthe wild Atlantic
and the English scoured the farm ands.



Once in a while there woul d be sone resistance. A brave nman

woul d shoot a crossbow from a wood' s edge, but Skeat's men were
experts in trapping and killing such enenmes. A dozen archers would
di smount and stalk the eneny fromthe front while a score of others
gal | oped about his rear, and in a short while there would be a
scream and anot her crossbow was added to the plunder. The cross-
bow s owner would be stripped, mutilated and hanged froma tree

as a warning to other men to | eave the hellequin al one, and the

| essons worked, for such ambushes becane fewer. It was the w eck-
ing time and Skeat's nen becane rich. There were days of msery,
days of slogging through cold rain with chapped hands and wet

cl ot hes, and Thomas al ways hated it when his nen fetched the

duty of |eading the spare horses and then driving the captured
livestock home. Ceese were easy, their necks were wung and the
dead birds hung fromthe saddles, but cows were slow, goats
waywar d, sheep stupid and pigs obstinate. There were, however
enough farmbred boys in the ranks to ensure that the aninmals
reached La Roche-Derrien safely. Once there they were taken to a
smal | square that had become a sl aughteryard and stank of bl ood.
W1l Skeat also sent cartloads of plunder back to the town and nost

of that was shipped home to England. |t was usually hunble stuff:
pots, knives, plough-blades, harrow spikes, stools, pails, spindles,
anything that could be sold, until it was said that there was not a

house i n southern Engl and which did not possess at |east one object
pl undered from Brittany.

In Engl and they sang of Arthur and Lancel ot, of Gawain and

Perceval, but in Brittany the hellequin were | oose.

And Thormas was a happy man.

Jeanette was loath to admit it, but the presence of WII Skeat's nen
was an advantage to her. So long as they were in the courtyard

she felt safe in the house and she began to dread the |ong periods
they spent away fromthe town, for it was then that Sir Sinon

Jekyll woul d haunt her. She had begun to think of himas the devil
a stupid devil to be sure, but still a renorseless, unfeeling but who



had convi nced hi nsel f Jeanette nmust w sh nothing so much as to

be his wife. At tinmes he would force hinself to a clunsy courtesy,
t hough usual ly he was bunptious and crude and al ways he stared
at her like a dog gazing at a haunch of beef. He took Mass in the
church of Saint Renan so he could woo her, and it seened to Jeanette
she could not walk in the town w thout neeting him Once,
encountering Jeanette in the alley beside the church of the Virgin,
he crowded her against the wall and slid his strong fingers up to
her breasts.

I think, madame, you and | are suited,” he told her in all earn-
est ness.

You need a wife with noney," she told him for she had | earned
fromothers in the town the state of Sir Sinon's finances.

| have your mponey, he pointed out, and that has settled half

nmy debts, and the prize noney fromthe ships will pay much of
the rest. But it is not your noney | want, sweet one, but you."
Jeanette tried to wench away, but he had her trapped agai nst the
wal | . You need a protector, ny dear," he said, and ki ssed her ten-
derly on the forehead. He had a curiously full mouth, big-I1ipped
and al ways wet as though his tongue was too |arge, and the kiss
was wet and stank of stale wine. He pushed a hand down her belly
and she struggl ed harder, but he just pressed his body against hers
and took hold of her hair beneath her cap. You woul d |i ke Berk-
shire, ny dear.”

I would rather live in hell."

He funbled at the laces of her bodice and Jeanette vainly tried
to push himaway, but she was only saved when a troop of nen

rode into the alley and their | eader called a greeting to Sir Sinon,
who had to turn away to respond and that allowed Jeanette to
wrench herself free. She left her cap in his grasp as she ran hone,
where she barred the doors, then sat weeping and angry and hel p-

| ess. She hated him

She hated all the English, yet as the weeks passed she wat ched

the townsfol k come to approve of their occupiers, who spent good
money in La Roche-Derrien. English silver was dependabl e, unlike
the French, which was debased with lead or tin. The presence of
the English had cut the town off fromits usual trade with Rennes



and Gui nganp, but the shipowners were now free to trade with

both Gascony and Engl and and so their profits rose. Local ships
were chartered to inport arrows for the English troops, and sone

of the shiprmasters brought back bales of English wool that they
resold in other Breton ports that were still |loyal to Duke Charl es.
Few folk were willing to travel far from La Roche-Dernen by | and,
for they needed to secure a pass from Ri chard Totesham the
conmander of the garrison, and though the scrap of parchnent
protected themfromthe hellequin it was no defence agai nst the
outlaws who lived in the farms enptied by Skeat's nen. But boats
fromLa Roche-Derrien and Treguler could still sail east to Painpol
or west to Lannion and so trade with England' s enem es. That was
how [ etters were sent out of La Roche-Derrien, and Jeanette wote
al nrost weekly to Duke Charles with news of the changes the Eng-
lish were naking to the town's defences. She never received a reply,
but she persuaded herself that her letters were useful.

La Roche-Derrien prospered, but Jeanette suffered. Her father's
busi ness still existed, but the profits nysteriously vanished. The
| arger ships had al ways sailed fromthe quays of Treguler, which

[ ay an hour upriver, and though Jeanette sent themto Gascony to
fetch wine for the English market, they never returned. They had
ei t her been taken by French ships or, nore likely, their captains
had gone into business for thenmselves. The fanmly farns |ay south
of La Roche-Derrien, in the countryside laid waste by WIIl Skeat's
nmen, and so those rents di sappeared. Plabennec, her husband's
estate, was in English-held Finisterre and Jeanette had not seen a
penny fromthat land in three years, so by the early weeks of 1346
she was desperate and thus sumoned the | awer Belas to the

house.

Bel as took a perverse pleasure in telling her how she had ignored
hi s advi ce, and how she shoul d never have equi pped the two boats
for war. Jeanette suffered his ponposity, then asked himto draw
up a petition of redress which she could send to the English court.
The petition begged for the rents of Plabennec, which the invaders
had been taking for themselves. It irked Jeanette that she nust

pl ead for noney fromKing Edward 111 of England, but what choice
did she have? Sir Sinmpn Jekyll had inpoverished her



Bel as sat at her table and nade notes on a scrap of parchnent.
How many nmills at Plabennec?" he asked.
there were two."

Two, " he said, noting the figure. You do know," he added cau-
tiously, that the Duke has nmade a claimfor those rents?"
The Duke?" Jeanette asked in astoni shnment. For Pl abennec?"

Duke Charles clains it is his fief" Belas said.

It mght be, but ny son is the Count."

The Duke considers hinmself the boy's guardian," Bel as observed.

How do you know t hese things?" Jeanette asked.

Bel as shrugged. | have had correspondence fromthe Duke's nen
of business in Paris."

What correspondence?" Jeanette denmanded sharply.

About another matter," Belas said dismssively, another nmatter
entirely. Plabennec's rents were collected quarterly, | assune?"
Jeanette watched the | awer suspiciously. Way woul d t he
Duke's men of business mention Pl abennec to you?"

They asked if | knew the famly. Naturally I reveal ed nothing."
He was |ying, Jeanette thought. She owed Bel as noney, indeed
she was in debt to half of La Roche-Derrien's tradesnen. Doubtl ess
Bel as thought his bill was unlikely to be paid by her and so he was
| ooking to Duke Charles for eventual settlenent. Monsi eur Bel as, "
she said coldly, you will tell me exactly what you have been telling
t he Duke, and why."

Bel as shrugged. | have nothing to tell!l™

How is your wife?" Jeanette asked sweetly.

Her aches are passing as winter ends, thank God. She is well,
nmadane. "

Then she will not be well," Jeanette said tartly, when she |earns
what you do with your clerk's daughter? How old is she, Bel as?
Twel ve?"

Vadane! "

Don't madane ne!" Jeanette thunped the table, al nost
upsetting the flask of ink. So what has passed between you and
the Duke's nen of business?"

Bel as sighed. He put the cap on the ink flask, laid dowm the quil
and rubbed his thin cheeks. | have always," he said, |ooked after the



legal matters of this fanmily. It is ny duty, madane, and sonetines |
must do things that | would rather not, but such things are also a
part of ny duty."” He half smled. You are in debt, madanme. You
coul d rescue your finances easily enough by marrying a man of
substance, but you seemreluctant to follow that course and so

see nothing but ruin in your future. Ruin. You wi sh sone advice?

Sell this house and you will have noney enough to live for two or
three years, and in that time the Duke will surely drive the English
fromBrittany and you and your son will be restored to Pl abennec."
Jeanette flinched. You think the devils will be defeated that

easily?" She heard hoofs in the street and saw that Skeat's nen
were returning to her courtyard. They were |aughing as they rode.
They did not |ook Iike nmen who woul d be defeated soon; indeed,
she feared they were unbeatable for they had a blithe confidence
that galled her.

| think, madanme," Belas said, that you nust make up your m nd
what you are. Are you Louis Hal evy's daughter? O Henri Chenier's
wi dow? Are you a merchant or an aristocrat? |If you are a nerchant,
madarme, then nmarry here and be content. |If you are an aristocrat
then rai se what noney you can and go to the Duke and find yourself
a new husband with a title."
Jeanette considered the advice inpertinent, but did not bridle.

How much would we make on this house?" she asked instead.

| shall enquire, madanme," Belas said. He knew the answer al -
ready, and knew that Jeanette would hate it, for a house in a town
occupi ed by an eneny would fetch only a fraction of its proper
value. So now was not the tinme to give Jeanette that news. Better
the I awer thought, to wait until she was truly desperate, then he
could buy the house and its ruined farnms for a pittance.

Is there a bridge across the stream at Pl abennec?" he asked,
drawi ng the parchment towards him

Forget the petition," Jeanette said.

If you wi sh, madane."

| shall think about your advice, Belas."

You will not regret it," he said earnestly. She was |ost, he thought,
| ost and defeated. He would take her house and farms, the Duke
woul d cl ai m Pl abennec and she would be left with nothing. Which



was what she deserved, for she was a stubborn and proud creature
who had risen far above her proper station. | am al ways," Bel as said
hunbly, at your |adyship's service." Fromadversity, he thought, a
clever man could always profit, and Jeanette was ripe for plucking.
Put a cat to guard the sheep and the wolves would eat well.

Jeanette did not know what to do. She was loath to sell the house
for she feared it would fetch a |l ow price, but nor did she know

how el se she could raise money. Wuld Duke Charl es wel cone

her? He had never shown any sign of it, not since he had opposed
her marriage to his nephew, but perhaps he had softened since
t hen? Perhaps he would protect her? She decided she would pray
for guidance; so she wapped a shawl around her shoul ders, crossed
the yard, ignoring the newy returned soldiers, and went into

Sai nt Renan's church. There was a statue of the virgin there, sadly
shorn of her gilded hal o, which had been ripped away by the Eng-
lish, and Jeanette often prayed to the inmage of Christ's nother
whom she believed had a special care for all women in trouble.

She thought at first that the dimy lit church was enpty. Then
she saw an Engli sh bow propped against a pillar and an archer
kneeling at the altar. It was the good-I|ooking nan, the one who
wore his hair in a long pigtail bound with boweord. It was, she
thought, an irritating sign of vanity. Mst of the English wore their
hair cropped, but a fewgrew it extravagantly |ong and they were
t he ones who seened nost flanboyantly confident. She w shed he
woul d | eave the church; then she was intrigued by his abandoned

bow and so she picked it up and was astonished by its weight. The
string hung | oose and she wondered how nuch strength woul d be

needed to bend the bow and hook the string's free | oop on the
enpty horn tip. She pressed one end of the bow on the stone floor
trying to bend it, and just then an arrow span across the fl agstones
to | odge agai nst her foot.

If you can string the bow," Thomas said, still on his knees at the
altar, you can have a free shot."
Jeanette was too proud to be seen to fail and too angry not to
try, though she attenpted to disguise her effort which barely flexed
t he bl ack yew stave. She kicked the arrow away. My husband was
killed by one of these bows," she said bitterly.



I've often wondered," Thomas said, why you Bretons or the
French don't learn to shoot them Start your son at seven or eight

years, madane, and in ten years he'll be lethal."

He'll fight as a knight, like his father."
Thomas | aughed. We kill knights. They haven't nmade an arnour
strong enough to resist an English arrow "
Jeanette shuddered. What are you praying for, Englishman?" she
asked. For gi veness?"
Thomas smi | ed. | am giving thanks, nmadane, for the fact that

we rode six days in enemy country and did not | ose one man. He
clinmbed fromhis knees and pointed to a pretty silver box that sat
on the altar. It was a reliquary and had a small crystal w ndow
that was rimmed with drops of coloured glass. Thomas had peered

t hrough the wi ndow and seen nothing nore than a small bl ack

| unp about the size of a man's thunb. What is it?" he asked.

The tongue of Saint Renan,"” Jeanette said defiantly. It was stolen
when you cane to our town, but God was good and the thief died
next day and the relic was recovered."

CGod is indeed good," Thomas said drily. And who was Sai nt Renan?"

He was a great preacher," she said, who banished the nains and
gorics fromour farm ands. They still live in the wild places, but a
prayer to Saint Renan will scare them away.

Nai ns and gorics?" Thomas asked.

They are spirits," she said, evil ones. They once haunted the
whole land, and | pray daily to the saint that he will banish the
hel | equin as he drove out the nains. You know what the hellequin
are?"

W are," Thonas said proudly.

She grinmaced at his tone. The hellequin," she said icily, are the
dead who have no souls. The dead who were so wicked in life that
the devil loves themtoo nuch to punish themin hell and so he

gi ves them his horses and rel eases themon the living." She hefted

his black bow and pointed to the silver plate tacked to its belly.
You even have the devil's picture on your bow "

It's a yale," Thonas said.

It is a devil," she insisted, and threw the bow at him Thomas
caught it and, because he was too young to resist show ng off,



casually strung it. He made it appear effortless. You pray to
Sai nt Renan," he said, and | shall pray to Saint Guinefort. W shall see
whi ch saint is the stronger."

Quinefort? 1've not heard of her."

H m" Thomas corrected her, and he lived in the Lyonnaise."

You pray to a French saint?" Jeanette asked, intrigued.

Al the time," Thomas said, touching the desiccated dog' s paw
that hung about his neck. He did not tell Jeanette anything nore
about the saint, who had been a favourite of his father's, who, in
his better monents, would | augh at the story. Quinefort had been
a dog and, so far as Thomas's father knew, the only aninmal ever to
be canoni zed. The beast had saved a baby froma wolf then been
martyred by his owner, who thought the dog had eaten the baby
when in truth he had hidden it beneath the cot. Pray to the bl essed
Guinefort!"™ had been Father Ral ph's reaction to every donestic
crisis, and Thonas had adopted the saint as his own. He sonetines
wonder ed whet her the saint was an efficient intercessor in heaven
t hough perhaps Guine fort's whining and barking were as effective as
the pleas of any other saint, but Thomas was sure that few other folk
used the dog as their representative to God and perhaps that neant
he recei ved special protection. Father Hobbe had been shocked
to hear of a holy dog, but Thomas, though he shared his father's
anusement, now genui nely thought of the animal as his guardian
Jeanette wanted to know nore about the bl essed Saint Guinefort,

but she did not want to encourage an intimacy with any of Skeat's
men and so she forgot her curiosity and nade her voice cold again.

| have been wanting to see you," she said, to tell you that your
men and their wonen rmust not use the yard as a latrine. | see
themfromthe window It is disgusting! Mybe you behave |ike
that in England, but this is Brittany. You can use the river."
Thomas nodded, but said nothing. Instead he carried his bow

down the nave, which had one of its long sides obscured by fishing
nets hung up for nmending. He went to the church's western end,
whi ch was gloonily decorated by a painting of the doom The righ-
teous were vanishing into the rafters, while the condemed sinners
were tunbling to a fiery hell cheered on by angel s and saints.
Thomas stopped in front of the painting.



Have you ever noticed," he said, howthe prettiest wonen are
always falling down to hell and the ugly ones are going up to
heaven?"

Jeanette alnost smiled for she had often wondered about that

same question, but she bit her tongue and said nothing as Thomas

wal ked back up the nave beside a painting of Christ walking on a
sea that was grey and white-crested |ike the ocean off Brittany. A
shoal of nackerel were poking their heads fromthe water to watch
the mracle.

What you nust understand, madanme," Thomas said, gazing up
at the curious nackerel, is that our nmen do not |ike being unwel -
cone. You won't even let themuse the kitchen. Wy not? It's big
enough, and they'd be glad of a place to dry their boots after a wet
night's riding."

Why should | have you English in ny kitchen? So you can use
that as a latrine as wel|?"

Thomas turned and | ooked at her. You have no respect for us,
madame, so why should we have respect for your house?"
Respect!" She nocked the word. How can | respect you? Every-

thing that is precious to me was stolen. Stolen by you!"

By Sir Sinon Jekyll," Thomas said.

You or Sir Sinon," Jeanette asked, what is the difference?"
Thomas picked up the arrow and dropped it into his bag. The
di fference, nadanme, is that once in a while | talk to God, while Sir

Sinmon thinks he is God. | shall ask the lads to piss in the river, but
| doubt they'll want to please you nuch." He smled at her, then

was gone.

Spring was greening the land, giving a haze to the trees and filling

the twisting |laneways with bright flowers. New green noss grew on
thatch, there was white stitchwort in the hedge rows, and kingfishers
whi pped between the new yel |l ow | eaves of the riverside sall ows.
Skeat's men were having to go further from La Roche-Derrien to find
new plunder and their long rides took them dangerously close to

Qui nganmp, which was Duke Charles's headquarters, though the



town's garrison rarely cane out to challenge the raiders. Guinganp
lay to the south, while to the west was Lannion, a nuch smaller
town with a far nore belligerent garrison that was inspired by Sir
Ceoffrey de Pont Blanc, a knight who had sworn an oath that he
woul d | ead Skeat's raiders back to Lannion in chains. He announced
that the Englishmen would be burned in Lannion's narketpl ace
because they were heretics, the devil's nen.

W1l Skeat was not worried by such a threat. | mght |ose a w nk
of sleep if the silly bastard had proper archers,” he told Tom but
he ain't, so he can blunder about as nuch as he likes. |Is that his

real nane?"

Ceoffrey of the Wite Bridge."

Daft bastard. |s he Breton or French?"

I"'mtold he's French.”

Have to teach hima | esson then, won't we?"
Sir Geoffrey proved an unwilling pupil. WIIl Skeat dragged his
coat closer and closer to Lannion, burning houses wi thin sight of
its walls in an effort to lure Sir Geoffrey out into an anmbush of
archers, but Sir CGeoffrey had seen what English arrows could do
to mounted knights and so he refused to lead his nen in a wld
charge that would inevitably finish as a pile of scream ng horses
and bl eeding men. He stal ked Skeat instead, |ooking for some place
where he coul d anbush the Englishnmen, but Skeat was no nore
of a fool than Sir Ceoffrey, and for three weeks the two war bands
circled and skirted each other. Sir Geoffrey's presence sl owed Skeat,
but did not stop the destruction. The two forces clashed tw ce, and
both times Sir CGeoffrey threw his crossbowren forward on foot,
hopi ng they could finish off Skeat's archers, but both times the
| onger arrows won and Sir CGeoffrey drew off w thout forcing a fight
he knew he nmust |ose. After the second inconclusive clash he even
tried appealing to WIl Skeat's honour. He rode forward, all al one,
dressed in an armour as beautiful as Sir Sinmon Jekyll's, though Sir
Ceoffrey's helmet was an ol d-fashioned pot with perforated eye
holes. His surcoat and his horse's trapper were dark blue on which
white bridges were enbroi dered and the sane devi ce was bl azoned
on his shield. He carried a blue-painted | ance from which he had
hung a white scarf to show he cane in peace. Skeat rode forward



to neet himwith Thomas as interpreter. Sir Ceoffrey lifted off his
hel met and pushed a hand through his sweat-flattened hair. He

was a young fellow golden-haired and bl ue-eyed, with a broad,

good- hunoured face, and Thomas felt he woul d probably have

liked the man if he had not been an eneny. Sir Geoffrey smled as
the two Englishnmen curbed their horses.

It is adull thing," he said, to shoot arrows at each other's
shadows. | suggest you bring your nmen-at-arns into the field's
centre and neet us there on equal terns."

Thomas did not even bother to translate, for he knew what

Skeat's answer woul d be. | have a better idea," he said, you bring
your men-at-arns and we'll bring our archers.”
Sir Geoffrey | ooked puzzl ed. Do you command?" he asked

Thomas. He had thought that the ol der and grizzled Skeat was the
captain, but Skeat stayed silent.
He |l ost his tongue fighting the Scots,'

Thomas said,'s o | speak

for him"
Then tell himl| want an honourable fight," Sir Geoffrey said
spiritedly. Let nme pit ny horsenen agai nst yours." He smiled as if

to suggest his suggestion was as reasonable as it was chivalrous as
it was ridicul ous.

Thomas transl ated for Skeat, who twisted in his saddl e and spat
into the clover.

He says," Thonas said, that our archers will neet your nen. A
dozen of our archers against a score of your nen-at-arns."
Sir Geoffrey shook his head sadly. You have no sense of sport,

you English,"” he said, then put his |leather-lined pot back on his
head and rode away. Thomas told Skeat what had passed between
t hem

Silly goddamm bastard," Skeat said. What did he want? A tourna-
ment ? \Who does he think we are? The knights of the round bl oody
table? | don't know what happens to sone folk. They put a sir in
front of their nanes and their brains get addled. Fighting fair! Who-
ever heard of anything so daft? Fight fair and you | ose. Bl oody
fool ."
Sir Geoffrey of the Wiite Bridge continued to haunt the helle-
qui n, but Skeat gave himno chance for a fight. There was al ways



a large band of archers watching the Frenchman's forces, and when-
ever the nmen from Lanni on becane too bold they were likely to

have t he goose-feathered arrows thunping into their horses. So Sir
Ceoffrey was reduced to a shadow, but he was an irritating and
persi stent shadow, follow ng Skeat's nen al nbst back to the gates
of La Roche-Derrien

The trouble occurred the third tinme that he trailed Skeat and so
cane close to the town. Sir Sinon Jekyll had heard of Sir Geoffrey
and, warned by a sentinel on the highest church tower that Skeat's
men were in sight, he led out a score of the garrison's nen-at-arns
to neet the hellequin. Skeat was just over a mle fromthe town
and Sir CGeoffrey, with fifty nen-at-arns and as many nounted
crossbowren, was just another half-mle behind. The Frenchman

had caused no great problens to Skeat and if Sir Geoffrey wanted
to ride home to Lannion and claimthat he had chased the hellequin
back to their lair then Skeat was quite happy to give the Frenchman
that satisfaction.

Then Sir Sinmon cane and it was all suddenly display and arro-
gance. The English | ances went up, the helnmet visors clanged shut
and their horses were prancing. Sir Sinon rode towards the French
and Breton horsenen, bellowi ng a challenge. WII Skeat followed
Sir Sinmon and advised himto |l et the bastards be, but the York-
shireman was wasting his breath.

Skeat's men-at-arnms were at the front of the columm, escort-

ing the captured livestock and three wagons filled w th plunder
while the rearguard was forned by sixty mounted archers. Those
sixty nmen had just reached the big woods where the army had

canped during the siege of La Roche-Derrien and, at a signal from
Skeat, they split into two groups and rode into the trees either
side of the road. They dismunted in the woods, tied their horses”
reins to branches, then carried their bows to the edge of the
trees. The road ran between the two groups, edged by wi de grassy

ver ges.
Sir Sinmon wheel ed his horse to confront WII Skeat. I want thirty
of your men-at-arms, Skeat," he denmanded perenptorily.

You can want them" WII Skeat said, but you'll not have

t hem



Good Christ, man, | outrank you!"™ Sir Sinmon was incredul ous at
Skeat's refusal. | outrank you, Skeat! |'mnot asking, you fool, I'm
ordering."

Skeat | ooked up at the sky. Looks like rain, don't you think?
And we could do with a drop. Fields are right dry and streanms are
l ow. "

Sir Sinmon reached out and gripped Skeat's arm forcing the ol der
man to turn to him He has fifty knights," Sir Sinon spoke of Sir
Ceoffrey de Pont Blanc, and | have twenty. Gve ne thirty nen
and I'lIl take himprisoner. Just give ne twenty!" He was pl eading,
all arrogance gone, for this was a chance for Sir Sinon to fight a
proper skirm sh, horseman agai nst horseman, and the w nner

woul d have renown and the prize of captured men and horses.

But WIIl Skeat knew everything about men, horses and renown.

I"mnot out here to play ganes," he said, shaking his armfree, and
you can order ne till the cows sprout wings, but you'll not have a
man of mine."

Sir Sinmon | ooked angui shed, but then Sir Ceoffrey de Pont Bl anc
decided the matter. He saw how his nen-at-arnms outnunbered the
Engl i sh horsenen and so he ordered thirty of his followers to ride
back and join the crossbowen. Now the two troops of horsenen
were evenly matched and Sir Geoffrey rode forward on his big black
stallion that was swathed in its blue and white trapper and had a
boil ed | eather mask for face arnour, a chanfron. Sir Sinon rode to
meet himin his new arnmour, but his horse had no padded trapper
and no chanfron, and he wanted both, just as he wanted this fight.
All winter he had endured the m sery of a peasant's war, all nuck
and nurder, and now the enemy was offering honour, glory and

the chance to capture sonme fine horses, armour and good weapons.
The two nmen sal uted each other by dipping their |ances, then
exchanged names and conplinents

W1l Skeat had joined Thonmas in the woods. You night be a
wool | y- headed fool, Tom" Skeat said, but there's plenty nore
stupid than you. Look at the daft bastards! Not a brain between
either of them You could shake them by the heels and not hi ng
woul d drop out of their ears but dried muck." He spat.

Sir Geoffrey and Sir Sinobn agreed on the rules of the fight.



Tournanent rules, really, only with death to give the sport spice
An unhorsed man was out of the fight, they agreed, and woul d be
spared, though such a man could be taken prisoner. They wi shed
each other well then turned and rode back to their nen.
Skeat tied his horse to a tree and strung his bow There's a pl ace
in York," he said, where you can watch the mad fol k. They keep
t hem caged up and you pay a farthing to go and | augh at them
They shoul d put those two silly bastards in with them"

My father was mad for a time," Thomas said.

Don't surprise me, lad, don't surprise ne at all." Skeat said. He
| ooped his boweord onto a stave that had been carved with crosses.

H s archers watched the nen-at-arns fromthe edge of the woods.
As a spectacle it was wondrous, like a tournament, only on this
spring meadow there were no narshals to save a man's life. The
two groups of horsenmen readi ed thensel ves. Squires tightened
girths, men hefted | ances and rmade sure their shield straps were
tight. Visors clanged shut, turning the horsemen's world into a dark
pl ace slashed with slitted daylight. They dropped their reins, for
fromnow on the well-trained destriers wo d be guided by the
touch of spur and the pressure of knees; the horsemen needed both
hands for their shields and weapons. Sone nen wore two swords,
a heavy one for slashing and a thinner blade for stabbing, and they
made certain the weapons slid easily fromtheir scabbards. Sone
gave their lances to squires to |l eave a hand free to nake the sign
of the cross, then took the | ances back. The horses stanped on the
pasture, then Sir CGeoffrey lowered his lance in a signal that he was
ready and Sir Sinon did the same, and the forty nen spurred
their big horses forward. These were not the |ight-boned mares and
gel dings that the archers rode, but the heavy destriers, stallions all
and bi g enough to carry a man and his armour. The beasts snorted,
tossed their heads and lunbered into a trot as the riders | owered
their long lances. One of Sir Geoffrey's nmen made the beginner's

m st ake of | owering the [ ance too nuch so that the point struck
the dry turf and he was |ucky not to be unhorsed. He left the | ance
behi nd and drew his sword. The horsenen spurred into the canter
and one of Sir Sinon's nen swerved to the left, probably because

his horse was ill trained, and it bunped the next horse and the



ripple of colliding horses went down the line as the spurs rowell ed
back to demand the gallop. Then they struck

The sound of the wooden | ances striking shields and nmail was a
crunch like splintering bones. Two horsenen were ramed back

out of their high saddles, but nost of the lance thrusts had been
parried by shields and now t he horsenmen dropped the shivered
weapons as they galloped past their opponents. They sawed on the
reins and drew their swords, but it was plain to the watching archers
that the eneny had gai ned an advantage. Both of the unhorsed
riders were English, and Sir Geoffrey's nen were much nore closely
aligned so that when they turned to bring their swords to the nel ee
they came as a disciplined group that struck Sir Sinmon's nen in a
cl angour of sword against sword. An Englishman reeled fromthe
nmelee with a mssing hand. Dust and turf spewed up from hoofs.

A riderless horse linped away. The swords clashed |ike hamers

on anvils. Men grunted as they swung. A huge Breton, with no
device on his plain shield, was wi el ding a fal chion, a weapon that
was half sword and hal f axe, and he used the broad blade with a
terrible skill. An English man-at-arns had his helmet split open
and his skull with it, so that he rode wavering fromthe fight, blood
pouring down his mail coat. H's horse stopped a few paces from
the turmoil and the nman-at-arms slowy, so slowy, bent forward

and then slunped down fromthe saddle. One foot was trapped in

a stirrup as he died but his horse did not seemto notice. It just
went on cropping the grass.

Two of Sir Sinon's men yielded and were sent back to be taken

pri soner by the French and Breton squires. Sir Sinon hinself was
fighting savagely, turning his horse to beat off two opponents. He
sent one reeling out of the fight with a useless arm then battered
the other with swift cuts fromhis stolen sword. The French had
fifteen men still fighting, but the English were down to ten when
the great brute with the falchion decided to finish Sir Sinmon off.
He roared as he charged, and Sir Sinon caught the falchion on his
shield and lunged his sword into the mail under the Breton's arnpit.
He yanked the sword free and there was bl ood pouring fromthe

rent in the eneny's mail and |eather tunic. The big man twitched
in the saddle and Sir Sinon hamrered the sword onto the back of



his head, then turned his horse to beat off another assailant, before
wheel i ng back to drive his heavy weapon in a crushi ng bl ow agai nst
the big Breton's adamis apple. The man dropped his fal chion and
clutched his throat as he rode away.

He's good, isn't he?" Skeat said flatly. Cot suet for brains, but
he knows how to fight."

But, despite Sir Sinopbn's prowess, the eneny was w nning and
Thomas wanted to advance the archers. They only needed to run

about thirty paces and then woul d have been in easy range of the
ranpagi ng eneny horsenen, but WIIl Skeat shook his head. Never

kill two Frenchmen when you can kill a dozen, Tom" he said
reprovingly.

Qur nen are getting beat,’

Thomas pr ot est ed.

Then that'll teach emnot to be bloody fools, won't it?" Skeat
said. He grinned. Just wait, lad, just wait, and we'll skin the cat
proper."

The English nen-at-arnms were being beaten back and only Sir

Sinmon was fighting with spirit. He was indeed good. He had driven

the huge Breton fromthe fight and was now hol ding of f four of

the enemy, and doing it with a ferocious skill, but the rest of his

men, seeing that their battle was |ost and that they could not reach
Sir Sinmon because there were too many eneny horsenen around

him turned and fl ed.

Saml" WII shouted across the road. When | give you the word,
take a dozen nmen and run away! You hear me, San?"
["1'l run away!" Sam shouted back

The English nen-at-arnms, some bl eeding and one half falling
fromhis tall saddle, thundered back down the road towards La
Roche-Derrien. The French and Bretons had surrounded Sir Sinon,
but Sir Geoffrey of the Wite Bridge was a ronantic fellow and
refused to take the life of a brave opponent, and so he ordered his
men to spare the English knight.

Sir Sinmon, sweating like a pig under the leather and iron plate,
pushed up the snoutlike visor of his hel net. | don't yield," he
told Sir Geoffrey. His new arnour was scarred and his sword edge
chi pped, but the quality of both had hel ped himin the fight. I
don't yield," he said again,'s o fight on!"



Sir Geoffrey bowed in his saddle. | salute your bravery, Sir Sinon,
he sai d magnani nously, and you are free to go with all honour."
He waved his nen-at-arns aside and Sir Sinon, mraculously alive
and free, rode away with his head held high. He had Ied his nen
into di saster and death, but he had energed w th honour
Sir Geoffrey could see past Sir Sinon, down the | ong road that
was thick with fleeing nmen-at-arnms and, beyond them the captured
livestock and the heaped carts of plunder that were being escorted
by Skeat's men. Then WII Skeat shouted at Sam and suddenly Sir
Ceoffrey could see a bunch of panicked archers riding northwards
as hard as they coul d. He'll fall for it," Skeat said know ngly, you
just see if he don't."
Sir Geoffrey had proved in the | ast few weeks that he was no
fool, but he lost his wits that day. He saw a chance to cut down
the hated hell equin archers and recapture three carts of plunder
and so he ordered his remaining thirty nen-at-arnms to join him
and, leaving his four prisoners and nine captured horses in the care
of his crossbownen, waved his knights forward. WII Skeat had
been waiting weeks for this.
Sir Sinmon turned in alarmas he heard the sound of hooves.

Nearly fifty arnmoured nen on big destriers charged towards him
and, for a nonment, he thought they were trying to capture him
and so he spurred his horse towards the woods only to see the

French and Breton horsenmen crash past himat full gallop. Sir Sinobn
ducked under branches and swore at WIIl Skeat, who ignored him

He was wat chi ng the eneny.
Sir Geoffrey de Pont Blanc | ed the charge and saw only glory.

He had forgotten the archers in the woods, or el se believed they
had all fled after the defeat of Sir Sinmon's nen. Sir Ceoffrey was
on the cusp of a great victory. He would take back the plunder and,
even better, lead the dreaded hellequin to a fiery fate in Lannion's
mar ket pl ace.

Now! "  Skeat shouted through cupped hands. Now! "
There were archers on both sides of the road and they stepped out
fromthe new spring foliage and | oosed their bowstrings. Thomas's
second arrow was in the air before the first even struck. Look and
| oose, he thought, do not think, and there was no need to aim for
the enemy was a tight group and all the archers did was pour their
long arrows into the horsenen so that in an eyeblink the charge
was reduced to a tangle of rearing stallions, fallen men, screamn ng
horses and spl ashing bl ood. The eneny had no chance. A few at
t he back nmanaged to turn and gall op away, but the majority were
trapped in a closing ring of bowren who drove their arrows merci-

| essly through mail and | eather. Any man who even tw tched

invited three or four arrows. The pile of iron and flesh was spiked
with feathers, and still the arrows canme, cutting through rmail and
driving deep into horseflesh. Only the handful of men at the rear
and a single man at the very front of the charge survived.
That man was Sir Geoffrey hinself. He had been ten paces in
front of his nmen and maybe that was why he was spared, or perhaps
the archers had been inpressed by the manner in which he had
treated Sir Sinon, but for whatever reason he rode ahead of the
carnage like a charnmed soul. Not an arrow flew cl ose, but he heard
the screans and clatter behind and he slowed his horse then turned
to see the horror. He watched with disbelief for an instant, then
wal ked his stallion back towards the arrow stuck pile that had been
his nen. Skeat shouted at sone of his bownen to turn and face
t he enemy's crossbownen, but they, seeing the fate of their nen-at-
arms, were in no nood to face the English arrows. They retreated
sout hwar ds.



There was a curious stillness then. Fallen horses tw tched and
some beat at the road with their hooves. A nan groaned, another

called on Christ and sone just whinpered. Thomas, an arrow still on
his bowstring, could hear |larks, the call of plovers and the whisper of
wind in the leaves. A drop of rain fell, splashing the dust on the

road, but it was a lone outrider of a shower that went to the west.

Sir Geoffrey stood his horse beside his dead and dying nen as if
inviting the archers to add his corpse to the heap that was streaked
with blood and fl ecked with goose feathers.

See what | nean, Ton?" Skeat said. Wait | ong enough and the

bl oody fools will always oblige you. Right, lads! Finish the bastards
off1" Men dropped their bows, drew their knives and ran to the
shudderi ng heap, but Skeat hel d Thomas back. Go and tell that
stupid white bridge bastard to nmake hinsel f scarce."



Thomas wal ked to the Frenchman, who nust have thought he
was expected to surrender for he pulled off his helnet and extended
his sword handl e. My fam ly cannot pay a great ransom" he said
apol ogetical ly.

You're not a prisoner," Thomas said.

Sir Geoffrey seemed perpl exed by the words. You rel ease nme?"

W don't want you," Thomas said. You mi ght think about going

to Spain," he suggested, or the Holy Land. Not too many hell equin
in either place.”

Sir Geoffrey sheathed his sword. I nmust fight against the enem es
of my king so | shall fight here. But |I thank you." He gathered his
reins and just at that moment Sir Sinon Jekyll rode out of the
trees, pointing his drawn sword at Sir Geoffrey.

He's ny prisoner!”™ he called to Thonss. My prisoner!”

He's no one's prisoner," Thomas said. W're letting himgo."
You're letting himgo?" Sir Sinon sneered. Do you know who
comands her e?"

What | know," Thonmas said, is that this man is no prisoner." He

t hunped the trapper-covered runp of Sir CGeoffrey's horse to send
it on its way. Spain or the Holy Land!" he called after Sir Ceoffrey.
Sir Sinmon turned his horse to follow Sir Ceoffrey, then saw t hat
W1l Skeat was ready to intervene and stop any such pursuit so he
turned back to Thomas. You had no right to release him No right!"
He rel eased you," Thomas sai d.
Then he was a fool. And because he is a fool, | nust be?" Sir
Si mon was quivering with anger. Sir Geoffrey m ght have decl ared
hi nsel f a poor man, hardly able to raise a ransom but his horse
al one was worth at least fifty pounds, and Skeat and Thomas had
just sent that noney trotting southwards. Sir Sinmon watched him
go, then lowered the sword blade so that it threatened Thonas's
t hr oat . Fromthe nmonent | first saw you," he said, you have been
insolent. | amthe highest-born man on this field and it is | who
decides the fate of prisoners. You understand that?"
He yielded to nme," Thomas said, not to you. So it don't matter
what bed you were born in."
You're a pup!" Sir Sinmon spat. Skeat! | want reconpense for
that prisoner. You hear nme?"



Skeat ignored Sir Sinon, but Thomas did not have enough sense
to do the sane.

Jesus," he said in disgust, that man spared you, and you'd not
return the favour? You' re not a bloody knight, you're just a bully.
Go and boil your arse.”

The sword rose and so did Thonmas's bow. Sir Sinon | ooked at

the glittering arrow point, its edges feathered white through sharp-
eni ng and he had just enough wit not to strike with his sword. He
sheathed it instead, slamm ng the blade into the scabbard, then
wheel ed his destrier and spurred away.

Which left Skeat's nen to sort out the enenmy's dead. There were
ei ghteen of them and another twenty-three grievously wounded.
There were al so sixteen bl eeding horses and twenty-four dead
destriers, and that, as WI| Skeat remarked, was a w cked waste of
good horsefl esh.

And Sir Ceoffrey had been taught his | esson

There was a fuss back in La Roche-Derrien. Sir Sinmon Jekyll com
pl ained to Richard Toteshamthat WII| Skeat had failed to support
himin battle, then also clained to have been responsible for the
death or woundi ng of forty-one eneny nen-at-arms. He boasted

he had won the skirmish, then returned to his thene of Skeat's
perfidy, but Richard Toteshamwas in no nood to endure Sir

Si non' s querul ousness. Did you win the fight or not?"

O course we won!" Sir Sinon blinked indignantly. They' re dead,
ain't they?"

So why did you need WIl's nmen-at-arns?" Totesham asked.

Sir Sinon searched for an answer and found none. He was
i npertinent," he conpl ai ned.

That's for you and himto settle, not ne," Totesham said in abrupt
di smi ssal, but he was thinking about the conversation and that
ni ght he tal ked with Skeat.

Forty-one dead or wounded?" he wondered al oud. That rmust
be a third of Lannion's nen-at-arns."”

Near as nmaybe, aye."

Totesham s quarters were near the river and fromhis w ndow

he coul d watch the water slide under the bridge arches. Bats flittered
about the barbican tower that guarded the bridge's further side,

whil e the cottages beyond the river were Iit by a sharp-edged noon.

They' Il be short-handed, WIIl," Totesham said
They' Il not be happy, that's for sure.
And the place will be stuffed with val uables."

Li ke as not," Skeat agreed. Many folk, fearing the hellequin, had



taken their belongings to the nearby fortresses, and Lanni on nust
be filled with their goods. Mre to the point, Toteshamwould find
food there. H s garrison received sone food fromthe farns north
of La Roche-Derrien and nmore was brought across the Channe

from Engl and, but the hellequin's wastage of the countryside had
brought hunger perilously close.

Leave fifty men here?" Toteshamwas still thinking aloud, but

he had no need to explain his thoughts to an old soldier |ike Skeat.
W' || need new | adders, " Skeat sai d.

What happened to the ol d ones?"

Firewood. It were a cold winter."

A night attack?" Totesham suggested.

Full noon in five or six days."

Five days from now, then," Totesham deci ded. And 1'I1 want
your men, WII."

If they're sober by then.”

They deserve their drink after what they did today," Totesham
said warmy, then gave Skeat a smile. Sir Sinmon was conpl ai ni ng
about you. Says you were inpertinent."

That weren't nme, Dick, it was ny lad Tom Told the bastard to
go and boil his arse.”

| fear Sir Sinmon was never one for taking good advice," Totesham
sai d gravely.

Nor were Skeat's nen. He had let themloose in the town, but
warned themthat they would feel rotten in the morning if they
drank too much and they ignored that advice to nake cel ebration

in La Roche-Derrien's taverns. Thomas had gone with a score of
his friends and their wonen to an i nn where they sang, danced

and tried to pick a fight with a group of Duke John's white rats,
who were too sensible to rise to the provocation and slipped quietly
into the night. A nonent later two nen-at-arns wal ked in, both
wearing jackets with the Earl of Northanpton's badge of the lions
and the stars. Their arrival was jeered, but they endured it with
pati ence and asked if Thomas was present.

He's the ugly bastard over there," Jake said, pointing to Thonas,
who was dancing to the nmusic of a flute and drum The men-at-arms
waited till he had finished his dance, then explained that WIl Skeat



was with the garrison's comander and wanted to talk with him

Thomas drained his ale. What it is,"” he told the other archers,
is that they can't nmake a decision w thout ne. |Indispensable, that's
me." The archers nocked that, but cheered good-naturedly as

Thomas left with the two nen-at-armns.
One of them cane from Dorset and had actually heard of Hook-
ton. Didn't the French | and there?" he asked.

Bastards wecked it. | doubt there's anything left,"” Thomas said.

So why does WIIl want me?"

God knows and He ain't telling,” one of the nmen said. He had |led
Thomas towards Richard Totesham s quarters, but now he pointed
down a dark alley. They're in a tavern at the end there. Place with
t he anchor hangi ng over the door."

Good for them" Thonmas said. |f he had not been half drunk
he m ght have realized that Totesham and Skeat were unlikely to
sunmon himto a tavern, let alone the snallest one in town at the
river end of the darkest alley, but Thomas suspected nothing unti
he was hal fway down the narrow passage and two nen stepped
froma gateway. The first he knew of them was when a bl ow | anded
on the back of his head. He pitched forward onto his knees and
the second man kicked himin the face, then both nmen rained kicks
and bl ows on himuntil he offered no nore resistance and they
could seize his arnms and drag himthrough the gate into a small
smthy. There was blood in Thomas's nmouth, his nose had been
broken again, a rib was cracked and his belly was churning with
al e.

A fire burned in the snmthy. Thomas, through half-closed eyes,
could see an anvil. Then nore nen surrounded himand gave him

a second kicking so that he rolled into a ball in a vain attenpt to
protect hinself.

Enough," a voice said, and Thomas opened his eyes to see Sir
Si mon Jekyll. The two nen who had fetched himfromthe tavern
and who had seened so friendly, now canme through the snithy
gate and stripped off their borrowed tunics showi ng the Earl of
Nor t hanpt on' s badge. Wl |l done,"” Sir Sinon told them then
| ooked at Thomas. Mere archers,” Sir Sinon said, do not tel
knights to boil their arse.”



A tall man, a huge brute with [ ank yellow hair and bl ackened
teeth, was standi ng besi de Thomas, wanting to kick himif he offered
an insolent reply, so Thomas held his tongue. Instead he offered a
silent prayer to Saint Sebastian, the patron saint of archers. This plight,
he reckoned, was too serious to be left to a dog.
Take his breeches down, Colley," Sir Sinon ordered, and turned
back to the fire. Thomas saw there was a great three-Ilegged pot

standing in the red-hot charcoal. He swore under his breath, realiz-
ing that he was the one who was to get a boiled arse. Sir Sinon
peered into the pot. You are to be taught a lesson in courtesy," he

told Thomas, who whi npered as the yell ow haired brute cut
t hrough his belt, then dragged his breeches down. The other nen
searched Thomas's pockets, taking what coins they found and a
good knife, then they turned himonto his belly so that his naked
arse was ready for the boiling water.
Sir Sinmon saw the first wisps of steamfloat fromthe pot. Take
it to him" he ordered his nen
Three of Sir Sinmon's soldiers were hol ding Thomas down and he
was too hurt and too weak to fight them so he did the only thing
he could. He screamed murder. He filled his lungs and bel | owed as
| oud as he could. He reckoned he was in a small town that was
crowded with nmen and soneone nmust hear and so he shrieked the
al arm Murder! Murder!"™ A man kicked his belly, but Thomas went
on shouti ng.

For Christ's sake, silence him" Sir Sinmon snarled, and Coll ey,
the yel |l ow haired man, kneel ed besi de Thomas and tried to stuff
straw into his nmouth, but Thomas managed to spit it out.

Murder!" he screaned. Mur der!"
Coll ey swore, took a handful of filthy nud and slapped it into
Thomas's nouth, muffling his noise. Bastard," Colley said, and
t hunped Thomas's skul I. Bastard!"

Thomas gagged on the nmud, but he could not spit it out.

Sir Sinmon was standing over himnow. You are to be taught
good manners," he said, and watched as the steam ng pot was
carried across the smithy yard.

Then the gate opened and a neweoner stepped into the yard.
What in God's name is happening here?" the nan asked, and



Thomas coul d have sung a Te Deumin praise of Saint Sebastian if his
nmout h had not been cramred with nud, for his rescuer was Fat her
Hobbe, who nust have heard the frantic shouting and cone run-

ning down the alley to investigate. What are you doing?" the priest
demanded of Sir Sinon.

It is not your business, father," Sir Sinon said.

Thomas, is it you?" He turned back to the knight. By God, it is
nmy business!" Father Hobbe had a tenper and he lost it now. Who
the devil do you think you are?"

Be careful, priest,"” Sir Sinon snarled.

Be careful! Me? | will have your soul in hell if you don't |eave."
The smal |l priest snatched up the smth's huge poker and w el ded

it like a sword. I'"lI'l have all your souls in hell! Leave! Al of you
Qut of here! <Qut! In the name of God, get out! Get out!"

Sir Sinmon backed down. It was one thing to torture an archer

but quite another to get into a fight with a priest whose voi ce was

| oud enough to attract still nore attention. Sir Sinon snarled that

Fat her Hobbe was an interfering bastard, but he retreated all the
sane.

Fat her Hobbe knelt beside Thomas and hooked sonme of the

mud fromhis nouth, along with tendrils of thick blood and a

br oken t oot h. You poor |ad," Father Hobbe said, then hel ped
Thomas st and. I'"lI'l take you hone, Tom take you home and cl ean
you up."

Thomas had to vomit first, but then, holding his breeches up, he
staggered back to Jeanette's house, supported all the way by the
priest. A dozen archers greeted him wanting to know what had
happened, but Fat her Hobbe brushed t hem asi de. VWere's the

ki tchen?" he dermanded.

She won't let us in there," Thomas said, his voice indistinct
because of his swollen mouth and bl eedi ng guns.

Wiere is it?" Father Hobbe insisted. One of the archers nodded
at the door and the priest just pushed it open and half carried
Thomas inside. He sat himon a chair and pulled the rush lights to
the tabl e's edge so he could see Thomas's face. Dear God," he said,

what have they done to you?" He patted Thonas's hand, then went
to find water.



Jeanette cane into the kitchen, full of fury. You are not supposed
to be here! You will get out!" Then she saw Thonas's face and her
voice trailed away. |f someone had told her that she would see a
badly beaten English archer she woul d have been cheered, but to

her surprise she felt a pang of synpathy. VWhat happened?”

Sir Sinmon Jekyll did this,"” Thomas managed to say.

Sir Sinmon?"

He's an evil man." Father Hobbe had heard the nane and cane
fromthe scullery with a big bow of water. He's an evil thing, evil."
He spoke in English. You have sone cloths?" he asked Jeanette.

She doesn't speak English,"” Thomas said. Blood was trickling
down his face.

Sir Sinmon attacked you?" Jeanette asked. Vhy ?"

Because | told himto boil his arse,” Thonmas said, and was
rewarded with a smle.

Good, " Jeanette said. She did not invite Thomas to stay in the
ki tchen, but nor did she order himto | eave. Instead she stood and
wat ched as the priest washed his face, then took off Thomas's shirt
to bind up the cracked rib.

Tell her she could help nme," Father Hobbe said.

She's too proud to help," Thonas said.

It's a sinful sad world," Father Hobbe declared, then knelt down.

Hold still, Tom" he said, for this will hurt like the very devil." He
took hold of the broken nose and there was the sound of cartil age
scrapi ng before Thomas shouted in pain. Father Hobbe put a cold
wet cloth over his nose. Hold that there, Tom and the pain wll
go. Well, it won't really, but you'll get used to it." He sat on an
enpty salt barrel, shaking his head. Sweet Jesus, Tom what are
we going to do with you?"

You' ve done it," Thomas said, and |I'mgrateful. A day or two
and I'lIl be | eaping about like a spring lanb."

You' ve been doing that for too Iong, Tom" Father Hobbe said
earnestly. Jeanette, not understanding a word, just watched the
two nen. CGod gave you a good head," the priest went on, but you
waste your wits, Tom you do waste them"

You want ne to be a priest?"

Fat her Hobbe snil ed. | doubt you'd be nuch credit to the



Church, Tom You'd like as not end up as an archbi shop because
you' re cl ever and devi ous enough, but | think you' d be happier as
a soldier. But you have debts to God, Tom Renenber that promn se
you made to your father! You nade it in a church, and it would

be good for your soul to keep that prom se, Tom

Thomas | aughed, and i medi ately w shed he had not, for the

pai n whi pped through his ribs. He swore, apol ogized to Jeanette,

t hen | ooked back to the priest. And how in the nanme of Cod,
father, am| supposed to keep that promi se? 1| don't even know
what bastard stole the I ance.

What bastard?" Jeanette asked, for she had picked up that one
wor d. Sir Sinmon?"

He is a bastard," Thonas said, but he's not the only one," and
he told her about the |ance, about the day his village had been
mur der ed, about his father dying, and about the nman who carried
a banner showi ng three yell ow hawks on a blue field. He told the
story slowy, through bloody lips, and when he had fini shed
Jeanette shrugged.

I

So you want to kill this man, yes?"

One day. "

He deserves to be killed," Jeanette said.

Thomas stared at her through hal f-cl osed eyes, astonished by
t hose words. You know hi nP"

He is called Sir uillaune d' Evecque," Jeanette said.

What ' s she sayi ng?" Fat her Hobbe asked.

| know him?" Jeanette said griny. In Caen, where he cones
from he is sonetines called the lord of the sea and of the land."

Because he fights on both?" Thonmas guessed.

He is a knight," Jeanette said, but he is also a sea-raider. A pirate.
My father owned sixteen ships and Guillaune d' Evecque stole three
of them"

He fought against you?" Thomas sounded surprised.

Jeanette shrugged. He thinks any ship that is not French is an
eneny. We are Bretons."

Thomas | ooked at Fat her Hobbe. There you are, father," he said
lightly, to keep ny pronmise all | must do is fight the knight of the
sea and of the l[and."



Fat her Hobbe had not foll owed the French, but he shook his

head sadly. How you keep the promnise, Thomas, is your business.
But God knows you nmade it, and | know you are doi ng not hi ng
about it." He fingered the wooden cross he wore on a |l eather |ace
about hi s neck. And what shall | do about Sir Sinon?"

Not hi ng, " Thomas sai d.

I must tell Totesham at least!" the priest insisted.

Not hi ng, father." Thomas was just as insistent. Prom se ne."
Fat her Hobbe | ooked suspiciously at Thomas. You' re not thinking

of taking your own revenge, are you?"
Thomas crossed hinself and hi ssed because of the pain in his rib.

Doesn't our Mther Church tell us to turn the other cheek?" he
asked.

It does," Father Hobbe said dubiously, but it wouldn't condone
what Sir Sinon did tonight."

W shall turn away his wath with a soft answer,"” Thomas said,
and Fat her Hobbe, inpressed by this display of genuine Christianity,
nodded his acceptance of Thomas's deci sion
Jeanette had been follow ng the conversation as best she could
and had at |east gathered the gist of their words. Are you di scussing
what to do to Sir Sinon?" she asked Thomas.

I'"mgoing to nmurder the bastard,” Thomas said in French
She offered hima sour grinace. That is a very clever idea, Eng-
lishman. So you will be a nurderer and they will hang you. Then,
t hanks be to God, there will be two dead Englishnen.”

What ' s she sayi ng, Thomas?" Fat her Hobbe asked.

She's agreeing that | ought to forgive ny enenies, father."

Good wonan, good woman, " Fat her Hobbe sai d.

Do you really want to kill hinP" Jeanette demanded col dly.
Thomas shuddered with the pain, but he was not so hurt that he
could not appreciate Jeanette's cl oseness. She was a hard wonan,

he reckoned, but still as lovely as the spring and, like the rest of
W1l Skeat's nmen, he had harboured inpossible dreans of know ng

her better. Her question gave himthat chance. "1l kill him" he
assured her, and in killing him ny lady, 1'Il fetch you your hus-

band's arnmour and sword."
Jeanette frowned at him You can do that?"



If you hel p ne.

She gri nmaced. How?"
So Thomas told her and, to his astonishment, she did not dismss
the idea in horror, but instead nodded a grudgi ng acceptance. It
mght really work," she said after a while, it really mght work."
Whi ch neant that Sir Sinon had united his enem es and Thomas

had found hinmself an ally.
Jeanette's |life was enconpassed by enenmies. She had her son, but
everyone el se she | oved was dead, and those who were |eft she

hated. There were the English, of course, occupying her town, but
there was al so Bel as, the | awyer, and the shipmasters who had
cheated her, and the tenants who used the presence of the English
to default on their rent, and the town's merchants who dunned

her for noney she did not have. She was a countess, yet her rank
counted for nothing. At night, brooding on her plight, she would
dream of neeting a great chanpion, a duke perhaps, who woul d

cone to La Roche-Derrien and puni sh her enem es one by one.

She saw them whi nmpering with terror, pleading for nercy and

recei ving none. But in each dawn there was no duke and her

enemi es did not cringe, and Jeanette's troubles were unrelieved

until Thomas pronised to help her kill the one eneny she hated

above the rest.
To which end, early in the norning after her conversation wth
Thomas, Jeanette went to Richard Totesham s headquarters. She
went early because she hoped Sir Sinon Jekyll would still be in

bed, and though it was essential he knew the purpose of her visit,
she did not want to neet him Let himlearn fromothers what she

pl anned.
The headquarters, |ike her own house, fronted the River Jaudy,

and the waterfront yard, despite the early hour, already held a score
of petitioners seeking favours fromthe English. Jeanette was told
to wait with the other petitioners. I amthe Countess of Arnorica,"
she told the clerk

You nust wait |ike the rest,

the clerk answered in poor French



then cut another notch in a tally stick on which he was counting
arrow sheaves that were being unloaded froma |lighter that had

cone upriver fromthe deepwater harbour at Treguler. A second
lighter held barrels of red herrings, and the stench of the fish nmade
Jeanette shudder. English food! They did not even gut the herrings
bef ore snoking themand the red fish canme fromthe barrels covered
in yellowgreen nould, yet the archers ate themw th relish. She
tried to escape the reeking fish by crossing the yard to where a
dozen local nen trimed great |engths of tinmber propped on saw
horses. One of the carpenters was a nan who had soneti nmes

wor ked for Jeanette's father, though he was usually too drunk to
hold a job for nore than a few days. He was barefoot, ragged,

hunp- backed and hare-1ipped, though when he was sober he was

as good a | abourer as any in the town.

Jacques!" Jeanette call ed. What are you doi ng?" She spoke in

Br et on.

Jacques tugged his forel ock and bobbed down. You' re | ooki ng

well, ny lady." Only a few folk could understand his speech for his
split lip mangl ed the sounds. Your father always said you were his
angel . "

| asked what you are doing."

Ladders, ny lady, |adders.” Jacques cuffed a stream of nucus
fromhis nose. There was a weeping ulcer on his neck and the stink
of it was as bad as the red herrings. They want six ever so |ong
| adders.

Why ?"

Jacques | ooked left and right to nake sure no one coul d overhear

hi m VWhat he says," he jerked his head at the Englishman who
was supposedly supervising the work, what he says is that they're
taking themto Lannion. And they're |ong enough for that big wall,
ain't they?"

Lanni on?"

He likes his ale, he does,
man' s indiscretion

Hey! Handsone!" the supervisor shouted at Jacques. Get to
work!" Jacques, with a grin to Jeanette, picked up his tools.

Make the rungs | oose!" Jeanette advised Jacques in Breton, then

Jacques sai d, explaining the English-



turned because her nanme had been called fromthe house. Sir Sinon
Jekyl |, 1 ooking heavy-eyed and sl eepy, was standing in the doorway
and Jeanette's heart sank at the sight of him

My lady," Sir Sinon offered Jeanette a bow, you should not be
waiting with common fol k. "

Tell that to the clerk," Jeanette said coldly.
The clerk tallying the arrow sheaves squeal ed when Sir Sinon

caught him by the ear. This clerk?" he asked.

He told ne to wait out here.”
Sir Sinmon cuffed the man across the face. She's a | ady, you
bastard! You treat her like a lady." He kicked the man away, then

pul | ed the door fully open. Cone, ny lady," he invited her
Jeanette went to the door and was relieved to see four nore

clerks busy at tables inside the house. The arny," Sir Sinon said
as she brushed past him has al nmost as many cl erks as archers.
Clerks, farriers, masons, cooks, herdsnen, butchers, anything el se

on two legs that can take the King's coin." He smiled at her, then
brushed a hand down his threadbare wool robe that was trinmmed
with fur. If I had known you were gracing us with a visit, ny |ady,

I woul d have dressed.”

Sir Sinmon, Jeanette noted gladly, was in a puppy nood this norn-
ing. He was always either boorish or clunmsily polite and she hated
himin either nood, but at |east he was easier to deal w th when

he tried to inpress her with his manners. | came,” she told him
to request a pass from Monsi eur Totesham " The cl erks wat ched

her surreptitiously, their quills scratching and spluttering on the
scraped parchnent.

| can give you a pass,"” Sir Sinon said gallantly, though | trust
you are not |eaving La Roche-Derrien permanent|y?"

| just wish to visit Louannec, Jeanette said.

And where, dear |ady, is Louannec?"

It is on the coast," Jeanette said, north of Lannion."

Lanni on, eh?" He perched on a table's edge, his bare | eg sw nging.
Can't have you wandering near Lannion. Not this week. Next,
maybe, but only if you can persuade nme that you have good reason
to travel." He snoothed his fair noustache. And | can be very
per suadabl e. "



| wish to pray at the shrine there," Jeanette said.

| would not keep you fromyour prayers,” Sir Sinmon said. He
was thinking that he should have invited her through into the
parlour, but in truth he had small appetite for love's ganmes this
nmorni ng. He had consoled hinmself for his failure to boil Thonas of
Hookt on' s backsi de by drinking deep into the darkness, and his
belly felt liquid, his throat was dry and his head was banging |ike
a kettl edrum Whi ch saint will have the pleasure of hearing your
voi ce?" he asked.

The shrine is dedicated to Yves who protects the sick. M/ son
has a fever."

Poor boy," Sir Sinon said in nock synpathy, then perenptorily
ordered a clerk to wite the pass for her [adyship. You will not
travel al one, madane?" he asked.

| shall take servants.”

You woul d be better with soldiers. There are bandits
everywhere. "

| do not fear ny own countrynen, Sir Sinon.

Then you should,"” he said tartly. How many servant s?"

Two.

Sir Simon told the clerk to note two conpani ons on the pass,
t hen | ooked back to Jeanette. You really would be nuch safer with
sol diers as escort.”

God will preserve ne," Jeanette said.

Sir Sinmon watched as the ink on the pass was sanded dry and a
bl ob of hot wax was dropped onto the parchment. He pressed a

seal into the wax, then held the docunment to Jeanette. Maybe
shoul d cone with you, madane?"

I would rather not travel at all," Jeanette said, refusing to take
t he pass.

Then | shall relinquish nmy duties to God," Sir Sinon said.
Jeanette took the pass, forced herself to thank him then fled.
She hal f expected that Sir Sinmon would follow her, but he let her
go unmol ested. She felt dirty, but also triunphant because the trap
was baited now Well and truly baited.
She did not go straight hone, but went instead to the house of
the I awyer, Belas, who was still eating a breakfast of blood sausage



and bread. The aroma of the sausage put an edge to Jeanette's
hunger, but she refused his offer of a plate. She was a countess and
he was a nmere | awyer and she would not demean herself by eating

with him

Bel as strai ghtened his robe, apol ogized that the parl our was cold,

and asked whether she had at |ast decided to sell the house. It is
the sensible thing to do, madane. Your debts mount."
| shall let you know ny decision," she said, but | have conme on
ot her busi ness.
Bel as opened the parlour shutters. Busi ness costs noney,

madame, and your debts, forgive ne, are nounting."

It is Duke Charles's business," Jeanette said. Do you still wite
to his nmen of business?"

Fromtime to time," Belas said guardedly.

How do you reach then?" Jeanette demanded.

Bel as was suspicious of the question, but finally saw no harmin

gi ving an answer. The nmessages go by boat to Painpol,"” he said,

t hen overl and to Gui nganp.

How | ong does it take?"

Two days? Three? It depends if the English are riding the country
bet ween Pai npol and Gui nganp. "

Then wite to the Duke," Jeanette said, and tell himfromnme
that the English will attack Lannion at the end of this week. They
are naking |ladders to scale the wall." She had decided to send the
nmessage t hrough Bel as, for her own couriers were two fishernen
who only cane to sell their wares in La Roche-Derrien on a Thurs-
day, and any nmessage sent through themnust arrive too |ate.

Bel as's couriers, on the other hand, could reach Gui nganp in good
time to thwart the English plans.

Bel as dabbed egg from his thin beard. You are sure, madane?"

O course I"'msure!" She told himabout Jacques and the | adders
and about the indiscreet English supervisor, and how Sir Sinon

had forced her to wait a week before venturing near Lannion on

her expedition to the shrine at Louannec.

The Duke," Belas said as he ushered Jeanette to the house door
will be grateful.”

Bel as sent the nessage that day, though he did not say it came



fromthe Countess, but instead clained all the credit for hinself.

He gave the letter to a shipmaster who sailed that sanme afternoon

and next nmorning a horseman rode south from Painpol. There

were no hellequin in the wasted country between the port and the
Duke's capital so the nessage arrived safely. And in Gui nganp,

whi ch was Duke Charles's headquarters, the farriers checked

t he war horses" shoes, the crossbowren greased their weapons,

squires scrubbed mail till it shone and a thousand swords were

shar pened.

The English raid on Lanni on had been betrayed.

Jeanette's unlikely alliance with Thomas had soothed the hostility

in her house. Skeat's men now used the river as their lavatory

i nstead of the courtyard, and Jeanette allowed theminto the

ki tchen, which proved useful, for they brought their rations with
them and so her household ate better than it had since the town

had fallen, though she still could not bring herself to try the snoked
herrings with their bright red, nould-covered skins. Best of all was
the treatnent given to two inportunate nerchants who arrived
demandi ng paynent from Jeanette and were so badly nanhandl ed

by a score of archers that both nen left hatless, |inping, unpaid
and bl oody.
I will pay themwhen | can," she told Thonas.

Sir Simon's likely to have nmoney on him" he told her

He is?"

Only a fool |eaves cash where a servant can find it , he said.
Four days after the beating his face was still swollen and his |ips
black with blood clots. H s rib hurt and his body was a mass of
brui ses, but he had insisted to Skeat that he was well enough to
ride to Lannion. They would | eave that afternoon. At m dday
Jeanette found himin Saint Renan's church

Why are you praying?" she asked him

| always do before a fight."

There will be a fight today? | thought you were not riding till
t onmor r ow?"



I love a well-kept secret," Thomas said, anused. We're going a
day early. Everything' s ready, why wait?"

Goi ng where?" Jeanette asked, though she already knew.

To wherever they take us," Thomas said.
Jeanette grimaced and prayed silently that her nessage had

reached Duke Charl es. Be careful ," she said to Thomas, not because
she cared for him but because he was her agent for taking revenge
on Sir Sinon Jekyll. Perhaps Sir Sinmon will be killed?" she sug-
gest ed.

God will. save himfor ne," Thonas said.

Per haps he won't follow ne to Louannec?"

He'll follow you like a dog," Thomas said, but it will be dangerous
for you.

| shall get the armour back," Jeanette said, and that is all that
matters. Are you praying to Saint Renan?"

To Sai nt Sebastian,” Thomas said, and to Saint Cuinefort."

| asked the priest about Guinefort," Jeanette said accusingly, and
he said he had never heard of him"

He probably hasn't heard of Saint Wlgefortis either,” Thomas
sai d.

Wl gefortis?" Jeanette stunbled over the unfam liar nane. Who
is he?"

She," Thomas said, and she was a very pious virgin who |ived
in Flanders and grew a long beard. She prayed every day that God
woul d keep her ugly so that she could stay chaste.™
Jeanette could not resist |aughing. That isn't true!"

It is true, nmy lady," Thomas assured her. My father was once
of fered a hair of her holy beard, but he refused to buy it."

Then | shall pray to the bearded saint that you survive your raid,"
Jeanette said, but only so you can help ne against Sir Sinmon. O her
than that | hope you all die."

The garrison at Qui nganp had the sanme wish, and to nmake it cone
true they assenbled a strong force of crossbowren and nen-at -
arms to anbush the Englishnen on their way to Lannion, but they,



like Jeanette, were convinced that La Roche-Derrien's garrison
woul d make their sally on the Friday and so they did not |eave til
| ate on Thursday, by which tine Totesham s force was al ready
within five mles of Lannion. The shrunken garrison did not know
the English were com ng because Duke Charles's war captains, who
conmmanded his forces in @uinganp while the Duke was in Paris,
decided not to warn the town. |If too many people knew that the
Engl i sh had been betrayed then the English thensel ves m ght hear
of it, abandon their plans and so deny the Duke's nen the chance
of a rare and conplete victory.
The English expected victory thenselves. It was a dry night and,
near mdnight, a full moon slid out from behind a silver-edged
cloud to cast Lannion's walls in sharp relief. The raiders were hidden
i n woods from where they watched the few sentinels on the ram
parts. Those sentinels grew sleepy and, after a tine, went to the
bastions where fires burned and so they did not see the six |adder
parties creep across the night fields, nor the hundred archers foll ow
ing the ladders. And still they slept as the archers clinbed the rungs
and Toteshamis nmain force erupted fromthe woods, ready to burst
t hrough the eastern gate that the archers woul d open
The sentinels died. The first dogs awoke in the town, then a
church bell began to ring and Lannion's garrison came awake, but
too late for the gate was open and Toteshamis mail-clad soldiers
were crying havoc in the dark alleys while still nore nen-at-arns
and archers were pouring through the narrow gate.
Skeat's men were the rearguard and so waited outside the town
as the sack began. Church bells were clanging wildly as the town's
pari shes woke to nightmare, but gradually the clangour ceased.
W1l Skeat stared at the noon-gl ossed fields south of Lannion. I
hear it was Sir Sinon Jekyll who inproved your |ooks," he said to
Thonas.

It was."

Because you told himto boil his arse?" Skeat grinned. You can't
bl ame himfor thunping you," Skeat said, but he should have
talked to ne first."

What woul d you have done?"

Made sure he didn't thump you too nuch, of course,"” Skeat said,



his gaze noving steadily across the | andscape. Thonas had acquired
t he sane habit of watchful ness, but all the | and beyond the town

was still. A nmist rose fromthe | ow ground. So what do you plan
to do about it?" Skeat asked.
Talk to you."

| don't fight your goddamm battles, boy," Skeat grow ed. What

I
do you plan to do about it?"

Ask you to lend ne Jake and Sam on Saturday. And | want
three crossbows.

Crossbows, eh?" Skeat asked flatly. He saw that the rest of Toteshanis
force had now entered the town so he put two fingers to

his |lips and sounded a piercing whistle to signal that his own nen

could foll ow. Onto the walls!"™ he shouted as the hell equin rode
f orward. Onto the walls!"™ That was the rearguard's job: to man the
fallen town' s defences. Hal f the bl oody bastards will still get drunk,"

Skeat growed,'s o you stay with me, Tom"

Most of Skeat's nen did their duty and clinbed the stone steps

to the town's ranparts, but a few slipped away in search of plunder
and drink, so Skeat, Thomas and a hal f-dozen archers scoured the
town to find those | aggards and drive themback to the walls. A
score of Totesham s nen-at-arnms were doing rmuch the sane,

draggi ng nen out of taverns and setting themto | oading the many
wagons that had been stored in the town to keep themfromthe
hel | equin. Totesham particularly wanted food for his garrison, and
his nmore reliable nen-at-arns did their best to keep the English
sol diers fromdrink, wonen or anything el se that would sl ow the

pl under .

The town's garrison, woken and surprised, had done their best

to fight back, but they had responded much too late, and their
bodies now lay in the moonlit streets. But in the western part of
the town, close to the quays which fronted the Ri ver Leguer, the
battle still went on, and Skeat was drawn to the sound. Mbdst nen
were ignoring it, too intent on kicking down house doors and ran-
sacki ng war ehouses, but Skeat reckoned no one in town was safe
until all the defenders were dead.

Thomas followed himto find a group of Totesham s men-at-arms

who had just retreated froma narrow street. There's a mad bastard



down there," one of themtold Skeat, and he's got a dozen cross-
bowren.

The mad bastard and his crossbowren had already killed their

share of Englishnmen, for the red-crossed bodies |ay where the street
bent sharply towards the river.

Burn them out," one of the nen-at-arnms suggested.

Not before we've searched the buildings," Skeat said, then sent
two of his archers to fetch one of the |adders that had been used
to scale the ranmparts. Once the | adder was fetched he propped it
agai nst the nearest house and | ooked at Thomas, who grinned,
clinmbed the rungs and then cl anbered up the steep thatch. His
broken rib hurt, but he gained the ridge and there took the bow
fromhis shoulder and fitted an arrow onto the cord. He wal ked
al ong the rooftop, his noboncast shadow | ong on the sl oping straw
The roof ended just above the place where the eneny waited and
so, before reaching the ridge's peak, he drew the bowto its ful
extent, then took two steps forward.

The enemy saw himand a dozen crossbows jerked up, but so did

t he unhel neted face of a fair-haired man who had a | ong sword

in his hand. Thomas recognized him It was Sir Geoffrey de Pont

Bl anc, and Thomas hesitated because he adnmired the man. But

then the first bolt whipped so close to his face that he felt the w nd
of its passing on his cheek and so he | oosed, and he knew the arrow
woul d go straight into the open mouth of Sir CGeoffrey's upturned

face. He did not see it strike, though, for he had stepped back as

t he ot her crossbows twanged and their bolts seared up towards the
noon.

He's dead!" Thomas shout ed.

There was a tranp of feet as the nen-at-arns charged before the
crossbowren could reload their clunsy weapons. Thomas stepped
back to the ridge's end and saw the swords and axes rise and fall
He saw the bl ood splash up onto the plastered house fronts. Saw
the men hacking at Sir Geoffrey's corpse just to nake certain he
was really dead. A wonan shrieked in the house that Sir Geoffrey
had been def endi ng.

Thomas slithered down the thatch and junped into the street

where Sir Ceoffrey had died and there he picked up three of the



crossbows and a bag of bolts that he carried back to WII Skeat.
The Yorkshireman gri nned. Crossbows, eh? That neans you'l

be pretending to be the eneny, and you can't do that in La Roche-
Derrien, so you' re waylaying Sir Sinon sonewhere outside the
town. Am|l right?"

Sonething like that."

| could read you like a bloody book, boy, if | could read, which
I can't on account of having too nmuch sense." Skeat wal ked on
towards the river where three ships were being plundered and
anot her two, their holds already enptied, were burning fiercely.
But how do you get the bastard out of town?" Skeat asked. He's
not a conplete fool."

He is when it conmes to the Countess.”

Ah!'"  Skeat grinned. And the Countess, she's suddenly being nice

tous all. Soit's you and her, is it?"

It is not her and ne, no."

Soon will be, though, won't it?" Skeat said.

| doubt it."

Why? Because she's a countess? Still a woman, boy. But 1'd be
careful of her."

Car ef ul ?"

Hard bitch, that one. Looks lovely on the outside, but it's all flint
inside. She'll break your heart, boy."
Skeat had stopped on the wi de stone quays where men were
enptyi ng war ehouses of |eather, grain, snoked fish, wine and bolts
of cloth. Sir Sinmon was anpbng them shouting at his nen to com
mandeer nore wagons. The town was yielding a vast fortune. It
was a much bigger place than La Roche-Derrien and, because it
had successfully fought off the Earl of Northanpton's wi nter siege,
it had been reckoned a safe place for Bretons to store their val uabl es.
Now it was being gutted. A man staggered past Thomas with an
arm oad of silver plate, another man was draggi ng a hal f - naked
worman by the shreds of her nightdress. One group of archers had
br oken open a vat and were dipping their faces to drink the w ne.
It was easy enough getting in here," Skeat said, but it'll be the
devil's own job to get these sodden bastards back out again."
Sir Sinon beat his sword on the backs of two drunks who were



getting in the way of his nen enptying a storehouse of its bolts of
cloth. He saw Thomas and | ooked surprised, but he was too wary
of WIIl Skeat to say anything. He just turned away.

Bastard nust have paid off his debts by now, " Skeat said, stil
staring at Sir Sinon's back. War's a good way to get rich, so long
as you ain't taken prisoner and ransoned. Not that they'd ransom
you or me, boy. Slit our bellies and prick our eyes out, nore like.
Have you ever shot a crossbow?"

No. "

Ain't quite as easy as it looks. Not as hard as shooting a rea

bow, of course, but it still takes practice. Goddamm things can pitch
a bit high if you' re not used to them Do Jake and Sam want to

hel p you?"
They say so."

O course they do, evil bastards that they are.” Skeat still stared
at Sir Sinmon, who was wearing his new, shining arnour. I reckon
the bastard will carry his cash with him"

| would think so, yes."

Half mne, Tom and |I'll ask no questions conme Saturday."

Thanks, WII."

But do it proper, Tom" Skeat said savagely, do it proper. | don't
want to watch you hang. | don't mind watching nmost fools doing

the rope dance with the piss running down their legs, but it'd be

a shame to watch you twitching your way to the devil.'

They went back to the walls. Neither man had coll ected any

pl under, but they had already taken nore than enough fromtheir

raids on the north Breton farns and it was now the turn of Tote-
sham s men to gorge thenselves on a captured town.

One by one the houses were searched and the tavern barrels

were drained. Richard Toteshamwanted his force to | eave Lannion

at dawn, but there were too many captured carts waiting to get

t hrough the narrow eastern gate and not nearly enough horses to

pull the carts, so nmen were harnessing thenselves to the shafts rather
than | eave their pickings behind. Oher nen were drunk and sense-

| ess, and Toteshamis nen-at-arnms scoured the town to find them

but it was fire that drove nobst of the drunks fromtheir refuges.

The townsfol k fled south as the English set the thatched roofs alight.



The snoke thickened into a vast dirty pillar that drifted south on
the small sea wind. The pillar glowed a lurid red on its underside,
and it nust have been that sight which first told the approaching
force from Guinganp that they had arrived too late to save the

town. They had marched through the night, expecting to find sone

pl ace where they could |lay an anmbush for Toteshamis nmen, but the
damage was al ready done. Lannion was burning and its weal th was
piled on carts that were still being manhandl ed t hrough the gate.
But if the hated English could not be anbushed on their way to

the town, then they could be surprised as they left and so the eneny
conmanders swung their forces eastwards towards the road which

| ed back to La Roche-Derrien

Cross-eyed Jake saw the eneny first. He was gazing south
through the pearly mist that lay over the flat |and and he saw t he
shadows in the vapour. At first he thought it was a herd of cows,
then he decided it had to be refugees fromthe town. But then he
saw a banner and a | ance and the dull grey of a mail coat, and he
shouted to Skeat that there were horsenen in sight.

Skeat peered over the ranparts. Can you see anything, Ton®"

It was just before dawn proper and the countrysi de was suffused
with greyness and streaked with mst. Thomas stared. He could see
a thick wood a mile or nore to the south and a | ow ri dge show ng
dark above the mist. Then he saw the banners and the grey mail

in the grey light, and a thicket of |ances.

Men-at-arms," he said, a lot of the bastards."

Skeat swore. Toteshamis nmen were either still in the town or else
strung along the road to La Roche-Derrien, and strung so far that
there could be no hope of pulling them back behind Lannion's walls
- though even if that had been possible it was not practical for the
whol e western side of the town was burning furiously and
the flames were spreading fast. To retreat behind the walls was to
ri sk being roasted alive, but Toteshams nmen were hardly in a fit
condition to fight: many were drunk and all were laden with

pl under .

Hedgerow, " Skeat said curtly, pointing to a ragged |ine of black-
thorn and el der that ran parallel to the road where the carts

runbl ed. Archers to the hedge, Tom We'Il |ook after your horses.



Christ knows how we'll stop the bastards,’
cross, but we ain't got nmuch choice."
Thomas bullied a passage at the crowded gate and led forty archers
across a soggy pasture to the hedgerow that seened a flinsy barrier
agai nst the eneny massing in the silvery mst. There were at |east
t hree hundred horsenen there. They were not advanci ng yet, but

i nstead grouping thensel ves for a charge, and Thomas had only
forty nmen to stop them

Spread out!" he shout ed. Spread out!" He briefly went onto one
knee and made the sign of the cross. Saint Sebastian, he prayed, be
with us now Saint Guinefort, protect ne. He touched the desiccated
dog's paw, then made the sign of the cross again.
A dozen nore archers joined his force, but it was still far too
small. A score of pageboys, nounted on ponies and armed with toy
swords, could have massacred the nmen on the road, for Thomas's
hedge did not provide a conplete screen, but rather straggled into
not hi ngness about half a mle fromthe town. The horsenen only

had to ride round that open end and there would be nothing to
stop them Thomas could take his archers into the open ground,

but fifty nen could not stop three hundred. Archers were at their
best when they were nmassed together so that their arrows nmade a
hard, steel-tipped rain. Fifty nen could make a shower, but they
woul d still be overrun and nassacred by the horsenen.

Crossbowren, " Jake grunted, and Thomas saw the nen in green

and red jackets emerging fromthe woods behind the enenmy nen-
at-arms. The new dawn |ight reflected cold frommail, swords and
hel met s. Bastards are taking their tinme," Jake said nervously. He
had planted a dozen arrows in the base of the hedge, which was just
thi ck enough to stop the horsenen, but not nearly dense enough to
sl ow a crossbow bolt.
W1l Skeat had gathered sixty of his nen-at-arns beside the road,
ready to countercharge the enemy whose nunbers increased every

m nute. Duke Charles's nen and their French allies were riding
eastwards now, |ooking to advance about the open end of the hedge
where there was an inviting swathe of green and open |and | eadi ng
all the way to the road. Thomas wondered why the hell they were
waiting. He wondered if he would die here. Dear God, he thought,

he made the sign of the



but there were not nearly enough nmen to stop this eneny. The
fires continued to burn in Lannion, pouring snmoke into the pale

sky.

He ran to the left of the line, where he found Father Hobbe
hol di ng a bow. You shoul dn't be here, father," he said.

God will forgive nme," the priest said. He had tucked his cassock

into his belt and had a small stand of arrows stuck into the
hedgebank. Thomas gazed at the open | and, wondering how | ong

his men would last in that imensity of grass. Just what the eneny
want ed, he thought, a stretch of bare flat [and on which their horses
could run hard and straight. Only the land was not entirely flat for it
was dotted with grassy hummocks through which two grey herons
wal ked stiff-legged as they hunted for frogs or ducklings. Frogs,
Thomas t hought, and ducklings. Sweet God, it was a marsh! The
spring had been unusually dry, yet his boots were soaking fromthe
danp field he had crossed to reach the hedgerow. The realization
burst on Thormas like the rising sun. The open | and was nmarsh! No
wonder the eneny was waiting. They could see Totesham s nen

strung out for slaughter, but they could see no way across the
swanpy ground.

This way!" Thomas shouted at the archers. This way! Hurry!
Hurry! Come on, you bastards!”

He led themround the end of the hedge into the swanp where
t hey | eaped and spl ashed through a maze of marsh, tussocks and
stream ets. They went south towards the eneny and once in range
Thomas spread his men out and told themto indulge in target
practice. H's fear had gone, replaced by exaltation. The eneny was
bal ked by the marsh. Their horses could not advance, but Thonas's
light archers could |l eap across the tussocks |ike denmons. Like hel-
[ equi n.

Kill the bastards!™ he shouted.
The white-fl edged arrows hi ssed across the wetland to strike

horses and men. Sonme of the eneny tried to charge the archers,

but their horses floundered in the soft ground and becane targets
for volleys of arrows. The crossbownen di smounted and advanced,

but the archers switched their aimto them and now nore archers
were arriving, dispatched by Skeat and Totesham so that the marsh



was suddenly swarm ng with English and Wel sh bowren who

poured a steel-tipped hell on the befuddl ed eneny. |t becane a
gane. Men wagered on whether or not they could strike a particular
target. The sun rose higher, casting shadows fromthe dead horses.
The enemy was edging back to the trees. One brave group tried a

| ast charge, hoping to skirt the marsh, but their horses stunbled in
the soft ground and the arrows spitted and sliced at them so that
men and beasts screaned as they fell. One horsenman struggl ed on
flailing his beast with the flat of his sword. Thomas put an arrow
into the horse's neck and Jake skewered its haunch, and the ani mal
screeched piteously as it thrashed in pain and coll apsed into the
swanp. The man sonmehow extricated his feet fromhis stirrups and
stunbl ed cursing towards the archers with his sword held | ow and
shield high, but Sam buried an arrow in his groin and then a dozen
nore bownen added their arrows before swarm ng over the fallen
enemy. Knives were drawn, throats cut, then the business of

pl under could begin. The corpses were stripped of their mail and
weapons and the horses of their bridles and saddl es, then Father
Hobbe prayed over the dead while the archers counted their spoils.
The enemy was gone by md-morning. They left two score of

dead nmen, and twice that nunber had been wounded, but not a

singl e Wl sh or English archer had died.

Duke Charles's nmen slunk back to @Quinganp. Lannion had been
destroyed, they had been hunmiliated and WIIl Skeat's nen cel e-
brated in La Roche-Derrien. They were the hellequin, they were

t he best and they coul d not be beaten.

The foll owi ng norni ng Thonmas, Sam and Jake | eft La Roche-

Derrien before daybreak. They rode west towards Lanni on, but once
in the woods they swerved off the road and picketed their horses
deep anong the trees. Then, noving |ike poachers, they worked
their way back to the wood's edge. Each had his own bow sl ung

on his shoulder, and carried a crossbow too, and they practised
with the unfam liar weapons as they waited in a swa the of bluebells
at the wood's margin fromwhere they could see La Roche-Derrien's



western gate. Thomas had only brought a dozen bolts, short and

st ub-feathered, so each of themshot just two tinmes. WII| Skeat had
been right: the weapons did kick up as the archers | oosed so that
their first bolts went high on the trunk that was their target.
Thomas' s second shot was nore accurate, but nothing like as true

as an arrow shot froma proper bow The near miss made him
apprehensi ve of the norning' s risks, but Jake and Sam were both
cheerful at the prospect of l|arceny and nurder.

Can't really mss," Samsaid after his second shot had al so gone

hi gh. M ght not catch the bastard in the belly, but we'll hit him
somewhere." He levered the cord back, grunting with the effort. No
man alive could haul a crossbow s string by arm power al one and
so a mechani sm had to be enpl oyed. The nost expensive crossbows,
those with the | ongest range, used a jackscrew. The archer would

pl ace a cranked handle on the screw s end and wi nd the cord back

i nch by creaking inch, until the pawl above the trigger engaged the
string. Some crossbowren used their bodies as a |lever. They wore
thick | eather belts to which a hook was attached and by bendi ng
down, attaching the hook to the cord and then straightening, they
could pull the twi sted strings back, but the crossbows Thonas had
brought from Lanni on used a | ever, shaped like a goat's hind |eg,
that forced the cord and bent the short bow shaft, which was a

| ayered thing of horn, wood and glue. The |ever was probably the
fastest way of cocking the weapon, though it did not offer the power
of a screw cocked bow and was still slow conpared to a yew shaft.

In truth there was nothing to conpare with the English bow and
Skeat's men debated endl essly why the eneny did not adopt the
weapon. Because they're daft,"” was Samls curt judgenent, though
the truth, Thomas knew, was that other nations sinply did not start
their sons early enough. To be an archer neant starting as a boy,
then practising and practising until the chest was broad, the arm
nmuscl es huge and the arrow seenmed to fly w thout the archer giving
its aimany thought.
Jake shot his second bolt into the oak and swore horribly when

it mssed the mark. He |ooked at the bow. Pi ece of shit," he said.
How cl ose are we going to be?"

Cl ose as we can get," Thomas said.



Jake sniffed. If | can poke the bloody bowinto the bastard's belly
| mght not miss.”

Thirty, forty feet should be all right," Sam reckoned.

Aimat his crotch," Thomas encouraged them and we shoul d
gut him"

It'Il be all right," Jake said, three of us? One of us has got to
skewer the bastard.”

In the shadows, |ads," Thomas said, gesturing them deeper into
the trees. He had seen Jeanette coming fromthe gate where the
guards had inspected her pass then waved her on. She sat sideways
on a small horse that WIIl Skeat had | ent her and was acconpani ed
by two grey-haired servants, a man and a woman, both of whom
had grown old in her father's service and now wal ked beside their
mstress's horse. |If Jeanette had truly planned to ride to Louannec
then such a feeble and aged escort would have been an invitation
for trouble, but trouble, of course, was what she intended, and no
sooner had she reached the trees than the troubl e appeared as Sir
Si non Jekyl |l enmerged fromthe archway's shadow, riding with two
ot her nen.

What if those two bastards stay close to hinP" Sam asked.

They won't," Thomas said. He was certain of that, just as he and
Jeanette had been certain that Sir Sinmon would follow her and that
he woul d wear the expensive suit of plate he had stolen from her

She's a brave lass," Jake grunted.

She's got spirit," Thomas said, knows how to hate soneone.”

Jake tested the point of a quarrel. You and her?" he asked
Thonas. Doing it, are you?"

No. "

But you'd like to. | would."

I don't know," Thomas said. He thought Jeanette beautiful, but
Skeat was right, there was a hardness in her that repelled him I
suppose so," he adnmitted

O course you woul d," Jake said, be daft not to."

Once Jeanette was anong the trees Thomas and hi s conpani ons

trailed her, staying hidden and al ways conscious that Sir Sinon and
his two henchnen were closing quickly. Those three horsenen
trotted once they reached the wood and succeeded in catching up



with Jeanette in a place that was al nost perfect for Thomas's
anbush. The road ran within yards of a clearing where a neander -

i ng stream had undercut the roots of a willow. The fallen trunk
was rotted and thick with disc-like fungi. Jeanette, pretending to
make way for the three armoured horsenen, turned into the clear-
ing and waited beside the dead tree. Best of all there was a stand
of young alders close to the willow s trunk that offered cover to
Thonas.

Sir Sinmon turned off the road, ducked under the branches and
curbed his horse close to Jeanette. One of his conpani ons was
Henry Coll ey, the brutal yellow haired man who had hurt Thomas
so badly, while the other was Sir Sinon's slack-jawed squire, who
grinned in expectation of the comng entertainment. Sir Sinon
pul l ed off the snouted helnet and hung it on his saddle' s pomel,
then smiled triunphantly.

It is not safe, madane,"” he said, to travel w thout an arned
escort."

| amperfectly safe,"” Jeanette declared. Her two servants cowered
besi de her horse as Colley and the squire hemmed Jeanette in place
with their horses.

Sir Sinmon dismounted with a clank of arnour. | had hoped, dear

| ady," he said, approaching her, that we could talk on our way to
Louannec.

You wish to pray to the holy Yves?" Jeanette asked. VWhat wil |
you beg of hin That he grants you courtesy?"

| would just talk with you, madane," Sir Sinon said.

Tal k of what ?"

O the conplaint you made to the Earl of Northanpton. You
foul ed ny honour, |ady."

Your honour?" Jeanette | aughed. What honour do you have
that could be foul ed? Do you even know the neani ng of the word?"
Thomas, hidden behind the straggle of alders, was whispering a
translation to Jake and Sam Al three crossbows were cocked and
had their wicked little bolts Iying in the troughs.

If you will not talk to ne on the road, madane, then we nust

have our conversation here,"” Sir Sinpn declared.

| have nothing to say to you."



Then you will find it easy enough to listen," he said, and reached
up to haul her out of the saddle. She beat at his arnoured gauntlets,
but no resistance of hers could prevent himfrom draggi ng her to
the ground. The two servants shrieked protests, but Colley and the
squire silenced them by grabbing their hair, then pulling them out
of the clearing to | eave Jeanette and Sir Sinon al one.

Jeanette had scrabbl ed backwards and was now standi ng besi de

the fallen tree. Thomas had raised his crossbow, but Jake pushed
it down, for Sir Sinon's escort was still too near.

Sir Sinmon pushed Jeanette hard so that she sat down on the
rotting trunk, then he took a | ong dagger fromhis sword belt and
drove its narrow bl ade hard through Jeanette's skirts so that she
was pinned to the fallen willow He hamrered the knife hilt with
his steel-shod foot to make sure it was deep in the trunk. Colley
and the squire had vani shed now and the noi se of their horses”
hooves had faded anong the | eaves.

Sir Sinmon sniled, then stepped forward and pl ucked the cl oak

from Jeanette's shoul ders. VWhen | first saw you, ny |ady," he said,
I confess | thought of marriage. But you have been perverse, so
have changed ny nind." He put his hands at her bodice's neckline

and ripped it apart, tearing the laces fromtheir enbroidered holes.
Jeanette screaned as she tried to cover herself and Jake again held
Thomas' s arm down.

Wait till he gets the armour of f," Jake whi spered. They knew the
bolts could pierce mail, but none of the three knew how strong the
pl ate arnour woul d prove
Sir Sinmon slapped Jeanette's hands away. There, madane," he

sai d, gazing at her breasts, now we can have di scourse.”

Sir Sinmon stepped back and began to strip hinself of the arnour.

He pulled off the plated gauntlets first, unbuckled the sword belt,
then lifted the shoul der pieces on their |eather harness over his
head. He funbled with the side buckles of the breast and back

pl ates that were attached to a | eather coat that al so supported the
rerebraces and vanbraces that protected his arms. The coat had a
chain skirt, which, because of the weight of the plate and ring mail,
made it a struggle for Sir Sinobn to drag over his head. He staggered
as he pulled at the heavy arnour and Thomas again raised the



crossbow, but Sir Sinon was stepping back and forward as he tried
to steady hinself and Thonas could not be sure of his aimand so
kept his finger off the trigger.

The arnour-| aden coat thunped onto the ground, leaving Sir

Si non tousl e haired and bare-chested, and Thonas again put the
crosshow stock into his shoul der, but now Sir Sinmon sat down to
strip off the cuisses, greaves, poleyns and boots, and he sat in such
a way that his arnmoured | egs were towards the anbush and kept
getting in the way of Thomas's aim Jeanette was struggling with
the knife, scared out of her wits that Thomas had not stayed cl ose,
but tug as she m ght the dagger would not nove.

Sir Sinmon pulled off the sollerets that covered his feet, then
wriggled out of the | eather breeches to which the leg plates were
attached. Now, nmdame," he said, standing whitely naked, we can
tal k properly."

Jeanette heaved a last tine at the dagger, hoping to plunge it

into Sir Sinmon's pale belly, and just then Thomas pulled his trigger

The bolt scraped across Sir Sinon's chest. Thomas had ai ned at

the knight's groin, hoping to send the short arrow deep into his
belly, but the bolt had grazed one of the whiplike al der boughs and
been deflected. Blood streaked on Sir Sinmon's skin and he dropped
to the ground so fast that Jake's bolt whipped over his head. Sir
Si non scranbl ed away , going first to his discarded arnour. Then
he realized he had no tine to save the plate and so he ran for his
horse, and it was then that Sam s bolt caught himin the flesh of
his right thigh so that he yel ped, half fell and decided there was no
time to rescue his horse either and just |inmped naked and bl eedi ng
into the woods. Thomas | oosed a second bolt that rattled past Sir
Sinon to whack into a tree, and then the naked man vani shed.

Thomas swore. He had neant to kill, but Sir Sinon was all too
alive.
| thought you weren't here!" Jeanette said as Thomas appeared.

She was clutching her torn clothing to her breasts.

W m ssed the bastard,” Thomas said angrily. He heaved the

dagger free of her skirts while Jake and Samthrust the arnour into
two sacks. Thomas threw down the crossbow and took his own

bl ack bow from his shoul der. Wat he should do now, he thought,



was track Sir Sinon through the trees and kill the bastard. He could
pul | out the white-feathered arrow and put a crossbow bolt into
t he wound so that whoever found himwould believe that bandits

or the eneny had killed the knight.

Search the bastard's saddl e pouches,” he told Jake and Sam
Jeanette had tied the cloak round her neck and her eyes w dened

as she saw the gold pour fromthe pouches. You're going to stay
here with Jake and Sam " Thomas told her.

Where are you goi ng?" she asked.

To finish the job," Thomas said grimy. He |oosed the |aces of his
arrow bag and dropped one crossbow bolt in anmong the | onger

arrows. Wait here,"” he told Jake and Sam

["1l help you," Sam said.

No," Thomas insisted, wait here and | ook after the Countess."

He was angry with hinmself. He should have used his own bow from
the start and sinply renmoved the telitale arrow and shot a bolt into
Sir Sinmon's corpse, but he had funbl ed the ambush. But at | east

Sir Sinmon had fled westwards, away fromhis two nen-at-arns,

and he was naked, bl eeding and unarnmed. Easy prey, Thonas told

hi nsel f as he followed the bl ood drops anbng the trees. The trai
went west and then, as the blood thinned, southwards. Sir Sinon
was obviously working his way back towards his conpani ons and
Thomas abandoned caution and just ran, hoping to cut the fugitive
of f. Then, bursting through sone hazels, he saw Sir Sinon, |inping
and bent. Thomas pulled the bow back, and just then Colley and
the squire canme into view, both with swords drawn and both spurring
their horses at Thomas. He switched his aimto the nearest and | oosed
wi t hout thinking. He |oosed as a good archer should, and the arrow
went true and fast, smack into the mailed chest of the squire, who
was thrown back in his saddle. H's sword dropped to the ground as
his horse swerved hard to its left, going in front of Sir Sinon.
Coll ey wrenched his reins and reached for Sir Sinon, who
clutched at his outstretched hand and then half ran and was half
carried away into the trees. Thomas had dragged a second arrow
fromthe bag, but by the time he |loosed it the two men were hal f

hi dden by trees and the arrow gl anced off a branch and was | ost
anong the | eaves.



Thomas swore. Colley had stared straight at Thomas for an
instant. Sir Sinon had al so seen himand Thomas, a third arrow
on his string, just stared at the trees as he understood that every-

thing had just fallen apart. |In one instant. Everything.

He ran back to the clearing by the stream You're to take the
Countess to the town," he told Jake and Sam but for Christ's sake

go carefully. They'll be searching for us soon. You'll have to sneak
back. "

They stared at him not understandi ng, and Thomas told t hem

what had happened. How he had killed Sir Sinmon's squire, and
how t hat made himboth a nmurderer and a fugitive. He had been
seen by Sir Sinon and by the yellow haired Coll ey, and they would
both be witnesses at his trial and celebrants at his execution

He told Jeanette the same in French. You can trust Jake and
Sam" he told her, but you nmustn't be caught going home. You
have to go carefully!"

Jake and Sam argued, but Thonmas knew wel | enough what the

consequences of the killing arrow were. Tell WIIl what happened,”

he told them Blane it all on ne and say I'll wait for himat Quatre
Vents." That was a village the hellequin had |aid waste south of La
Roche-Derri en. Tell himl'd like his advice."

Jeanette tried to persuade himthat his panic was unnecessary.
Perhaps they did not recognize you?" she suggested.
They recogni zed nme, ny lady," Thonmas said grimy. He sniled

rueful ly. I amsorry, but at |east you have your armour and sword.
H de themwell." He pulled hinself into Sir Sinon's saddle. Quatre
Vents," he told Jake and Sam then spurred sout hwards through

the trees.

He was a murderer, a wanted man and a fugitive, and that neant

he was any man's prey, alone in the wlderness made by the helle-
quin. He had no idea what he should do or where he could go,
only that if he was to survive then he nust ride like the devil's
horseman t hat he was.

So he did.



Quatre Vents had been a small village, scarce |larger than Hookton
with a gaunt barn-like church, a cluster of cottages where cows

and peopl e had shared the sane thatched roofs, a water mll, and
some outlying farns crouched in sheltered valleys. Only the stone
wal s of the church and m 1l were left now, the rest was just ashes,

dust and weeds. The bl ossom was bl owi ng fromthe untended

orchards when Thomas arrived on a horse sweated white by its

long journey. He released the stallion to graze in a well-hedged and
overgrown pasture, then took hinself into the woods above the
church. He was shaken, nervous and frightened, for what had

seened like a gane had twisted his life into darkness. Not a few
hours before he had been an archer in England' s arny and, though
his future mght not have appealed to the young nen with whom

he had rioted in Oxford, Thomas had been certain he would at | east
rise as high as WIll Skeat. He had inmagined hinself |eading a band
of sol diers, becom ng wealthy, follow ng his black bow to fortune
and even rank, but now he was a hunted man. He was in such

pani c that he began to doubt WII| Skeat's reaction, fearing that
Skeat woul d be so disgusted at the failure of the ambush that he
woul d arrest Thomas and | ead hi m back to a rope-dancing end in

La Roche-Derrien's narketplace. He worried that Jeanette woul d
have been caught going back to the town. Wuld they charge her
with nmurder too? He shivered as night fell. He was twenty-two
years old, he had failed utterly, he was al one and he was | ost.

He woke in a cold, drizzling dawmn. Hares raced across the pasture
where Sir Sinmon Jekyll's destrier cropped the grass. Thomas opened



the purse he kept under his mail coat and counted his coins. There
was the gold fromSir Sinon's saddl e pouch and his own few coins,
so he was not poor, but like nost of the hellequin he left the bulk
of his noney in WIIl Skeat's keeping; even when they were out
rai ding, there were always sone nen left in La Roche-Derrien to
keep an eye on the hoard. Wat would he do? He had a bow and
some arrows, and perhaps he could wal k to Gascony, though he
had no idea how far that was, but at |east he knew there were
Engli sh garrisons there who woul d surely wel cone anot her trained
archer. O perhaps he could find a way to cross the Channel? Go
hone, find another nane, start again except he had no hone.
VWhat he nust never do was find hinself within a hanging rope's
di stance of Sir Sinon Jekyll.
The hellequin arrived shortly after nmidday. The archers rode into
the village first, followed by the nmen-at-arns, who were escorting
a one-horse wagon that had wooden hoops supporting a flapping
cover of brown cloth. Father Hobbe and WIIl Skeat rode beside
t he wagon, which puzzled Thomas, for he had never known the
hel | equi n use such a vehicle before. But then Skeat and the priest
broke away fromthe nen-at-arns and spurred their horses towards
the field where the stallion grazed.
The two nmen stopped by the hedge, and Skeat cupped his hands
and shouted towards the woods, Cone on out, you daft bastard!"
Thomas energed very sheepishly, to be greeted with an ironic cheer

fromthe archers. Skeat regarded himsourly. CGod' s bones, Tom"
he said, but the devil did a bad thing when he hunped your

not her. "

Fat her Hobbe tutted at WIIl's bl aspheny, then raised a hand in

bl essi ng. You nmissed a fine sight, Tom" he said cheerfully: Sir
Si non comi ng hone to La Roche, half naked and bl eeding like a
stuck pig. 1'll hear your confession before we go

Don't grin, you stupid bastard," Skeat snapped. Sweet Chri st,
Tom but if you do a job, do it proper. Do it proper! Wy did you
| eave the bastard alive?"

| mssed.”

Then you go and kill sone poor bastard squire instead. Sweet
Christ, but you're a goddamm bl oody fool."



| suppose they want to hang nme?" Thomas asked.

Ch no," Skeat said in feigned surprise, of course not! They want
to feast you, hang garl ands round your neck and give you a dozen
virgins to warmyour bed. What the hell do you think they want
to do with you? O course they want you dead and | swore on ny
mother's life I'd bring you back if | found you alive. Does he |ook
alive to you, father?"

Fat her Hobbe exam ned Thomas. He | ooks very dead to ne,
Mast er Skeat."

He bl oody deserves to be dead, the daft bastard.”

Did the Countess get safe hone?" Thonas asked.

She got honme, if that's what you mean," Skeat said, but what
do you think Sir Sinon wanted the nonent he'd covered up his
shrivelled prick? To have her house searched, Tom for some arnour
and a sword that were legitimtely his. He's not such a daft fool
he knows you and she were together." Thomas cursed and Skeat
repeat ed the bl aspheny. So they pressed her two servants and they
adm tted the Countess pl anned everything."

They did what?" Thonas asked.

They pressed them " Skeat repeated, which neant that the old
coupl e had been put flat on the ground and had stones piled on
their chests. The old girl squealed everything at the first stone, so
they were hardly hurt,"” Skeat went on, and now Sir Sinon wants
to charge her | adyship with nurder. And naturally he had her
house searched for the sword and arnour, but they found nowt
because | had them and her hidden well away, but she's still as
deep in the shit as you are. You can't just go about sticking crossbow
bolts into knights and sl aughtering squires, Tom It upsets the order
of things!"

I"'msorry, WIIl," Thomas said.

So the long and the brief of it," Skeat said, is that the Countess
is seeking the protection of her husband's uncle." He jerked a thunb
at the cart. She's in that, together with her bairn, two bruised

servants, a suit of armour and a sword."

Sweet Jesus," Thomas said, staring at the cart.

You put her there," Skeat growed, not Hm And | had the
devil's own business keeping her hid fromSir Sinmon. Dick Totesham



suspects I'"'mup to no good and he don't approve, though he took

my word in the end, but | still had to promi se to drag you back by
the scruff of your miserable neck. But | haven't seen you, Tom"
I"'msorry, WIIl," Thomas sai d again.

You bl oody well should be sorry," Skeat said, though he was
exudi ng a quiet satisfaction that he had managed to clean up
Thomas's ness so efficiently. Jake and Sam had not been seen by
Sir Sinmon or his surviving man-at-arms, so they were safe, Thomas
was a fugitive and Jeanette had been safely smuggled out of La
Roche-Derrien before Sir Sinmon could nmake her life into utter ms-

ery. She's travelling to Guinganp," Skeat went on, and |I'm sending
a dozen men to escort her and God only knows if the eneny will

respect their flag of truce. |If | had a lick of bloody sense I'd skin
you alive and nake a bow cover out of your hide."

Yes, WII," Thomas sai d nmeekly.

Don't bl oody vyes, WII" me," Skeat said. VWhat are you going
to do with the few days you' ve got left to live?"

| don't know. "
Skeat sniffed. You could grow up, for a start, though there's
probably scant chance of that happening. Right, lad." He braced
hi nsel f taki ng charge. | took your money fromthe chest, so here
it is." He handed Thomas a | eat her pouch. And |'ve put three
sheaves of arrows in the lady's cart and that'll keep you for a few
days. |If you've got any sense, which you ain't, then you' d go south
or north. You could go to Gascony, but it's a hell of a |ong wal k.
Fl anders is closer and has plenty of English troops who'll probably
take you in if they' re desperate. That's my advice, lad. Go north
and hope Sir Sinon never goes to Flanders.”

Thank you," Thonmas sai d.

But how do you get to Flanders?" Skeat asked.

Wal k?" Thomas suggest ed.

God' s bones,"” WIIl said, but you re a useless wornmeaten piece
of lousy nmeat. Walk dressed like that and carrying a bow, and you
m ght just as well just cut your own throat. It'll be quicker than
letting the French do it."

You might find this useful,"” Father Hobbe intervened, and offered
Thomas a bl ack cloth bundl e which, on unrolling, proved to be the



robe of a Dominican friar. You speak Latin, Tom" the priest said,
so you could pass for a wandering preacher. |f anyone chall enges
you, say you're travelling from Avignon to Aachen."

Thomas t hanked him Do many Domi nicans travel with a bow?"

he asked.

Lad," Fat her Hobbe said sadly, | can unbutton your breeches
and | can point you down wi nd, but even with the Good Lord's
help I can't piss for you."

In other words," Skeat said, work it out for yourself. You got
yourself in this bloody ness, Tom so you get yourself out. | enjoyed
your conpany, lad. Thought you' d be useless when | first saw you
and you weren't, but you are now But be lucky, boy." He held out
hi s hand and Thomas shook it. You might as well go to Guinganp
with the Countess," Skeat finished, and then find your own way,
but Fat her Hobbe wants to save your soul first. God knows why."
Fat her Hobbe di smounted and | ed Thomas into the roofless
church where grass and weeds now grew between the fl agstones.

He insisted on hearing a confession and Thonas was feeling abject
enough to sound contrite.

Fat her Hobbe sighed when it was done. You killed a man, Tom"
he said heavily, and it is a great sin."

Fat her Thomas began

No, no, Tom no excuses. The Church says that to kill in battle
is aduty a man owes to his lord, but you killed outside the | aw.
That poor squire, what offence did he give you? And he had a
nmot her, Tom think of her. No, you've sinned grievously and | rnust
gi ve you a grievous penance.

Thomas, on his knees, |ooked up to see a buzzard sliding between
t he thinning cl ouds above the church's scorched walls. Then Fat her

Hobbe st epped cl oser, |ooning above him "Il not have you nutter-
i ng paternosters, Tom" the priest said, but sonething hard.

Sonet hing very hard.” He put his hand on Thomas's hair. Your
penance is to keep the prom se you nade to your father." He paused
to hear Thomas's response, but the young man was silent. You

hear ne?" Father Hobbe demanded fiercely.
Yes, father."
You will find the lance of Saint George, Thonas, and return it to



Engl and. That is your penance. And now," he changed into
execrable Latin, in the nane of the Father, and of the Son, and of
the Holy Spirit, | absolve you." He nmade the sign of the cross. Don' t
waste your life, Tom"
| think I already have, father."

You're just young. It seenms |ike that when you' re young. Life's
not hi ng but joy or misery when you' re young." He hel ped Thomas
up fromhis knees. You' re not hanging froma gi bbet, are you?

You're alive, Tom and there's a deal of life in you yet. He sniled.
| have a feeling we shall neet again.
Thomas made his farewells, then watched as WI| Skeat collected

Sir Sinmon Jekyll's horse and | ed the hell equin eastwards, |eaving
the wagon and its small escort in the ruined village.
The | eader of the escort was called Hugh Boltby, one of Skeat's
better nen-at-arnms, and he reckoned they would likely nmeet the
eneny the next day sonewhere close to @uinganp. He would hand
t he Countess over, then ride back to join Skeat. And you' d best

not be dressed as an archer, Tom" he added.
Thomas wal ked besi de the wagon that was driven by Pierre, the
ol d man who had been pressed by Sir Sinon. Jeanette did not invite
Thomas i nside, indeed she pretended he did not exist, though next
nmorni ng, after they had canped in an abandoned farm she | aughed
at the sight of himdressed in the friar's robe.

' msorry about what happened,” Thomas said to her.
Jeanette shrugged. It may be for the best. | probably should have
gone to Duke Charles last year."

Why didn't you, ny |ady?"

He hasn't always been kind to me," she said wistfully, but | think
that m ght have changed by now." She had persuaded hersel f that
the Duke's attitude nmight have altered because of the letters she
had sent to him letters that would hel p hi mwhen he |l ed his troops
agai nst the garrison at La Roche-Derrien. She also needed to believe
t he Duke woul d wel cone her, for she desperately needed a safe
hone for her son, Charles, who was enjoying the adventure of
riding in a swaying, creaking wagon. Together they would both
start a new life in Guinganp and Jeanette had woken with optimnmism
about that new life. She had been forced to | eave La Roche-Derrien



ina frantic hurry, putting into the cart just the retrieved arnour,
the sword and sone cl othes, though she had some noney t hat
Thomas suspected WII had given to her, but her real hopes were

pi nned on Duke Charles who, she told Thomas, would surely find

her a house and | end her nmoney in advance of the missing rents
from Pl abennec. He is sure to like Charles, don't you think?" she
asked Thomas.

|"msure," Thomas said, glancing at Jeanette's son, who was shak-
ing the wagon's reins and clicking his tongue in a vain effort to
make the horse go quicker.

But what will you do?" Jeanette asked.

["lI'l survive," Thomas said, unwilling to admt that he did not

know what he would do. Go to Flanders, probably, if he could ever
reach there. Join another troop of archers and pray nightly that Sir
Si mon Jekyl |l never came his way again. As for his penance, the

| ance, he had no idea how he was to find it or, having found it,
retrieve it.
Jeanette, on that second day of the journey, decided Thomas was

a friend after all

When we get to Quinganp," she told him you find sonewhere
to stay and | shall persuade the Duke to give you a pass. Even a
wandering friar will be hel ped by a pass fromthe Duke of Brittany."
But no friar ever carried a bow, let alone a |long English war bow,
and Thomas did not know what to do with the weapon. He was

loath to abandon it, but the sight of sone charred tinbers in the
abandoned farmnmhouse gave him an idea. He broke off a short length
of bl ackened tinber and | ashed it crosswi se to the unstrung bows-
tave so that it resenbled a pilgrims cross-staff. He renenbered a
Dom ni can visiting Hookton with just such a staff. The friar, his
hair cropped so short he | ooked bald, had preached a fiery sernon
out side the church until Thomas's father becane tired of his ranting
and sent himon his way, and Thomas now reckoned he woul d

have to pose as just such a man. Jeanette suggested he tied flowers
to the staff to disguise it further, and so he wapped it with clovers
that grew tall and ragged in the abandoned fi el ds.

The wagon, haul ed by a bony horse that had been pl undered

from Lanni on, |urched and | unbered sout hwards. The nen-at-arns



becanme ever nore cautious as they neared Guinganp, fearing an
anbush of crossbow bolts fromthe woods that pressed close to the
deserted road. One of the men had a hunting horn that he sounded
constantly to warn the eneny of their approach and to signal that
they came in peace, while Boltby had a strip of white cloth hanging
fromthe tip of his lance. There was no anmbush, but a few miles
short of Guinganp they cane in sight of a ford where a band of
eneny soldiers waited. Two nen-at-arns and a dozen crossbownren
ran forward, their weapons cocked, and Boltby sunmoned Thomas
fromthe wagon. Talk to them" he ordered.
Thomas was nervous. What do | say?"

G ve them a bl oody bl essing, for Christ's sake," Boltby said, dis-
gusted, and tell themwe're here in peace.

So, with a beating heart and a dry mouth, Thonas wal ked down
the road. The black gown fl apped awkwardly about his ankl es as

he waved his hands at the crossbownen. Lower your weapons,"
he called in French, |ower your weapons. The Englishmen cone
i n peace."

One of the horsemen spurred forward. H's shield bore the sane
white erm ne badge that Duke John's men carried, though these
supporters of Duke Charles had surrounded the ermine with a blue
wreath on which fleurs-de-l1is had been painted.

Who are you, father?" the horseman demanded

Thomas opened his mouth to answer, but no words cane. He

gaped up at the horseman, who had a reddi sh noustache and oddly
yel | ow eyes. A hard-|ooki ng bastard, Thomas thought, and he raised
a hand to touch Saint Guinefort's paw. Perhaps the saint inspired him
for he was suddenly possessed of devil ment and began to enjoy
playing a priest's role. I amnmerely one of God's hunbler children
nmy son," he answered unctuously.

Are you English?" the man-at-arnms demanded suspi ci ously.

Thomas' s French was near perfect, but it was the French spoken

by England's rulers rather than the |anguage of France itself.
Thomas again felt panic fluttering in his breast, but he bought

time by making the sign of the cross, and as his hand noved so
inspiration came to him | ama Scotsman, ny son," he said, and
that allayed the yell oweyed man's suspicions; the Scots had ever



been France's ally. Thomas knew not hi ng of Scotl and, but doubted
many Frenchmen or Bretons did either, for it was far away and,

by all accounts, a npbst uninviting place. Skeat always said it was
a country of bog, rock and heathen bastards who were tw ce as
difficult to kill as any Frenchman. I ama Scotsman," Thomas
repeated, who brings a ki nswoman of the Duke out of the hands

of the English."

The man-at-arnms gl anced at the wagon. A ki nswoman of Duke
Charl es?"
I s there another duke?" Thomas asked innocently. She is the

Countess of Arnorica," he went on, and her son, who is with her
is the Duke's grandnephew and a count in his own right. The
Engl i sh have held them prisoner these six nonths, but by God's
good grace they have relented and set her free. The Duke, | know,
will want to wel cone her."

Thomas | aid on Jeanette's rank and relationship to the Duke as
thick as newy skimred cream and the eneny swallowed it whole.
They al |l owed the wagon to continue, and Thomas wat ched as Hugh
Boltby led his nmen away at a swift trot, eager to put as nuch

di stance as possi bl e between thenmsel ves and the crossbowren. The
| eader of the eneny's nmen-at-arnms talked with Jeanette and seened
i npressed by her hauteur. He would, he said, be honoured to escort
the Countess to Gui nganp, though he warned her that the Duke

was not there, but was still returning fromParis. He was said to be
at Rennes now, a city that lay a good day's journey to the east.
You will take ne as far as Rennes?" Jeanette asked Thonas.

You want ne to, ny |ady?"

A young man is useful," she said. Pierre is old," she gestured at
the servant, and has lost his strength. Besides, if you're going to
Fl anders then you will need to cross the river at Rennes."

So Thormas kept her conpany for the three days that it took the

pai nful ly sl ow wagon to nake the journey. They needed no escort
beyond CGui nganp for there was small danger of any English raiders
this far east in Brittany and the road was well patrolled by the
Duke's forces. The countryside | ooked strange to Thomas, for he had
becone accustoned to rank fields, untended orchards and deserted
vill ages, but here the farnms were busy and prosperous. The churches



wer e bigger and had stained glass, and fewer and fewer fol k spoke
Breton. This was still Brittany, but the |anguage was French

They stayed in country taverns that had fleas in the straw
Jeanette and her son were given what passed for the best room
whi | e Thomas shared the stables with the two servants. They net
two priests on the road, but neither suspected that Thomas was an
i mposter. He greeted themin Latin, which he spoke better than
they did, and both men wi shed hima good day and a fervent
Codspeed. Thomas coul d al nost feel their relief when he did not
engage themin further conversation. The Dom ni cans were not
popul ar with parish priests. The friars were priests themnsel ves, but
were charged with the suppression of heresy so a visitation by the
Dom ni cans suggested that a parish priest has not been doing his
duty and even a rough, wild and young friar |ike Thomas was

unwel come.

They reached Rennes in the afternoon. There were dark clouds

in the east against which the city | oonmed | arger than any pl ace
Thomas had ever seen. The walls were twice as high as those at
Lanni on or La Roche-Derrien, and had towers with pointed roofs
every few yards to serve as buttresses from whi ch crossbownren
could pour bolts on any attacking force. Above the walls, higher
even than the turrets, the church towers or the cathedral, was the
citadel, a stronghold of pale stone hung with banners. The snell of
the city wafted westwards on a chill wind, a stink of sewage, tan-
neri es and snoke.

The guards at the western gate becane excited when they dis-
covered the arrows in the wagon, but Jeanette persuaded them that
they were trophies she was taking to the Duke. Then they wanted
to levy a custom s duty on the fine arnour and Jeanette harangued
them again, using her title and the Duke's name liberally. The
sol diers eventually gave in and all owed the wagon into the narrow
streets where shopwares protruded onto the roadway. Beggars ran
besi de the wagon and sol diers jostled Thomas, who was | eading the
horse. The city was cranmed with soldiers. Mst of the men-at-arms
were wearing the weathed white erm ne badge, but many had the
green grail of Genoa on their tunics, and the presence of so nmany
troops confirmed that the Duke was indeed in the city and readying



hi nsel f for the canpaign that would eject the English fromBrittany.
They found a tavern beneath the cathedral's [oomng twin towers.
Jeanette wanted to ready herself for her audience with the Duke

and demanded a private room though all she got for her cash was

a spi der-haunted space beneath the tavern's eaves. The innkeeper

a sallowfellowwith a twitch, suggested Thomas woul d be happi er

in the Dominican friary that lay by the church of Saint Germain, north
of the cathedral, but Thomas declared his nission was to be anong
sinners, not saints, and so the innkeeper grudgingly said he could
sleep in Jeanette's wagon that was parked in the inn yard.

But no preaching, father," the man added, no preaching. There's
enough of that in the city without spoiling the Three Keys.
Jeanette's maid brushed her mistress's hair, then coiled and
pi nned the black tresses into ramis horns that covered her ears.
Jeanette put on a red velvet dress that had escaped the sack of her
house and which had a skirt that fell fromjust beneath her breasts
to the floor, while the bodice, intricately enbroidered with corn-
flowers and dai sies, hooked tight up to her neck. Its sleeves were
full, trimred with fox fur, and dropped to her red shoes, which
had horn buckles. Her hat matched the dress and was trinmred with
the sane fur and a blue-black veil of lace. She spat on her son's
face and rubbed off the dirt, then led himdown to the tavern yard.

Do you think the veil is right?" she asked Thomas anxi ously.
Thomas shrugged. It looks right to ne."
No, the colour! Is it right with the red?"

He nodded, hiding his astonishnent. He had never seen her

dressed so fashionably. She |ooked |like a countess now, while her
son was in a clean snock and had his hair wetted and snoot hed
You're to meet your great-uncle!" Jeanette told Charles, |icking
a finger and rubbing at sone nore dirt on his cheek. And he's
nephew to the King of France. Which neans you're related to the
King! Yes, you are! Aren't you a |lucky boy?"

Charles recoiled fromhis nother's fussing, but she did not notice

for she was busy instructing Pierre, her nanservant, to stow the
arnmour and sword in a great sack. She wanted the duke to see the
ar nour . I want himto know, " she told Thomas, that when ny

son cones of age he will fight for him"



Pierre, who clained to be seventy years old,
al nost fell over with the weight.
citadel instead, but Jeanette woul d not

lifted the sack and
Thomas offered to carry it to the
hear of it.

You nmight pass for a Scotsman anong the common fol k, but the

Duke's entourage wl|
She snoot hed winkles fromthe red
she told Thomas, and I'|
even sone noney.
shal | demand a pass for you. What
Just Thormas the friar? As soon as
to her son, he'll open his purse,
Pi erre managed to hoi st the arnour
falling over and Jeanette took her
nessage, " she prom sed Thonas.
God's blessing, my child," Thomas
Sai nt Cuinefort watch over you
Jeanette winkled her nose at that
she had | earned from Thomas,
trust
left.
yard,
enough, his father had once said,
away or make you a saint.
The night fell,

Pierre and his wife foll owed

of the penance that Father
Was the | ance real ?
scal es, pierced the ribs and riven
He thought it was real

t hough he m ght have been mad, had
had | ooked ol d, so very old.

but

send Pierre back with a nmessage,
I"msure the Duke is going to be generous. |

was really a dog. |
in Saint Renan," she said reprovingly,

of fering blessings to ostlers,
and they will

Hi s father

have nen who nmay have visited the place.”

vel vet skirt. You wait here,"

maybe

nanme shall | use? A Scot's nane?
he sees you," she was now tal ki ng
won't he? O course he will."
onto his shoul der w thout

son' s hand. | shall send you a

said, and may the bl essed

nmention of Saint Quinefort, who
shal | put ny

and with those words she
her, and Thomas waited in the
stray cats and tapnen. Be nad
ei ther | ock you

danmp and cold, with a gusting wind sighing in the
cathedral's towers and rustling the tavern's thatch
Hobbe had denanded.

Had it truly smashed through a dragon's

Thomas t hought

a heart in which cold bl ood fl owed?
had believed and his father,
been no fool. And the | ance

Thomas had used to pray to Saint George,
he no | onger did and that nmade him fee

guilty so that he

dropped to his knees besi de the wagon and asked the saint to forgive

hi m hi s sins,
sonating a friar. |
dragon killer, but it

if you wish, he prayed, | wll

to forgive himfor the squire's murder and for inper-
do not nean to be a bad person,
is so easy to forget heaven and the saints.
find the | ance,

he told the
And

but you nust tell ne



what to do with it. Should he restore it to Hookton that, so far as
Thomas knew, no |onger existed? O should he return it to whoever
had owned it before his grandfather stole it? And who was his
grandfather? And why had his father hidden fromhis famly? And
why had the fanmily sought himout to take the | ance back? Thonas
did not know and, for the past three years, he had not cared,

but suddenly, in the tavern yard, he found hinself consuned by
curiosity. He did have a fam |y sonmewhere. Hi s grandfather had
been a soldier and a thief, but who was he? He added a prayer to
Saint CGeorge to allow himto di scover them

Praying for rain, father?" one of the ostlers suggested. I reckon
we're going to get it. W need it."
Thomas coul d have eaten in the tavern, but he was suddenly

nervous of the crowded room where the Duke's soldiers and their
worren sang, boasted and brawl ed. Nor could he face the landlord's
sly suspicions. The man was curious why Thomas did not go to the
friary, and even nore curious why a friar should travel with a
beauti ful woman. She is ny cousin,” Thomas had told the man,
who had pretended to believe the lie, but Thomas had no desire to
face nore questions and so he stayed in the yard and nmade a poor
meal fromthe dry bread, sour onions and hard cheese that was the
only food left in the wagon

It began to rain and he retreated into the wagon and listened to the
drops patter on the canvas cover. He thought of Jeanette and her little
son being fed sugared delicacies on silver plates before sleeping
bet ween clean linen sheets in sone tapestry-hung bedchanber, and
then began to feel sorry for hinmself. He was a fugitive, Jeanette was
his only ally and she was too high and mghty for him

Bel I s announced the shutting of the city's gates. Watchnen
wal ked the streets, looking for fires that could destroy a city in a
few hours. Sentries shivered on the walls and Duke Charles's
banners flew fromthe citadel's sumit. Thomas was anong his
enem es, protected by nothing nore than wit and a Dom ni can's
robe. And he was al one.



Jeanette becane increasingly nervous as she approached the citadel
but she had persuaded herself that Charles of Blois would accept
her as a dependant once he nmet her son who was named for him

and Jeanette's husband had al ways said that the Duke would |ike
Jeanette if only he could get to know her better. It was true that
t he Duke had been cold in the past, but her letters nust have
convinced himof her allegiance and, at the very |east, she was
certain he would possess the chivalry to | ook after a wonan in

di stress.

To her surprise it was easier to enter the citadel than it had
been to negotiate the city gate. The sentries waved her across the
drawbri dge, beneath the arch and so into a great courtyard ringed
with stables, mews and storehouses. A score of nmen-at-arnms were
practising with their swords which, in the gloomof the late after-
noon, generated bright sparks. Mre sparks flowed froma snithy
where a horse was bei ng shoed, and Jeanette caught the whiff of
burni ng hoof mingling with the stink of a dungheap and the reek

of a deconposi ng corpse, which hung in chains high on the court-
yard wall. A laconic and msspelled placard pronounced the man
to have been a thief.
A steward gui ded her through a second arch and so into a great
col d chamber where a score of petitioners waited to see the Duke.
A clerk took her nane, raising an eyebrow in silent surprise when
she announced hersel f. His grace will be told of your presence,"”
the man said in a bored voice, then disnm ssed Jeanette to a stone
bench that ran along one of the hall's high walls.

Pierre lowered the armour to the floor and squatted beside it
whil e Jeanette sat. Some of the petitioners paced up and down,
clutching scrolls and silently nouthing the words they would use
when they saw t he Duke, while others conplained to the clerks
that they had al ready been waiting three, four or even five days.
How much longer? A dog lifted its leg against a pillar, then two
smal | boys, six or seven years old, ran into the hall wth nock
wooden swords. They gazed at the petitioners for a second, then
ran up some stairs that were guarded by nen-at-arms. Were they
t he Duke's sons, Jeanette wondered, and she imagi ned Charl es
maki ng friends with the boys.

You're going to be happy here," she told him

"' m hungry, Mama."

W shall eat soon.”

She waited. Two wonen strolled along the gallery at the head

of the stairs wearing pale dresses made of expensive |inen that
seened to float as they wal ked and Jeanette suddenly felt shabby
in her winkled red vel vet. You nust be polite to the Duke," she
told Charles, who was getting fretful from hunger. You kneel to
him can you do that? Show nme how you kneel ."

| want to go home," Charles said.

Just for Mama, show ne how you kneel. That's good!"
Jeanette ruffled her son's hair in praise, then inrediately tried
to stroke it back into place. Fromupstairs cane the sound of a
sweet harp and a breathy flute, and Jeanette thought |ongingly of
the life she wanted. A life fit for a countess, edged with nusic and
handsome nen, el egance and power. She would rebuild Pl abennec,
t hough with what she did not know, but she woul d make the tower

| arger and have a staircase like the one in this hall. An hour passed,
then another. It was dark now and the hall was dinmy lit by two
burni ng torches that sent snoke into the fan tracery of the high
roof. Charles becane ever nore petulant so Jeanette took himin
her arms and tried to rock himto sleep. Two priests, armin arm
cane slowy down the stairs, |aughing, and then a servant in the



Duke's livery ran down and all the petitioners straightened and
| ooked at the man expectantly. He crossed to the clerk's table, spoke
there for a nonent, then turned and bowed to Jeanette.

She st ood. You will wait here," she told her two servants.
The other petitioners stared at her resentfully. She had been the
last to enter the hall, yet she was the first to be summoned. Charles

dragged his feet and Jeanette struck himlightly on the head to
rem nd himof his manners. The servant wal ked silently beside her
His grace is in good health?" Jeanette asked nervously.

The servant did not reply, but just led her up the stairs, then

turned right down the gallery where rain spat through open

wi ndows. They went under an arch and up a further flight of steps
at the top of which the servant threw open a hi gh door. The Count
of Arnorica," he announced, and his nother."



The roomwas evidently in one of the citadel's turrets for it was
circular. A great fireplace was built into one side, while cruciform
arrow slits opened onto the grey wet darkness beyond the walls.
The circul ar chanmber itself was brilliantly lit by forty or fifty candles
that cast their |ight over hanging tapestries, a great polished table,
a chair, a prie-dieu carved with scenes from Christ's passion, and

a fur-covered couch. The floor was soft with deerskins. Two clerks
worked at a smaller table, while the Duke, gorgeous in a deep blue
robe edged with ermne and with a cap to match, sat at the great
table. A middle-aged priest, gaunt, white-haired and narrow faced,
stood beside the prie-dieu and watched Jeanette with an expression

of distaste.
Jeanette curtsied to the Duke and nudged Charl es. Kneel ," she
whi sper ed.
Charl es began crying and hid his face in his nother's skirts.
The Duke flinched at the child' s noise, but said nothing. He was
still young, though closer to thirty than to twenty, and had a pal e,
wat chful face. He was thin, had a fair beard and noustache, and

| ong, bony white hands that were clasped in front of his down-
turned mouth. His reputation was that of a |earned and pi ous man,

but there was a petulance in his expression that made Jeanette
wary. She wi shed he woul d speak, but all four men in the room
just watched her in silence.

| have the honour of presenting your grace's grandnephew, "
Jeanette said, pushing her crying son forward, the Count of
Arnorica. "
The Duke | ooked at the boy. H's face betrayed not hi ng.

He is naned Charles," Jeanette said, but she m ght as well have

stayed silent for the Duke still said nothing. The silence was broken
only by the child' s whinpering and the crackle of flames in the

great hearth. | trust your grace received ny letters," Jeanette said
nervously.

The priest suddenly spoke, making Jeanette junmp with surprise.

You cane here," he said in a high voice, wth a servant carrying
a burden. What is init?"

Jeanette realized they nmust have thought she had brought the

Duke a gift and she bl ushed for she had not thought to bring one.



Even a snmall token would have been a tactful gesture, but she

had simply not remenbered that courtesy. It contains nmy dead
husband's arnour and sword," she said, which | rescued fromthe
Engl i sh who have otherwise left me with nothing. Nothing. | am

keepi ng the armour and sword for nmy son, so that one day he can
use themto fight for his liege lord.” She bowed her head to the
Duke
The Duke steepled his fingers. To Jeanette it seened he never
bl i nked and that was as unsettling as his silence.

Hi s grace would like to see the arnour, the priest announced,
t hough the Duke had shown no sign of w shing anything at all
The priest snapped his fingers and one of the clerks left the room
The second clerk, arned with a small pair of scissors, went round
the big chamber triming the wicks of the many candles in their
tall iron holders. The Duke and the priest ignored him

You say," the priest spoke again, that you wote letters to his
grace. Concerni ng what ?"

| wrote about the new defences at La Roche-Derrien, father, and
| warned his grace of the English attack on Lannion."

So you say," the priest said,'s o you say." Charles was still crying
and Jeanette jerked his hand hard in the hope of stilling him but
he just whined nore. The clerk, head averted fromthe Duke, went
fromcandle to candle. The scissors snipped, a puff of snoke would
withe for a heartbeat, then the flame would brighten and settle.
Char |l es began crying | ouder.

Hi s grace,"” the priest said, does not like snivelling infants."

He is hungry, father," Jeanette expl ai ned nervously.

You cane with two servants?”

Yes, father," Jeanette said.

They can eat with the boy in the kitchens," the priest said, and
snapped his fingers towards the candle-trimm ng cl erk, who, aban-
doning his scissors on a rug, took the frightened Charles by the
hand. The boy did not want to | eave his nother, but he was dragged
away and Jean ette flinched as the sound of his crying receded down
the stairs.

The Duke, other than steepling his fingers, had not noved. He
just watched Jeanette with an unreadabl e expression



You say," the priest took up the questioning again, that the
English left you with nothing?"

They stole all | had!"

The priest flinched at the passion in her voice. If they left

you destitute, rmadane, then why did you not cone for our help
earlier?"

I did not wish to be a burden, father."

But now you do wi sh to becone a burden?"

Jeanette frowned. | have brought his grace's nephew, the Lord
of Plabennec. O would you rather that he grew up anong the
Engl i sh?"

Do not be inpertinent, child," the priest said placidly. The first
clerk re-entered the roomcarrying the sack, which he enptied on
the deerskins in front of the Duke's table. The Duke gazed at the
armour for a few seconds, then settled back in his high carved chair.

It is very fine," the priest declared.

It is npst precious,"” Jeanette agreed.

The Duke peered again at the arnmour. Not a nuscle of his face
noved.

Hi s grace approves," the priest said, then gestured with a |ong
white hand and the clerk, who seened to understand what was
want ed wit hout words, gathered up the sword and arnmour and
carried themfromthe room

I am gl ad your grace approves," Jeanette said, and dropped
anot her curtsy. She had a confused idea that the Duke, despite her
earlier words, had assuned the armour and sword were a gift, but
she did not want to enquire. It could all be cleared up later A gust
of cold wind cane through the arrow slits to bring spots of rain
and to flicker the candles in wld shudders.

So what," the priest asked, do you require of us?"

My son needs shelter, father," Jeanette said nervously He needs
a house, a place to grow and learn to be a warrior."

His grace is pleased to grant that request," the priest said.
Jeanette felt a great wash of relief. The atnosphere in the room
was so unfriendly that she had feared she would be thrown out as
destitute as she had arrived, but the priest's words, though coldly
stated, told her that she need not have worried. The Duke was



taking his responsibility and she curtsied for a third tine. I am
grateful, your grace.
The priest was about to respond, but, to Jeanette's surprise, the
Duke held up one I ong white hand and the priest bowed. It is our
pl easure,"” the Duke said in an oddly high-pitched voice, for your
son is dear to us and it is our desire that he grows to becone

a warrior like his father."™ He turned to the priest and inclined
his head, and the priest gave another stately bow then left the
room
The Duke stood and wal ked to the fire where he held his hands
to the small fl anes. It has come to our notice," he said distantly,
that the rents of Plabennec have not been paid these twelve
quarters.”

The English are in possession of the domain, your grace.

And you are in debt to me," the Duke said, frowning at the
fl anes.

If you protect ny son, your grace, then |I shall be for ever in
your debt," Jeanette said hunbly.
The Duke took off his cap and ran a hand through his fair hair.
Jeanette thought he | ooked younger and ki nder without the hat,

but his next words chilled her. I did not want Henri to marry you."
He stopped abruptly.
For a heartbeat Jeanette was struck dunb by his frankness. My

husband regretted your grace's disapproval,"’
smal | voi ce.

she finally said in a

The Duke ignored Jeanette's words. He shoul d have married
Lisette of Picard. She had money, |ands, tenants. She would have
brought our famly great wealth. |In times of trouble wealth is a .
he paused, trying to find the right word, it is a cushion. You

madane, have no cushion

Only your grace's kindness," Jeanette said.

Your son is ny charge," the Duke said. He will be raised in ny
househol d and trained in the arts of war and civilization as befits
his rank."

| amgrateful." Jeanette was tired of grovelling. She wanted sone
sign of affection fromthe Duke, but ever since he had wal ked to
the hearth he would not neet her eyes.

Now, suddenly, he turned on her. There is a | awer called Bel as
in La Roche-Derrien?"

| ndeed, your grace.

He tells me your nother was a Jewess." He spat the |last word.
Jeanette gaped at him For a few heartbeats she was unable to
speak. Her mind was reeling with disbelief that Belas woul d say
such a thing, but at |ast she managed to shake her head. She was

not!" she protested.

He tells us, too," the Duke went on, that you petitioned Edward
of England for the rents of Plabennec?"

What choice did | have?"

And that your son was nade a ward of Edward' s?" the Duke
asked pointedly.

Jeanette opened and cl osed her nmouth. The accusations were

com ng so thick and fast she did not know how to defend herself.

It was true that her son had been named a ward of King Edward's,

but it had not been Jeanette's doing; indeed, she had not even been

present when the Earl of Northanpton nade that decision, but

bef ore she could protest or explain the Duke spoke agai n.
Belas tells us," he said, that many in the town of La Roche-
Derrien have expressed satisfaction with the English occupiers?”
Sonme have," Jeanette admitted.
And that you, nadane, have English soldiers in your own house,



guardi ng you."

They forced thensel ves on my house!" she said indignhantly.
Your grace nmust believe ne! | did not want themthere!"
The Duke shook his head. It seems to us, nadane, that you

have given a welcone to our enemies. Your father was a vintner
was he not ?"

Jeanette was too astonished to say anything. It was slowy dawn-
ing on her that Belas had betrayed her utterly, yet she still clung
to the hope that the Duke woul d be convinced of her innocence.
| offered them no wel cone,"” she insisted. | fought against them™
Merchants," the Duke said, have no loyalties other than to
nmoney. They have no honour. Honour is not |earned, madane. |t

is bred. Just as you breed a horse for bravery and speed, or a hound
for agility and ferocity, so you breed a nobl eman for honour. You
cannot turn a plough-horse into a destrier, nor a nerchant into a
gentleman. It is against nature and the laws of God." He made the
sign of the cross. Your son is Count of Arnorica, and we shall raise
hi min honour, but you, nadanme, are the daughter of a nerchant
and a Jewess."

It is not truel™ Jeanette protested.

Do not shout at nme, madane," the Duke said icily. You are a
burden on nme. You dare to cone here, tricked out in fox fur
expecting ne to give you shelter? What else? Mney? | wll give
your son a hone, but you, madane, | shall give you a husband."

He wal ked towards her, his feet silent on the deerskin rugs. You

are not fit to be the Count of Arnorica's nother. You have offered
confort to the eneny, you have no honour."

I , Jeanette began to protest again, but the Duke sl apped her
hard across the cheek

You will be silent, nadane," he commanded,'s ilent." He pulled
at the | aces of her bodice and, when she dared to resist, he slapped
her agai n. You are a whore, nadame," the Duke said, then | ost

patience with the intricate cross-laces, retrieved the discarded
scissors fromthe rug and used themto cut through the laces to
expose Jeanette's breasts. She was so astoni shed, stunned and horri -
fied that she nade no attenpt to protect herself. This was not Sir

Si mon Jekyll, but her liege lord, the King' s nephew and her hus-
band' s uncl e. You are a pretty whore, nmadane," the Duke said with
a sneer. How did you enchant Henri? Was it Jew sh w tcheraft?"

No, " Jeanette whi mpered, please, no!"
The Duke unhooked his gown and Jeanette saw he was naked

beneat h.

No, " she said again, please, no."
The Duke pushed her hard so that she fell on the bed. H s face
still showed no enotion, not lust, not pleasure, not anger. He
haul ed her skirts up, then knelt on the bed and raped her with no
sign of enjoynment. He seemed, if anything, angry, and when he
was done he coll apsed on her, then shuddered. Jeanette was
weepi ng. He wi ped hinself on her velvet skirt. | shall take that
experience," he said, as paynent of the missing rents from

Pl abennec.” He crawl ed off her, stood and hooked the erm ne edges



of his gown. You will be placed in a chanber here, nmadane, and
tomorrow | shall give you in marriage to one of my nen-at-arns.
Your son will stay here, but you will go wherever your new husband
is posted.”

Jeanette was whi npering on the bed. The Duke grinmaced with

di staste, then crossed the room and kneeled on the prie-dieu
Arrange your gown, nmadame," he said coldly, and conpose

yoursel f."
Jeanette rescued enough of the cut laces to tie her bodice into
pl ace, then | ooked at the Duke through the candle flanes. You

have no honour," she hissed, you have no honour.

The Duke ignored her. He rang a small handbell, then cl asped

hi s hands and closed his eyes in prayer. He was still praying when

the priest and a servant canme and, without a word, took Jeanette

by her arnms and wal ked her to a small roomon the floor beneath

t he Duke's chanber. They thrust her inside, shut the door and she

heard a bolt slide into place on the far side. There was a strawfilled

mattress and a stack of brooms in the makeshift cell, but no other
f ur ni shi ng.

She lay on the mattress and sobbed till her broken heart was

raw.

The wind howl ed at the wi ndow and rain beat on its shutters,

and Jeanette w shed she was dead.

The city's cockerels woke Thomas to a brisk wind and pouring rain
that beat on the cart's |eaking cover. He opened the flap and sat
wat chi ng the puddl es spread across the cobbles of the inn yard. No
nmessage had come from Jeanette, nor, he thought, would there be
one. WII| Skeat had been right. She was as hard as mail and, now
she was in her proper place, which, in this cold, wet dawn, was
probably a deep bed in a roomwarnmed by a fire tended by the

Duke's servants, she would have forgotten Thonas.

And what message, Thomas asked hi nself, had he been

expecting? A declaration of affection? He knew that was what he
want ed, but he persuaded hinself he nmerely waited so Jeanette

could send himthe pass signed by the Duke, yet he knew he did

not need a pass. He nust just wal k east and north, and trust that
the Dom nican's robe protected him He had little idea how to reach
Fl anders, but had a notion that Paris |ay somewhere close to that
regi on so he reckoned he would start by followi ng the River Seine,
whi ch woul d I ead himfrom Rennes to Paris. H s biggest worry was
that he woul d neet sone real Dom nican on the road, who woul d

qui ckly di scover Thomas had only the haziest notion of the brother-
hood's rules and no know edge at all of their hierarchy, but he
consol ed hinsel f that Scottish Dom ni cans were probably so far
fromcivilization that such ignorance woul d be expected of them

He woul d survive, he told hinself.

He stared at the rain spattering in the puddles. Expect nothing
from Jeanette, he told hinself, and to prove that he believed that
bl eak prophecy he readied his small baggage. It irked himto |eave



the mail coat behind, but it weighed too nuch, so he stowed it in

t he wagon, then put the three sheaves of arrows into a sack. The
seventy-two arrows were heavy and their points threatened to tear
open the sack, but he was reluctant to travel w thout the sheaves
that were wapped in henpen bowstring cord and he used one

cord to tie his knife to his left Ieg where, |ike his noney pouch, it
was hi dden by the bl ack robe.

He was ready to go, but the rain was now hamering the city

like an arrow storm Thunder crackled to the west, the rain pelted
on the thatch, poured off the roofs and overfl owed the water butts
to wash the inn's nightsoil out of the yard. M dday cane, heral ded

by the city's rain-muffled bells, and still the city drowned. W nd-
driven dark clouds weathed the cathedral's towers and Thonas
told himself he would | eave the noment the rain slackened, but
the stormjust becanme fiercer. Lightning flickered above the

cat hedral and a clap of thunder rocked the city. Thomas shivered,
awed by the sky's fury. He watched the lightning reflected in the
cat hedral's great west w ndow and was amazed by the sight. So

much glass! Still it rained and he began to fear that he woul d be
trapped in the cart till the next day. And then, just after a peal of
t hunder seened to stun the whole city with its violence, he saw
Jeanette.

He did not know her at first. He just saw a woman standing in
the arched entrance to the inn's yard with the water flow ng about
her shoes. Everyone else in Rennes was huddling in shelter, but
this woman suddenly appeared, soaked and m serable. Her hair,
whi ch had been | ooped so carefully over her ears, hung | ank and

bl ack down the sopping red velvet dress, and it was that dress that
Thomas recogni zed, then he saw the grief on her face. He clanbered
out of the wagon.

Jeanette!"
She was weeping, her mouth distorted by grief. She seened

i ncapabl e of speaking, but just stood and cried.

My lady!"™ Thomas said. Jeanette!"

W nust go," she nanaged to say, we nust go." She had used
soot as a cosnetic about her eyes and it had run to nake grey
streaks down her face.



W can't go in this!" Thonas said.

W nmust go!" she screaned at himangrily. We nust go!"

"Il get the horse,"” Thomas said.

There's no tinme! There's no tinmel" She plucked at his robe. Ve
must go. Now" She tried to tug himthrough the arch into the
street.

Thomas pull ed away from her and ran to the wagon where he
retrieved his disguised bow and the heavy sack. There was a cl oak
of Jeanette's there and he took that too and wapped it about her
shoul ders, though she did not seemto notice.

What ' s happeni ng?" Thonas denanded.

They' Il find me here, they'lIl find me!" Jeanette declared in a
pani c, and she pulled himblindly out of the tavern's archway.
Thomas turned her eastwards onto a crooked street that led to a
fine stone bridge across the Seine and then to a city gate. The big
gates were barred, but a small door in one of the gates was open
and the guards in the tower did not care if some fool of a drenched
friar wanted to take a madly sobbing woman out of the city. Jeanette
kept | ooking back, fearing pursuit, but still did not explain her panic
or her tears to Thomas. She just hurried eastwards, insensible to
the rain, wind and thunder.

The storm eased towards dusk, by which tine they were close to
a village that had a poor excuse for a tavern. Thomas ducked under
the | ow doorway and asked for shelter. He put coins on a table.

| need shelter for ny sister," he said, reckoning that anyone
woul d be suspicious of a friar travelling with a wonan. Shel ter
food and a fire," he said, adding another coin.

Your sister?" The tavern-keeper, a snmall man with a face scarred
by the pox and bul bous with wens, peered at Jeanette, who was
crouched in the tavern's porch.

Thomas touched his head, suggesting she was nad. I am t aki ng

her to the shrine of Saint Guinefort," he explai ned.

The tavern-keeper |ooked at the coins, glanced again at Jeanette,

then deci ded the strange pair could have the use of an enpty cattle
byre. You can put a fire there," he said grudgingly, but don't burn
the thatch.”

Thomas it a fire with enbers fromthe tavern's kitchen, then



fetched food and ale. He forced Jeanette to eat sonme of the soup
and bread, then made her go close to the fire. 1t took over two
hours of coaxing before she would tell himthe story, and telling it
only made her cry again. Thomas |istened, appall ed.

So how did you escape?" he asked when she was fi ni shed.
A worman had unbol ted the room Jeanette said, to fetch a broom
The wonman had been astoni shed to see Jeanette there, and even

nore astoni shed when Jeanette ran past her. Jeanette had fled the
citadel, fearing the soldiers wuld stop her, but no one had taken
any notice of her and now she was runni ng away. Like Thomas
she was a fugitive, but she had lost far nore than he. She had | ost
her son, her honour and her future.

| hate nmen," she said. She shivered, for the miserable fire of

danp straw and rotted wood had scarcely dried her clothes. | hate
men," she said again, then | ooked at Thonas. VWhat are we going
to do?"

You nust sleep,"” he said, and tonorrow we'll go north."

She nodded, but he did not think she had understood his words.

She was in despair. The wheel of fortune that had once raised her
so high had taken her into the utter depths.

She slept for a tine, but when Thonas woke in the grey dawn

he saw she was crying softly and he did not know what to do or

say, so he just lay in the straw until he heard the tavern door creak
open, then went to fetch sonme food and water. The tavern-keeper's
wi fe cut some bread and cheese while her husband asked Thomas

how far he had to wal k.

Saint Cuinefort's shrine is in Flanders,

Thomas sai d.

Fl anders!" the man said, as though it was on the far side of the
noon.

The fam |y doesn't know what else to do with her,"” Thomas
explained, and | don't know how to reach Flanders. | thought to

go to Paris first."

Not Paris," the tavern-keeper's wife said scornfully, you nust
go to Fougeres." Her father, she said, had often traded with the
north countries and she was sure that Thomas's route |ay through
Fougeres and Rouen. She did not know t he roads beyond Rouen
but was certain he nmust go that far, though to begin, she said, he



must take a snmall road that went north fromthe village. It went

t hrough woods, her husband added, and he nust be careful for the

trees were hiding places for terrible nen escaping justice, but after
a fewmles he would cone to the Fougeres hi ghway, which was

patroll ed by the Duke's nen.

Thomas t hanked her, offered a blessing to the house, then took

the food to Jeanette, who refused to eat. She seened drained of

tears, alnost of life, but she followed Thomas willingly enough as

he wal ked north. The road, deep rutted by wagons and slick wth

mud fromthe previous day's rain, twisted into deep woods t hat

dripped with water. Jeanette stunbled for a few mles, then began

to cry. I nmust go back to Rennes," she insisted. | want to go back
to nmy son.

Thomas argued, but she would not be noved. He finally gave in,

but when he turned to wal k south she just began to cry even harder

The Duke had said she was not a fit nother! She kept repeating

the words, Not fit! Not fit!" She screanmed at the sky. He nade ne
his whore!"™ Then she sank onto her knees beside the road and

sobbed uncontrollably. She was shivering again and Thonas

t hought that if she did not die of an ague then the grief would

surely kill her.

W' re goi ng back to Rennes," Thomas said, trying to encourage
her .

| can't!" she wail ed. He' Il just whore nme! Wore ne!" She

shout ed the words, then began rocking back and forwards and
shrieking in a terrible high voice. Thomas tried to raise her up, tried
to make her wal k, but she fought him She wanted to die, she said,

she just wanted to die. A whore," she screaned, and tore at the
fox-fur trimrmngs of her red dress, a whore! He said | shouldn't
wear fur. He made me a whore." She threwthe tattered fur into

t he under gr owt h.

It had been a dry norning, but the rain clouds were heaping in

t he east again, and Thomas was nervously watching as Jeanette's

soul unravelled before his eyes. She refused to wal k, so he picked

her up and carried her until he saw a well-trodden path going into

the trees. He followed it to find a cottage so low, and with its thatch
so covered with noss that at first he thought it was just a nound



anong the trees until he saw bl ue-grey woodsnoke seeping

froma hole at its top. Thonas was worried about the outlaws who
were said to haunt these woods, but it was beginning to rain again
and the cottage was the only refuge in sight, so Thomas | owered
Jeanette to the ground and shouted through the burrowlike

entrance. An old man, white-haired, red-eyed and with skin bl ack-
ened by snoke, peered back at Thomas. The man spoke a French

so thick with |l ocal words and accent that Thomas coul d scarcely
understand him but he gathered the man was a forester and |ived
here with his wife, and the forester |ooked greedily at the coins
Thomas offered, then said that Thomas and his wonman coul d use

an enpty pig shelter. The place stank of rotted straw and shit, but
the thatch was al nbst ranproof and Jeanette did not seemto care
Thomas raked out the old straw, then cut Jeanette a bed of bracken
The forester, once the nmoney was in his hands, seenmed little inter-
ested in his guests, but in the mddle of the afternoon, when the
rain had stopped, Thonas heard the forester's wife hissing at him
and, a few nonents later, the old man left and wal ked t owards

the road, but without any of the tools of his trade; no axe, billhook
or saw.

Jeanette was sl eeping, exhausted, so Thomas stripped the dead

clover plants from his black bow, unlashed the crosspiece and put
back the horn tips. He strung the yew, thrust half a dozen arrows
into his belt and followed the old man as far as the road, and there
he waited in a thicket.

The forester returned towards evening with two young nen

whom Thomas presuned were the outlaws of whom he had been

warned. The old nman nust have reckoned that Thomas and his

worman were fugitives, for though they carried bags and noney,

t hey had sought a hiding place and that was enough to raise any-
one's suspicions. A friar did not need to skulk in the trees, and
worren wearing dresses trinmmed with torn remmants of fur did not

seek a forester's hospitality. So doubtless the two young nmen had
been fetched to help slit Thonas's throat and then divide whatever
coins they found on his body. Jeanette's fate would be sinilar, but
del ayed.

Thomas put his first arrowinto the ground between the old man's



feet and the second into a tree close by. The next arrow kills," he
sai d, though they could not see himfor he was in the thicket's
shadows. They just stared wi de-eyed at the bushes where he was

hi di ng and Thomas made his voi ce deep and sl ow. You conme with
murder in your souls,"” he said, but |I can raise the hellequin from
the deeps of hell. | can make the devil's claws cut to your heart
and have the dead haunt your daylight. You will leave the friar

and his sister alone.™
The old man dropped to his knees. His superstitions were as old
as time and scarcely touched by Christianity. He believed there were
trolls in the forest and giants in the mst. He knew there were
dragons. He had heard of bl ack-skinned nen who |Iived on the

nmoon and who dropped to earth when their hone shrank to a
sickle. He understood there were ghosts who hunted anmpong the
trees. Al this he knew as well as he knew ash and | arch, oak and
beech, and he did not doubt that it was a denon who had spat the
strangely long arrow fromthe thicket.

You nmust go," he told his conpanions, you rmust go!" The two
fled and the old man touched his forehead to the | eaf nould. I

meant no harm "

Go home," Thomas said.

He waited till the old man had gone, then he dug the arrow out

of the tree and that night he went to the forester's cottage, craw ed
t hrough the | ow doorway and sat on the earthen fl oor facing the

ol d couple.

| shall stay here," he told them until ny sister's wits are recov-

ered. We wish to hide her shame fromthe world, that is all. Wen
we go we shall reward you, but if you try to kill us again | shal
sumon denons to tornment you and | will |eave your corpses as

a feast for the wild things that lurk in the trees.” He put another
small coin on the earth floor. You will bring us food each night,"
he told the woman, and you wll thank God that though | can

read your hearts | still forgive you."

They had no nore trouble after that. Every day the old man went
off into the trees with his billhook and axe, and every night his
wi fe brought her visitors gruel or bread. Thonmas took milk from
their cow, shot a deer and thought Jeanette would die. For days



she refused to eat, and sonetines he would find her rocking back
and forth in the noxi ous shed and naking a keeni ng noi se. Thomas
feared she had gone nmad for ever. Hi s father would sonetines tel

hi m how the nad were treated, how he hinself had been treated

how starvati on and beating were the only cures. The devil gets
into the soul," Father Ral ph had said, and he can be starved out
or he can be thrashed out, but there is no way he will be coaxed
out. Beat and starve, boy, beat and starve, it is the only treatnment
the devil understands.” But Thomas coul d neither starve nor beat
Jeanette, so he did his best by her. He kept her dry, he persuaded
her to take some warmmlk fresh fromthe cow, he talked with

her through the nights, he conbed her hair and washed her face
and sonetinmes, when she was sl eeping and he was sitting by the
shed and staring at the stars through the tangled trees, he would
wonder whet her he and the hellequin had | eft other wonen as

broken as Jeanette. He prayed for forgiveness. He prayed a lot in
t hose days, and not to Saint Cuinefort, but to the Virgin and to
Sai nt Ceor ge.
The prayers nust have worked for he woke one dawn to see
Jeanette sitting in the shed's doorway with her thin body outlined
by the bright new day. She turned to himand he saw there was

no madness in her face any nore, just a profound sorrow. She

| ooked at hima long tinme before she spoke.

Did God send you to nme, Thonmas?"

He showed ne great favour if He did," Thomas replied.
She snmiled at that, the first smle he had seen on her face since

Rennes. I have to be content," she said very earnestly, because ny
son is alive and he will be properly cared for and one day | shal
find him"

We both shall,” Thonmas sai d.

Bot h?"

He gri maced. | have kept none of ny prom ses," he said. The

lance is still in Normandy, Sir Sinon lives, and how | shall find
your son for you, | do not know. | think nmy prom ses are worthl ess,

but I shall do ny best."”
She hel d out her hand so he could take it and she let it stay
t here. We have been puni shed, you and |," she said, probably for



the sin of pride. The Duke was right. | amno aristocrat. | ama
mer chant's daughter, but thought | was higher. Now |look at ne."

Thinner," Thonmas said, but beautiful."

She shuddered at that conplinent. VWere are we?"

Just a day outside Rennes."

I's that all?"

In a pig shed," Thonmas said, a day out of Rennes."

Four years ago | lived in a castle,"” she said wistfully. Pl abennec
wasn't large, but it was beautiful. It had a tower and a courtyard
and two mlls and a stream and an orchard that grew very red
appl es."

You will see them again," Thomas said, you and your son
He regretted mentioning her son for tears cane to her eyes, but
she cuffed them away. It was the | awer," she said.

Lawyer ?"

Belas. He lied to the Duke." There was a kind of wondernent in
her voice that Belas had proved so traitorous. He told the Duke |
was supporting Duke Jean. Then I will, Thomas, | will. | wll support
your duke. If that is the only way to regain Plabennec and find ny
son then | shall support Duke Jean." She squeezed Thomas's hand.

"' m hungry."

They spent another week in the forest while Jeanette recovered
her strength. For a while, like a beast struggling to escape a trap

she devi sed schenes that would give her instant revenge on Duke
Charles and restore her son, but the schemes were wild and hopel ess
and, as the days passed, she accepted her fate.

| have no friends," she said to Thomas one night.

You have ne, ny |ady."

They died," she said, ignoring him My famly died. M husband

died. Do you think I ama curse on those |I |ove?"

I think," Thomas said, that we nust go north."
She was irritated by his practicality. I"mnot sure | want to go
north."

| do," Thomas said stubbornly.
Jeanette knew that the further north she went, the further she
went from her son, but she did not know what else to do, and that
night, as if accepting that she woul d now be gui ded by Thonas,



she cane to his bracken bed and they were | overs. She wept after-
wards, but then nade |love to himagain, this time fiercely, as though
she coul d sl ake her nmisery in the consol ati ons of the flesh

Next morning they left, going north. Sumer had cone, clothing

the countryside in thick green. Thonmas had di sqgui sed the bow agai n,
| ashing the crosspiece to the stave and hanging it w th bi ndweed
and will owherb instead of clover. H s black robe had becone ragged
and no one would have taken himfor a friar, while Jeanette had
stripped the remains of the fox fur fromthe red vel vet, which was
dirty, creased and threadbare. They |ooked |ike vagabonds, which
they were, and they noved |like fugitives, skirting the towns and

bi gger villages to avoid trouble. They bathed in streans, slept
beneath the trees and only ventured into the smallest villages when
hunger demanded they buy a neal and cider in sonme slattemy

tavern. |If they were challenged they clainmed to be Bretons, brother
and sister, going to join their uncle who was a butcher in Flanders,
and if anyone disbelieved the tale they were unwilling to cross
Thomas, who was tall and strong and al ways kept his knife visible.
By preference, though, they avoided villages and stayed in the
woods where Thomas taught Jeanette how to tickle the trout out

of their streanms. They would light fires, cook their fish and cut
bracken for a bed.

They kept close to the road, though they were forced to a long
detour to avoid the drumlike fortress of St-Aubin-du-Cormer, and
another to skirt the city of Fougeres, and sonewhere north of that
city they entered Normandy. They nilked cows in their pastures,
stole a great cheese from a wagon parked outside a church and

sl ept under the stars. They had no idea what day of the week it
was, nor even what nonth it was any nore. Both were browned

by the sun and made ragged by travelling. Jeanette's nisery was

di ssol ved in a new happi ness, and nowhere nore than when they

di scovered an abandoned cottage, nerely cob walls of nmud and

straw, that were decaying without a roof in a spinney of haze
trees. They cleared away the nettles and branbles and lived in the
cottage for nore than a week, seeing no one, wanting to see no

one, delaying their future because the present was so blissful
Jeanette could still weep for her son and spent hours devising



exqui site revenges to be taken against the Duke, against Bel as and

against Sir Sinon Jekyll, but she also revelled in that summrer's
freedom Thormas had fitted his bow again so he could hunt and
Jeanette, growl ng ever stronger, had learned to pull it back al npbst

to her chin.

Nei t her knew where they were and did not nuch care. Thomas's

nmot her used to tell hima tale of children who ran away into the
forest and were reared by the beasts. They grow hair all over their
bodi es,” she would tell him and have claws and horns and teeth,"
and now Thomas woul d sonetines exanine his hands to see if
claws were coming. He saw none. Yet if he was becom ng a beast
then he was happy. He had rarely been happier, but he knew that
the winter, even though far of was neverthel ess coming and so,
per haps a week after m dsummrer, they noved gently north again

in search of sonething that neither of themcould quite imagine.
Thomas knew he had promised to retrieve a | ance and restore
Jeanette's son, but he did not know how he was to do either of
those things. He only knew he nust go to a place where a nan
like WII Skeat would enploy him though he could not tal k of
such a future with Jeanette. She did not want to hear about archers
or armes, or of nmen and mail coats, but she, like him knew they
could not stay for ever in their refuge.

| shall go to England," she told him and appeal to your king."
Qut of all the schenmes she had dreaned of this was the only one
that made sense. The Earl of Northanpton had placed her son under
the King of England' s protection, so she nust appeal to Edward
and hope he woul d support her.
They wal ked north, still keeping the road to Rouen in sight. They
forded a river and clinbed into a broken country of small fields,
deep woods and abrupt hills, and sonmewhere in that green |and,
unheard by either of them the wheel of fortune creaked again.
Thomas knew t hat the great wheel governed mankind, it turned
in the dark to determ ne good or evil, high or |ow, sickness
or health, happiness or msery. Thomas reckoned God nust have
made t he wheel to be the mechani sm by which He ruled the world
whil e He was busy in heaven, and in that m dsunmer, when the
harvest was being flailed on the threshing floors, and the swifts



were gathering in the high trees, and the rowan trees were in scarl et
berry, and the pastures were white with ox-eye daisies, the wheel

[ urched for Thormas and Jeanette.

They wal ked to the wood's edge one day to check that the road

was still in view They usually saw little nmore than a man driving
some cows to market, a group of wonmen follow ng with eggs and
vegetables to sell. A priest nmight pass on a poor horse, and once they

had seen a knight with his retinue of servants and nen-at-arns, but
nost days the road lay white, dusty and enpty under the sunmmer
sun. Yet this day it was full. Folk were wal ki ng sout hwards, driving
cows and pigs and sheep and goats and geese. Some pushed hand-
carts, others had wagons drawn by oxen or horses, and all the carts
were | oaded high with stools, tables, benches and beds. Thomas
knew he was seeing fugitives.
They waited till it was dark, then Thomas beat the worst dirt off
t he Dom nican's gown and, |eaving Jeanette in the trees, wal ked
down to the road where sonme of the travellers were canpi ng beside
smal |, smoky fires.

CGod' s peace be on you," Thomas said to one group

W have no food to spare, father,” a man answered, eyeing the
st ranger suspi ciously.

| amfed, ny son," Thonas said, and squatted near their fire

Are you a priest or a vagabond?" the nan asked. He had an axe
and he drew it towards himprotectively, for Thomas's tangled hair
was wildly long and his face as dark as any outl aw s.

| am both," Thormas said with a smle. | have wal ked from Avi g-
non," he explained, to do penance at the shrine of Saint CGuinefort."
None of the refugees had ever heard of the Bl essed CGuinefort,

but Thomas's words convinced them for the idea of pilgrinmge
expl ai ned his woebegone condition while their own sad condition
they made cl ear, was caused by war. They had conme fromthe coast
of Normandy, only a day's journey away, and in the norning they
nmust be up early and travelling again to escape the eneny.
Thomas made the sign of the cross. What eneny?" he asked,
expecting to hear that two Norman lords had fallen out and were
ravagi ng each other's estates.

But the ponderous wheel of fortune had turned unexpectedly.



King Edward 111 of England had crossed the Channel. Such an
expedi tion had | ong been expected, but the King had not gone to
his lands in Gascony, as many had thought he would, nor to
Fl anders where other Englishmen fought, but had come to Nor-
mandy. His army was just a day away and, at the news, Thomas's
nmout h dr opped open
You should flee them father , one of the wonen advised
Thomas. They know no pity, not even for friars."
Thomas assured them he woul d, thanked them for their news,
t hen wal ked back up the hill to where Jeanette waited. All had
changed.
H s king had come to Normandy.
They argued that night. Jeanette was suddenly convinced they
shoul d turn back to Brittany and Thonas could only stare at her
i n astoni shnent.
Brittany?" he asked faintly.
She woul d not neet his eyes, but stubbornly stared at the canp-
fires that burned all along the road, while further north, on the
night's horizon, great red gl ows showed where larger fires burned,
and Thomas knew that English soldiers nust have been ravagi ng
the fields of Normandy just as the hellequin had harrowed Brittany.
| can be near Charles if I'min Brittany," Jeanette said
Thomas shook his head. He was dimly aware that the sight of
the arny's destruction had forced themboth into a reality from
whi ch they had been escaping in these | ast weeks of freedom but
he coul d not connect that with her sudden wi sh to head back to
Brittanny.
You can be near Charles," he said carefully, but can you see
hin? WII the Duke let you near hinP"

Maybe he will change his mind," Jeanette said w thout nuch
convi cti on.

And maybe he'll rape you again," Thomas said brutally.

And if | don't go," she said vehenently, maybe | will never see

Charl es again. Never!"



Then why cone this far?"

I don't know, | don't know." She was angry as she used to be
when Thomas first net her in La Roche-Derrien. Because | was
mad, " she said sullenly.

You say you want to appeal to the King," Thomas said, and he's
here!"™ He flung a hand towards the livid glow of the fires. So appea
to himhere."

Maybe he won't believe me," Jeanette said stubbornly.

And what will we do in Brittany?" Thonas asked, but Jeanette
woul d not answer. She | ooked sulky and still avoided his gaze. You
can marry one of the Duke's nen-at-arns,"” Thonmas went on, that's
what he wanted, isn't it? A pliant wife of a pliant follower so that
when he feels Iike taking his pleasure, he can."

Isn't that what you do?" she challenged him |ooking himin the
face at |ast.

| love you," Thomas said.

Jeanette said not hing.

I do love you," Thonas said, and felt foolish for she had never
said the sane to him
Jeanette | ooked at the glow ng horizon that was tangl ed by the

| eaves of the forest. W11l your king believe me?" she asked him
How can he not ?"
Do | look Iike a countess?"
She | ooked ragged, poor and beautiful. You speak |ike a coun-
tess," Thomas said, and the King's clerks will make enquiries of the

Earl of Northanpton." He did not know if that was true, but he
want ed to encourage her.
Jeanette sat with her head bowed. Do you know what the Duke

told me? That my nother was a Jewess!" She | ooked up at him
expecting himto share her indignation

Thomas frowned. |'ve never nmet a Jew," he said.

Jeanette al nost expl oded. You think | have? You need to neet

the devil to know he is bad? A pig to discover he stinks?" She began
to weep. I don't know what to do."
W shall go to the King," Thomas said, and next norning he
wal ked north and, after a few heartbeats, Jeanette followed him
She had tried to clean her dress, though it was so filthy that all she



could manage was to brush the twigs and | eaf nould fromthe
velvet. She coiled her hair and pinned it with slivers of wood.
What kind of man is the King?" she asked Thonas.
They say he's a good man.

Who says?"

Everyone. He's straightforward."

He's still English," Jeanette said softly, and Thomas pretended
not to hear. I's he kind?" she asked him

No one says he's cruel
silence Jeanette

He had seen horsenmen in mail.
Thomas had often found it strange that when the nmonks and
scriveners made their books they painted warfare as gaudy. Their
squirrel -hair brushes showed nmen in brightly col oured surcoats or
jupons, and their horses in brilliantly patterned trappers. Yet for
nost of the time war was grey until the arrows bit, when it becane
shot through with red. Gey was the colour of a mail coat, and
Thomas was seeing grey anong the green |eaves. He did not know

if they were Frenchnmen or Englishmen, but he feared both. The
French were his eneny, but so were the English until they were
convinced that he was English too, and convi nced, noreover, that

he was not a deserter fromtheir arny.

More horsemen canme fromthe distant trees and these nmen were
carrying bows, so they had to be English. Still Thomas hesit ated,
reluctant to face the problens of persuading his own side that he
was not a deserter. Beyond the horsenmen, hidden by the trees, a
bui | di ng nmust have been set on fire for snoke began to thicken
above the summer | eaves. The horsenmen were | ooking towards
Thomas and Jeanette, but the pair were hidden by a bank of gorse
and after a while, satisfied that no eneny threatened, the troops
turned and rode eastwards.
Thomas waited till they were out of sight, then led Jean ette across
the open land, into the trees and out to where a farm burned. The
flames were pale in the bright sun. No one was in sight. There was
just a farmblazing and a dog |lying next to a duck pond that was
surrounded by feathers. The dog was whi npering and Jeanette
cried out for it had been stabbed in the belly. Thomas stooped beside

Thomas said, then held up a hand to



t he beast, stroked its head and fondled its ears and the dying dog
licked his hand and tried to wag its tail and Thomas ramed his
knife deep into its heart so that it died swiftly.
It would not have lived," he told Jeanette. She said nothing, just
stared at the burning thatch and rafters. Thomas pulled out the knife
and patted the dog's head. Go to Saint CGuinefort," he said, cleaning the

bl ade. |1 always wanted a dog when | was a child,"” he told Jeanette,
but nmy father couldn't abide them"

Way ?"

Because he was strange." He sheathed the knife and stood. A

track, inmprinted with hoof marks, led north fromthe farm and
they followed it cautiously between hedges thick with cornflowers,
ox-eye and dogwood. They were in a country of small fields, high
banks, sudden woods and lunpy hills, a country for ambush, but
they saw no one until, fromthe top of a low hill, they glinpsed a
squat stone church tower in a valley and then the unburned roofs

of a village and after that the soldiers. There were hundreds of them
canped in the fields beyond the cottages, and nore in the village
itself. Some large tents had been raised close to the church and
they had the banners of nobles planted by their entrances.
Thomas still hesitated, reluctant to finish these good days with
Jeanette, yet he knew there was no choice and so, bow on his
shoul der, he took her down to the village. Men saw them coni ng
and a dozen archers, led by a burly man in a mail hauberk, cane
to meet them

What the hell are you?" was the burly man's first question. His
archers grinned wolfishly at the sight of Jeanette's ragged dress.
You're either a bleeding priest who stole a bow," the man went
on, or an archer who filched a priest's robe."

" m English," Thonas said.
The big man seened uni npressed. Servi ng who?"

I was with WII Skeat in Brittany," Thomas said.

Brittany!" The big man frowned, not certain whether or not to
bel i eve Thomas.

Tell themI|'ma countess,’
VWat's she sayi ng?"
Not hi ng, " Thomas sai d.

Jeanette urged Thomas in French



So what are you doing here?" the big man asked.
| got cut off fromny troop in Brittany," Thomas said weakly.
He could hardly tell the truth, that he was a fugitive fromjustice

- but he had no other tale prepared. I just wal ked. "
It was a | ane explanation and the big nan treated it with the
scorn it deserved. What you nean, lad," he said, is that you're a

bl oody deserter.”

I'd hardly come here if | was, would |?" Thomas asked defiantly.

You'd hardly come here fromBrittany if you just got lost!" the
man poi nted out. He spat. You'll have to go to Scoresby, let him
deci de what you are.

Scoresby?" Thomas asked.

You' ve heard of hinP" the big man asked belligerently.

Thomas had heard of Walter Scoresby who, |ike Skeat, was a man
who | ed his own band of nen-at-arns and archers, but Scoresby did
not have Skeat's good reputation. He was said to be a dark-
hunoured man, but he was evidently to deci de Thonas's fate, for
the archers cl osed around hi mand wal ked the pair towards the

vil | age. She your woman?" one of them asked Thonas.

She's the Countess of Arnorica," Thomas said.

And |I'mthe bl oody Earl of London," the archer retorted.

Jeanette clung to Thomas's arm terrified of the unfriendly faces.
Thomas was equal |y unhappy. Wen things had been at their worst
in Brittany, when the hellequin were grunbling and it was cold,
wet and m serable, Skeat liked to say be happy you're not with
Scoresby" and now, it seened, Thomas was.

W hang deserters,” the big nan said with relish. Thomas noted
that the archers, like all the troops he could see in the village, wore
the red cross of Saint George on their tunics. A great crowd of them
were gathered in a pasture that |lay between the small village church
and a Cistercian nonastery or priory that had sonehow escaped
destruction, for the white-robed nonks were assisting a priest who

said Mass for the soldiers. Is it Sunday?" Thonmas asked one of the
ar chers.
Tuesday, " the man said, taking off his hat in honour of the sacra-

ments, Saint Janes's day."
They waited at the pasture's edge, close to the village church



where a row of new graves suggested that sone villagers had

di ed when the army canme, but nost had probably fled south or

west. One or two renmined. An old man, bent double from work

and with a white beard that al nost reached the ground, nunbl ed
along with the distant priest while a small boy, perhaps six or seven
years old, tried to draw an English bow to the anusement of its
owner .

The Mass ended and the mail-clad nmen clinbed fromtheir knees

and wal ked towards the tents and houses. One of the archers from
Thomas' s escort had gone into the dispersing cromd and he now
reappeared with a group of nen. One stood out because he was
taller than the others and had a new coat of mail that had been
polished so it seened to shine. He had |ong boots, a green cloak
and a gold-hilted sword with a scabbard wapped in red cloth. The
finery seemed at odds with the man's face, which was pinched and
gl oony. He was bald, but had a forked beard, which he had twi sted
into plaits. That's Scoresby,” one of the archers nuttered and
Thomas had no need to guess which of the approaching soldiers

he neant.

Scoresby stopped a few paces away and the big archer who had
arrested Thomas smirked. A deserter," he announced proudly,"” says
he wal ked here fromBrittany."

Scoresby gave Thomas a hard gl ance and Jeanette a nuch | onger

| ook. Her ragged dress revealed a Il ength of thigh and a ripped
neckl i ne and Scoresby clearly wanted to see nore. Like WII Skeat
he had begun his military life as an archer and had risen by dint
of shrewdness, and Thomas guessed there was not nuch nercy in

his soul's mx

Scor esby shrugged. If he's a deserter,"” he said, then hang the
bastard." He smled. But we'll keep his wonman."

I'"mnot a deserter," Thomas said, and the woman is the Countess
of Armorica, who is related to the Count of Blois, nephewto the
Ki ng of France."

Most of the archers jeered at this outrageous claim but Scoresby
was a cautious man and he was aware of a small crowd that had

gat hered at the churchyard' s edge. Two priests and sonme nen-at -
arnms weari ng nobl enen's escutcheons were anobng the spectators,



and Thonas's confidence had put just enough doubt in Scoresby's
mnd. He frowned at Jeanette, seeing a girl who | ooked at first
gl ance |ike a peasant, but despite her tanned face she was
undoubt edly beautiful and the remmants of her dress suggested she
had once known el egance.

She' s who?" Scoresby denmanded.

| told you who she was," Thomas said belligerently, and | will
tell you nore. Her son has been stolen fromher, and her son is a
ward of our king's. She has come for Hs Majesty's help." Thomas
hastily told Jeanette what he had said and, to his relief, she nodded
her agreenent.

Scoresby gazed at Jeanette and sonet hi ng about her increased
hi s doubt. Why are you with her?" he asked Thonas.

| rescued her," Thomas said.

He says," a voice spoke in French fromthe crowd and Thonas
could not see the speaker, who was evidently surrounded by men-
at-arms, all wearing a green and white livery. He says that he
rescued you, nmdame, is that true?"

Yes," Jeanette said. She frowned, unable to see who was questi oni ng her

Tell us who you are," the unseen man denanded.

| am Jeanette, dowager Countess of Arnorica."

Your husband was who?" The voi ce suggested a young nman, but
a very confident young man.

Jeanette bridled at the tone of the question, but answered it.

Henri Chenier, Conte d' Arnorique.

And why are you here, madanme?"

Because Charles of Blois has kidnapped nmy child!" Jeanette
answered angrily. A child who was placed under the protection of
the King of England.”

The young man said nothing for a while. Some in the crowd
wer e edgi ng nervously away fromthe liveried nmen-at-arns who
surrounded him and Scoresby was | ooki ng apprehensi ve. Who
pl aced hi munder that protection?" he eventually asked.

W1 1liam Bohun," Jeanette said, Earl of Northanpton."

| believe her," the voice said, and the nmen-at-arns stepped aside
so that Thomas and Jeanette could see the speaker, who proved to



be scarce nore than a boy. |I|ndeed, Thomas doubted he had even
begun to shave, though he was surely full grown for he was tall
taller even than Thomas, and had only stayed hi dden because his
nmen- at -arns had been wearing green and white plunes in their

hel mets. The young man was fair-haired, had a face slightly burned
by the sun, was dressed in a green cloak, plain breeches and a
linen shirt, and nothing except his height explained why nmen were
suddenly kneeling on the grass. Down, " Scoresby hi ssed at Thomas
who, perpl exed, went on one knee. Now only Jeanette, the boy
and his escort of eight tall nen-at-arnms were standing.
The boy | ooked at Thomss. Did you really walk here fromBrit-
tany?" he asked in English, though, |ike many nobl enen, his English
was touched with a French accent.

We both did, sire,” Thonmas said in French.

Why?"  he denmanded harshly.

To seek the protection of the King of England," Thomas said,

who is the guardian of nmy |lady's son, who has been treacherously
taken prisoner by England' s enemes.”
The boy | ooked at Jeanette with rmuch the same wol fish appreci-
ation that Scoresby had shown. He might not shave, but he knew

a beautiful woman when he saw one. He sniled. You are nost
wel cone, madane," he said. | knew of your husband's reputation

| admired him and | regret that | will never have a chance to neet
himin combat."” He bowed to Jeanette, then untied his cloak and
wal ked to her. He placed the green cape over her shoulders to cover
the torn dress. | shall ensure, nmadane,"” he said, that you are
treated with the courtesy your rank demands and will vow to keep
what ever prom ses Engl and made on your son's behalf." He bowed
agai n.
Jeanette, astonished and pl eased by the young man's nanner

put the question that Thomas had been wanti ng answered. Who

are you, ny lord?" she asked, offering a curtsey.

| am Edward of Wbodst ock, madane," he said, offering her his

arm

It neant nothing to Jeanette, but it astoni shed Thonas. He is
the King's eldest son," he whispered to her.

She dropped to one knee, but the snooth-cheeked boy raised



her and wal ked her towards the priory. He was Edward of Wod-
stock, Earl of Chester, Duke of Cornwall and Prince of Wales. And
t he wheel of fate had once again spun Jeanette high

The wheel seened indifferent towards Thomas. He was |eft al one,
abandoned. Jeanette wal ked away on the Prince's armand did not
so nmuch as gl ance back at Thomas. He heard her |augh. He watched
her. He had nursed her, fed her, carried her and | oved her, and
now, wi thout a thought, she had discarded him No one el se was
interested in him Scoresby and his nen, cheated of a hanging, had
gone to the village, and Thomas wondered just what he was

supposed to do.

Goddamm, " he said aloud. He felt conspicuously foolish in his
tattered robe. Goddamm, " he said again. Anger, thick as the black
hurmour that could make a man sick, rose in him but what he
could do? He was a fool in a ragged robe and the Prince was the
son of a Kking.

The Prince had taken Jeanette to the | ow grassy ridge where the

big tents stood in a colourful row. Each tent had a flagpole, and
the tallest flew the quartered banner of the Prince of Wales, which
showed the golden lions of England on the two red quarters and
golden fleur-de-lis on the two blue. The fleur-de-lis were there to
show the King's claimto the French throne while the whole flag,

whi ch was that of England's king, was crossed with a white-toothed
bar to show that this was the banner of the King' s eldest son
Thomas was tenpted to foll ow Jeanette, to demand the Prince's

hel p, but then one of the | ower banners, the one furthest away
fromhim caught the small warmw nd and sluggishly lifted its
folds. He stared at it.

The banner had a blue field and was sl ashed diagonally with a

white band. Three ranpant yellow |lions were enbl azoned on either
side of the bar, which was decorated with three red stars that had
green centres. It was a flag Thomas knew wel |, but he scarcely
dared believe that he was seeing it here in Normandy, for the arns
were those of WIIiam Bohun, Earl of Northanpton. Northanpton



was the King's deputy in Brittany, yet his flag was unm stakabl e
and Thonmas wal ked towards it, fearing that the wind-rippled flag
would turn out to be a different coat of arms, similar to the Earl's,
but not the sane.
But it was the Earl's banner, and the Earl's tent, in contrast to
the other stately pavilions on the low ridge, was still the grubby
shelter made fromtwo worn-out sails. A half-dozen nen-at-arns
wearing the Earl's livery barred Thomas's way as he neared the
tent. Have you cone to hear his lordship's confession or put an
arrow in his belly?" one asked.

I would speak to his lordship,” Thomas said, barely suppressing
t he anger provoked by Jeanette's abandonment of him

But will he talk to you?" the man asked, anmused at the ragged
archer's pretensions.
He will," Thonas said with a confidence he did not entirely feel

Tell himthe man who gave him La Roche-Derrien is here," he
added.
The man-at-arns | ooked startled. He frowned, but just then the
tent flap was thrown back and the Earl hinself appeared, stripped
to the waist to reveal a nuscled chest covered in tight red curls.
He was chewi ng on a goose-bone and peered up at the sky as
t hough fearing rain. The man-at-arnms turned to him indicated
Thomas, then shrugged as if to say he was not responsible for a
madman showi ng up unannounced.
The Earl stared at Thonas. Good God," he said after a while,
have you taken orders?"
No, my lord."
The Earl stripped a piece of flesh fromthe bone with his teeth.
Thomas, ain't that right?"
Yes, my lord."
Never forget a face," the Earl said, and | have cause to renmenber
yours, though | hardly expected you to fetch up here. D d you
wal k?"
Thomas nodded. | did, nmy lord." Something about the Earl's
deneanour was puzzling, alnobst as though he was not really surprised to see
Thomas i n Nor mandy.
WIl told me about you," the Earl said, told ne all about you



So Thomas, ny nodest hero from La Roche-Derrien, is a murderer

eh?" He spoke grimy

Yes, ny lord," Thomas said hunbly.

The Earl threw away the stripped bone, then snapped his fingers

and a servant tossed hima shirt fromwithin the tent. He pulled it

on and tucked it into his hose. Cod's teeth, boy, do you expect ne
to save you from Sir Sinmpn's vengeance? You know he's here?"
Thomas gaped at the Earl. Said nothing. Sir Sinon Jekyll was

here? And Thomas had just brought Jeanette to Normandy. Sir
Simon could hardly hurt her so | ong as she was under the Prince's
protection, but Sir Sinmon could harm Thomas wel |l enough. And
delight init.
The Earl saw Thomas bl anch and he nodded. He's with the King's
men, because | didn't want him but he insisted on travelling
because he reckons there's nore plunder to be had in Nornandy
than in Brittany and | dare say he's right, but what will truly put
a smle on his face is the sight of you. Ever been hanged, Thomas?"

Hanged, ny lord?" Thomas asked vaguely. He was still reeling
fromthe news that Sir Sinon had sailed to Normandy. He had j ust
wal ked all this way to find his eneny waiting?

Sir Simon will hang you," the Earl said with indecent relish

He'll let you strangle on the rope and there'll be no kindly sou
tuggi ng on your ankles to make it quick. You could |ast an hour
two hours, in utter agony. You could choke for even |longer! One

fellow | hanged lasted frommatins till prime and still managed to
curse me. So | suppose you want my help, yes?"
Thomas bel atedly went onto one knee. You offered ne a reward

after La Roche-Derrien, my lord. Can | claimit now?"
The servant brought a stool fromthe tent and the Earl sat, his
| egs set wi de. Murder is murder,"” he said, picking his teeth with a
sliver of wood.
Hal f WII Skeat's nen are nurderers, ny lord," Thomas pointed
out.
The Earl thought about that, then reluctantly nodded. But
they' re pardoned nurderers,” he answered. He sighed. I wish WII
was here," he said, evading Thomas's demand. | wanted himto
cone, but he can't conme until Charles of Blois is put back into his



cage." He scow ed at Thomas. If I give you a pardon," the Earl went
on, then | nake an eneny out of Sir Sinon. Not that he's a friend
now, but still, why spare you?"

For La Roche-Derrien," Thonmas said.

Which is a great debt,"” the Earl agreed, a very great debt. W'd
have | ooked bl oody fools if we hadn't taken that town, m serable
goddamm pl ace though it be. God's teeth, boy, but why didn't you
just wal k south? Plenty of bastards to kill in Gascony." He | ooked
at Thormas for a while, plainly irritated by the undeni abl e debt he
owed the archer and the nuisance of paying it. He finally shrugged.

"Il talk to Sir Sinon, offer himnoney, and if it's enough he'l
pretend you're not here. As for you," he paused, frowning as he
renmenbered his earlier nmeetings with Thonmas, you're the one who
wouldn't tell me who your father was, ain't | right?"

| didn't tell you, ny lord, because he was a priest."

The Earl thought that was a fine jest. God's teeth! A priest? So
you're a devil's whelp, are you? That's what they say in Quyenne,
that the children of priests are the devil's whelps." He | ooked
Thomas up and down, anused again at the ragged robe. They say

the devil's whel ps make good soldiers,” he said, good soldiers and
better whores. | suppose you' ve |ost your horse?"

Yes, ny lord."

Al my archers are nounted,"” the Earl said, then turned to one
of his nen-at-arns. Find the bastard a sway-backed nag till he can
filch something better, then give hima tunic and offer himto John
Armstrong." He | ooked back to Thomas. You're joining ny archers,
whi ch neans you'll wear ny badge. You're ny man, devil's wheip,
and perhaps that will protect you if Sir Sinmon wants too nuch
nmoney for your mserable soul."

| shall try to repay your |ordship," Thomas said.

Pay me, boy, by getting us into Caen. You got us into La Roche-
Derrien, but that little place is nothing conpared to Caen. Caen is

a true bastard. W go there tonorrow, but | doubt we'll see the
backside of its walls for a nonth or nore, if ever. GCet us into Caen,
Thomas, and 1'll forgive you a score of nmurders." He stood, nodded

a dismssal and went back into the tent.
Thomas did not nmove. Caen, he thought, Caen. Caen was the



city where Sir Cuillaume d' Evecque lived, and he made the sign of

the cross for he knew fate had arranged all this. Fate had determ ned
that his crossbow arrow would mss Sir Sinon Jekyll and it had

brought himto the edge of Caen. Because fate wanted himto do

t he penance that Father Hobbe had denanded. God, Thomas

deci ded, had taken Jeanette from hi m because he had been sl ow

to keep his prom se.

But now the tinme for the keeping of prom ses had cone, for God

had brought Thormas to Caen.



PART TWD
Nor mandy



The Earl of Northanmpton had been sumoned fromBrittany to be
one of the Prince of Wales's advisers. The Prince was just sixteen
t hough John Arnstrong reckoned the boy was as good as any grown
man. Ain't nothing wong with young Edward," he told Thonas.
Knows hi s weapons. Headstrong, naybe, but brave."
That, in John Arnmstrong's world, was high praise. He was a forty-
year-old man-at-arms who led the Earl's personal archers and was
one of those hard, common nen that the Earl |iked so nuch. Arm
strong, like Skeat, cane fromthe north country and was said to
have been fighting the Scots since he had been weaned. Hi s persona
weapon was a falchion, a curved sword with a heavy bl ade as broad
as an axe, though he could draw a bow with the best of his troop
He al so cormanded three score of hobelars, |ight horsenen
nmount ed on shaggy poni es and carryi ng spears.
They don't look up to nuch," he said to Thomas, who was gazi ng
at the small horsenen, who all had | ong shaggy hair and bent | egs,
but they're rare at scouting. W send swarns of yon bastards into
the Scottish hills to find the enemy. Be dead else." Arnstrong had
been at La Roche-Derrien and renmenbered Thomas's achi evenent
in turning the town's river flank and, because of that, he accepted
Thomas readily enough. He gave hima lice-ridden hacqueton, a
padded j acket that might stop a feeble sword cut, and a short
surcoat, a jupon, that had the Earl's stars and lions on its breast
and bore the cross of Saint George on its right sleeve. The hacqueton
and jupon, like the breeches and arrow bag that conpleted
Thomas's outfit, had bel onged to an archer who had died of the



fever shortly after reaching Normandy. You can find yourself better
stuff in Caen," Armstrong told him if we ever get into Caen."
Thomas was given a sway-backed grey mare that had a hard

mout h and an awkward gait. He watered the beast, rubbed her

down with straw, then ate red herrings and dry beans with Arm
strong's nen. He found a stream and washed his hair, then tw sted

t he boweord round the wet pigtail. He borrowed a razor and scraped
off his beard, tossing the stiff hairs into the streamso that no one
could work a spell on them It seemed strange to spend the night

in a soldiers" encanpnent and to sleep without Jeanette. He stil
felt bitter about her and that bitterness was like a sliver of iron in
his soul when he was roused in the night's dark heart. He felt

| onely, chill and unwanted as the archers began their march. He
thought of ette in the Prince's tent, and renmenbered the jeal ousy he had felt
i n Rennes when she had gone to the citadel to

nmeet Duke Charles. She was like a noth, he thought, flying to the
brightest candle in the room Her w ngs had been scorched once,

but the flame drew her still.

The arny advanced on Caen in three battles, each of about four

t housand nen. The King commanded one, the Prince of Wales the
second while the third was under the orders of the Bi shop of

Dur ham who much preferred slaughter to sanctity. The Prince had
left the encanpnment early to stand his horse beside the road where
he coul d watch his nmen pass in the sumrer dawn. He was in black
armour, with a lion crest on his helm and escorted by a dozen
priests and fifty knights. As Thomas approached, he saw Jeanette
was anong those green-and-white-blazoned horsenen. She was

wearing the sane colours, a dress of pale green cloth with white
cuffs, hems and bodi ce, and was nmounted on a pal frey that had

silver curb chains, green and white ribbons plaited into its mane
and a white saddle cloth enbroidered with the lions of Engl and.

Her hair had been washed, brushed and coil ed, then decorated with
cornfl owers, and as Thonas came nearer he thought how ravi shing

she | ooked. There was a radiant happi ness on her face and her eyes
were bright. She was just to one side of the Prince and a pace or

so behind him and Thomas noted how often the boy turned to

speak to her. The men in front of Thomas were pulling off their



hel mets or caps to salute the Prince, who | ooked from Jeanette to
them somnetinmes nodding or calling out to a knight he recognized.
Thomas, riding his borrowed horse that was so small his |ong
| egs hung alnost to the ground, raised a hand to greet Jeanette.
She stared into his smling face, then | ooked away w t hout show ng
any expression. She spoke with a priest who was evidently the
Prince's chaplain. Thomas |let his hand drop. If you' re a bl oody
prince," the man beside Thomas said, you get the cream don't
you? We get lice and he gets that."
Thomas said nothing. Jeanette's dism ssal had | eft himenbar-
rassed. Had the |ast weeks been a drean? He twisted in his saddle
to |l ook at her and saw she was | aughing at some comment of the
Prince's. You are a fool, Thonmas told hinself, a fool, and he won-
dered why he felt so hurt. Jeanette had never declared any | ove
for him yet her abandonment bit his heart |like a snake. The road
dropped into a holl ow where sycanore and ash grew thick and
Thomas, turning again, could not see Jeanette.
There' |l be plenty of wormen in Caen," an archer said with relish
If we ever get in," another commented, using the five words that
wer e al ways spoken whenever the city was naned
The previous night Thomas had listened to the canpfire talk that

had all been about Caen. It was, he gathered, a huge city, one of
the biggest in France, and protected by a massive castle and a great
wal . The French, it seenmed, had adopted a strategy of retreating

into such citadels rather than face Engl and's bowren in the open
fields, and the archers feared they could be stranded in front of
Caen for weeks. The city could not be ignored, for if it was left
unt aken its huge garrison would threaten the English supply lines.
So Caen had to fall and no one believed it would be easy, though
some men reckoned the new guns that the King had fetched to
France woul d knock down the city's ranparts as easily as Joshua's
trunpets had felled the walls of Jericho.

The King hinsel f nust have been sceptical of the guns" power

for he had decided to scare the city into surrender by the sheer
nunbers of his arnmy. The three English battles noved eastward on
every road, track or stretch of meadow that offered a path, but an
hour or two after dawn the nen-at-arns who served as narshal s



began halting the various contingents. Sweaty horsenen gal |l oped

up and down the nmasses of nmen, shouting at themto nove into a
rough line. Thomas, westling with his stubborn mare, understood
that the whole arny was being forned into a huge crescent. A |ow
hill lay in front and a hazy smear beyond the hill betrayed the

t housands of cooking fires in Caen. Wen the signal was given the
whol e clumsy crescent of mailed nen woul d be advanced to the
hilltop so that the defenders, instead of seeing a few English scouts
trickle fromthe woods, would be presented with an overwhel m ng

host and, to nake the arny seemdouble its real size, the marshals
wer e pushing and shouting the canp followers into the curved

line. Cooks, clerks, wonen, nasons, farriers, carpenters, scullions,
anyone who could walk, crawl, ride or stand was being added to the
crescent, and a host of bright flags were rai sed over those benused
masses. It was a hot nmorning and the | eather and mail made nen

and horses sweat. Dust blewin the wind. The Earl of Warw ck,
Marshal of the Host, was gall oping up and down the crescent, red-
faced and cursing, but slowy the cunbersonme line formed to his
satisfaction.

When the trunpet sounds,"” a knight shouted at Armstrong's

men, advance to the hilltop. When the trunpet sounds! Not
before!"

That army of Engl and nmust have | ooked |ike twenty thousand

men when the trunpets tore the sumrer sky with their massed
defiance. To Caen's defenders it was a nightmare. One nonent the
hori zon was enpty, even though the sky beyond had | ong been

bl anched by the dust kicked up by hoofs and boots, and then there
was a sudden host, a horde, a swarmof men glinting iron-hard in
the sun and topped by a forest of raised | ances and flags. The whole
north and east of the city was ringed with nmen who, when they

saw Caen, gave a great roar of incoherent scorn. There was plunder
ahead of them a whole rich city waiting to be taken

It was a fine and fampbus city, bigger even than London and t hat
was the biggest city in England. Caen, indeed, was one of the great
cities of France. The Conqueror had endowed it with the wealth

he stole from England, and it still showed. Wthin the city walls
the church spires and towers stood as close as the |ances and fl ags



in Edward's army, while on either side of the city were two vast
abbeys. The castle lay to the north, its ranparts, |like the pale stone
of the city's high walls, hung with war banners. The English roar
was answered with a defiant cheer fromthe defenders, who cl us-
tered thick on the ranparts. So many crossbows, Thomas thought,
renmenbering the heavy bolts thunmping fromLa Roche-Derrien's

enbras res.

The city had spread beyond its walls, but instead of placing the
new houses beside the ranparts, as nost towns did, here they had
been built on a sprawing island that lay to the south of the old
city. Formed by a nmaze-like tangle of tributaries that fed the two
main rivers which flowed by Caen, the island had no walls, for it
was protected by the waterways. |t needed such protection, for even
fromthe hilltop Thomas could see that the island was where the
wealth of Caen lay. The old city within its high walls would be a

| abyrinth of narrow alleys and cranped houses, but the island was
filled with | arge mansi ons, big churches and wi de gardens. But even
though it appeared to be the wealthiest part of Caen, it did not

seemto be defended. No troops were visible there. |Instead they
were all on the ranparts of the old city. The town's boats had been
nmoored on the island s bank, opposite the city wall, and Thomas

wondered if any of them belonged to Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque.

The Earl of Northanpton, released fromthe Prince' s entourage,

joined John Arnmstrong at the head The island' s naned for you," the Earl
glibly.

For me?" Arnstrong sounded suspi ci ous.

It's the Ile St ," the Earl said, then pointed to the nearer of
the two abbeys, a great nonastery that was surrounded by its own
ranparts, which were joined to the city's higher walls. The Abbaye
aux Hommes," the Earl said. You know what happened when t hey
buri ed the Conqueror there? They left himin the abbey for too
l ong and when the time came to put himin the vault he was rotted
and swollen. Hi s body burst and they reckon the stench of it drove
t he congregati on out of the abbey."

said



God' s vengeance, ny lord," Arnstrong said stoically.

The Earl gave him a quizzical |ook. Maybe, " he said uncertainly.
There's no love of Wlliamin the north country," Arnstrong said.
Long tinme ago, John."

Not so long that | won't spit on his grave," Arnmstrong decl ared,

t hen expl ai ned hinsel f. He m ght have been our king, ny lord,

but he were no Englishnman."”
| suppose he wasn't,"” the Earl all owed.

Time for revenge," Arnstrong said | oudly enough for the nearest
archers to hear. We'll take him we'll take his city and we'll take
hi s goddamm wonen!"

The archers cheered, though Thomas did not see how the arny

could possibly take Caen. The walls were huge and well-buttressed

with towers, and the ranmparts were thick w th defenders who

| ooked as confident as the attackers. Thomas was searching the

banners for the one showi ng three yell ow hawks on a blue field,

but there were so many flags and the wind was stirring them so

briskly that he could not pick Sir Quillaune d' Evecque's three

hawks fromthe other gaudy ripples that swirled beneath the

enbr asur es.

So what are you, Thomas?" The Earl had dropped back to ride
beside him H's horse was a big destrier so that the Earl, despite
bei ng much shorter than Thomas, towered above him He spoke in
French. Engli sh or Nornan?"

Thomas gri maced. English, my lord. Right to my sore arse.” It

had been so long since he had ridden that his thighs were chafed

raw.

W're all English now, aren't we?" The Earl sounded mildly
surpri sed.

Wul d you want to be anything else?" Thomas asked, and | ooked

around at the archers. God knows, ny lord, | wouldn't want to
fight them™
Nor me," the Earl grunted, and |'ve saved you a fight with Sir
Sinmon. O rather |'ve saved your nmiserable life. | talked to himl ast
night. 1 can't say he was very willing to spare you a throttling and
| can't blane himfor that." The Earl slapped at a horsefly. But in

the end his greed overcanme his hatred of you. You've cost nme ny



share of the prize nmoney for the Countess's two ships, young
Thomas. One ship for his dead squire and the other for the hole
you put in his leg."

Thank you, ny lord," Thomas said effusively. He felt the relief

surge through him Thank you," he said again.

So you're a free man," the Earl said. Sir Sinmon shook on it, a
clerk made a note of it and a priest witnessed it. Now for CGod's
sake don't go and kill another of his fellows."

| won't, sir," Thomas prom sed.

And you're in ny debt now, " the Earl said.

| acknow edge it, nmy lord."
The Earl nade a dism ssive noise, suggesting it was unlikely
Thomas coul d ever pay such a debt, then he shot the archer a
suspi ci ous | ook. And speaki ng of the Countess,” he went on, you
never mentioned that you brought her north."

It didn't seeminportant, my lord."

And | ast night," the Earl continued, after 1'd growl ed at Jekyll

for you, | nmet her ladyship in the Prince's quarters. She says you
treated her with conplete chivalry. 1t seenms you behaved with

di scretion and respect. |Is that really true?"
Thomas reddened. If she says so, ny lord, it must be true.”
The Earl | aughed, then touched his spurs to his destrier. ' ve
bought your soul," he said cheerfully,'s o fight well for nme!" He
curved away to rejoin his nen-at-arns.

He's all right, our Billy," an archer said, nodding at the Earl, a
good one."

If only they were all like him" Thomas agreed.

How come you tal k French?" the archer asked suspi ciously.
Picked it up in Brittany," Thomas said vaguely.
The arny's vanguard had now reached the cleared space in front
of the walls and a crossbow bolt slamed into the turf as a warning.
The canp followers, who had hel ped give the illusion of over-
whel ming force, were pitching tents on the hills to the north, while
the fighting men spread out in the plain that surrounded the
city. Marshals were gall oping between the units, shouting that
the Prince's men were to go clear about the walls to the Abbaye
aux Dames on the city's further side. It was still early, about



m d- mor ni ng, and the wi nd brought the smell of Caen's cooking

fires as the Earl's nmen marched past deserted farns. The castle

| oonmed above them

They went to the western side of the town. The Prince of \Wles,
mounted on a big black horse and foll owed by a standard-bearer and

a troop of nmen-at-arns, galloped to the convent, which, because it
lay well outside the city walls, had been abandoned. He would

make it his home for the duration of the siege and Thonas,

di smounti ng where Arnstrong's nmen woul d canp, saw Jeanette

following the Prince. Following himlike a puppy, he thought sourly,
then chided hinself for jealousy. Wy be jealous of a prince? A
man mght as well resent the sun or curse the ocean. There are

ot her women, he told hinself as he hobbled his horse in one of

t he abbey pastures.

A group of archers was exploring the deserted buil di ngs that

lay close to the convent. NMost were cottages, but one had been a
carpenter's workshop and was piled with wood-shavings and saw

dust, while beyond it was a tannery, still stinking of the urine, line
and dung that cured the | eather. Beyond the tannery was not hing

but a waste ground of thistles and nettles that ran clear to the city's
great wall, and Thormas saw that dozens of archers were venturing
into the weeds to stare at the ranparts. It was a hot day so that
the air in front of the walls seenmed to shiver. A small north win
drifted sonme high clouds and rippled the long grass that grew in

the ditch at the base of the battlenents. About a hundred archers

were in the waste ground now and sone were within | ong crossbow
range, though no Frenchman shot at them A score of the inquisitive
bowren were carrying axes to cut firewod, but norbid curiosity

had driven themtowards the ramparts instead of outwards to the

woods and Thomas now foll owed them wanting to judge for him

self what horrors the besiegers faced. The screeching sound of
ungreased axles nmade himturn to see two farm wagons being

dragged towards the convent. They both held guns, great bul bous

things with swollen netal bellies and gaping nmouths. He wondered

if the guns" nmagic could blast a hole through the city's ranparts,
but even if it did then nen would still have to fight through the
breach. He made the sign of the cross. Maybe he would find a



worman inside the city. He had al nost everything a nman needed.
He had a horse, he had a hacqueton, he had his bow and arrow
bag. He just needed a woman.
Yet he did not see how an arny twice the size could cross Caen's
great walls. They reared up fromtheir boggy ditch like cliffs, and
every fifty paces there was a conical roofed bastion that would give
the garrison's crossbowren the chance to slash their quarrels into
the flanks of the attackers. It would be carnage, Thomas thought,
far worse than the slaughter that had occurred each time the Earl
of Northanpton's nmen had assailed the southern wall at La Roche-
Derrien.
More and nmore archers cane into the waste ground to stare at
the city. Mst were just inside crossbow range, but the French stil
ignored them Instead the defenders began hauling in the gaudy
banners that hung fromthe enbrasures. Thonas |ooked for Sir
Guillaune's three hawks, but could not see them Mst of the
banners were decorated with crosses or the figures of saints. One
showed the keys of heaven, another the lion of Saint Mark and a third
had a wi nged angel scything down English troops with a flam ng
sword. That banner di sappeared.
What the hell are the goddamm bastards doi ng?" an archer asked.
The bastards are running away!" another man said. He was
staring at the stone bridge that led fromthe old city to the Ile
Sai nt Jean.
That bridge was thronged with soldiers, sonme mounted, nost on
foot, and all of them streamng out of the walled city onto the island
of big houses, churches and gardens. Thomas wal ked a few paces
southwards to get a better view and saw crossbowren and nen- at -
arnms appear in the alleys between the island s houses.
They're going to defend the island,” he said to anyone in earshot.
By now carts were bei ng pushed over the bridge and he could see
worren and chil dren being chivvied on their way by nen-at-arns.

More defenders crossed the bridge and still nore banners van-
i shed fromthe walls until there was only a handful left. The big
flags of the great lords still flew fromthe castle' s topnost towers,

and pi ous banners hung down the keep's long walls, but the city
ranparts were al nost bare and there nust have been a thousand



archers fromthe Prince of Wales's battle watching those walls now.
They shoul d have been cutting firewood, building shelters or dig-
ging latrines, but a slow suspicion was dawni ng on themthat the
French were not planning to defend both the city and the island,

but only the island. Wich nmeant the city had been abandoned.

That seemed so unlikely that no one even dared nention it. They

just watched the city's inhabitants and defenders crowd across the
stone bridge and then, as the |ast banner was hauled fromthe
ranparts, someone began wal ki ng towards the nearest gate.

No one gave any orders. No prince, earl, constable or knight

ordered the archers forward. They sinply decided to approach the
city thenmsel ves. Mst wore the Prince of Wales's green and white
livery, but a good few, |ike Thomas, had the Earl of Northanpton's
stars and lions. Thomas hal f expected crossbowren to appear and
greet the straggling advance with a terrible volley of spitting quar-
rels, but the enbrasures stayed enpty and that enbol dened the
archers who saw birds settling on the crenellations, a sure sign that
t he defenders had abandoned the wall. The nen with axes ran to

the gate and started to hack at its tinmbers, and no crossbow bolts
flew fromthe flanking bastions. The great walled city of WIliam

t he Conqueror had been |eft unguarded.

The axemen broke through the iron-studded planks, lifted the

bar and pulled the big gates open to reveal an enpty street. A
handcart with one broken wheel was abandoned on the cobbl es,

but no Frenchnen were visible. There was a pause as the archers
stared in disbelief, then the shouting began. Havoc! Havoc!" The
first thought was plunder, and nmen eagerly broke into the houses,

but found little except chairs, tables and cupboards. Everything of
real value, like every person in the city, was gone to the island.
Still nmore archers were conming into the city. A few clinbed

towar ds the open ground surrounding the castle where two died

from crossbow bolts spat fromthe high ranparts, but the rest spread
through the city to find it bare, and so nore and nore nen were
drawn towards the bridge that spanned the River Odon and led to

the Ile Saint Jean. At the bridge's southern end, where it reached the
i sland, there was a barbican tower that was thick with crossbhows,

but the French did not want the English getting close to the barbican



and so they had hastily thrown up a barricade on the bridge's
northern side out of a great heap of wagons and furniture and they
had garrisoned the barrier with a score of nen-at-arns reinforced

by as many crossbowren. There was another bridge at the island's
further side, but the archers did not know of its existence and,
besides, it was a long way off and the barricaded bridge was the

qui ckest route to the eneny's riches.

The first white-fledged arrows began to fly. Then canme the harder
sounds of the eneny's crossbows discharging and the crack of bolts
striking the stones of the church beside the bridge. The first nen
di ed.

There were still no orders. No man of rank was inside the city

yet, just a mass of archers as mndl ess as wol ves snelling bl ood.
They poured arrows at the barricade, forcing its defenders to crouch
behi nd t he overturned wagons, then the first group of English gave

a cheer and charged at the barricade with swords, axes and spears.
More nmen followed as the first tried to clinb the ungainly pile. The
crossbows banged fromthe barbican and nen were t hrown back

by the heavy bolts. The French nen-at-arnms stood to repel the
survivors and swords cl ashed on axes. Blood was slick on the bridge
approach and one archer slipped and was tranpl ed underfoot by

his coll eagues going to the fight. The English were howing, the
French were shouting, a trunpet was calling fromthe barbican and
every church bell on the Ile Saint Jean was tolling the alarm
Thomas, having no sword of his own, was standing in the porch

of a church which stood hard beside the bridge fromwhere he was
shooting arrows up at the barbican tower, but his ai mwas obscured
because a thatch in the old city was on fire and the snoke was
curling over the river like a | ow cloud.

The French held all the advantages. Their crossbowren coul d

shoot fromthe barbican and fromthe shelter of the barricade, and
to attack themthe English had to funnel onto the narrow bridge
approach, which was littered with bodies, blood and bolts. Stil
nore eneny crossbowren were stationed in the line of boats that

was moored al ong the island' s bank, stranded there by the falling
tide, and the defenders of those boats, sheltered by the stout wooden
gunwal es, could shoot up at any archer foolish enough to show



hi nsel f on those parts of the city wall that were not snoke-
shrouded. Mdre and nore crossbowren were comng to the bridge

until it seemed as if the air above the river was as thick with quarrels
as a flock of starlings.
Anot her rush of arch ers charged fromthe alleys to fill the narrow

street leading to the barricade. They screaned as they charged. They
were not fighting with their bows, but rather with axes, swords,

bi | | hooks and spears. The spears were nostly carried by the hobel -
ars, many of them Wl shnen who uttered a high-shrieked how

as they ran with the archers. A dozen of the new attackers mnust
have fallen to crossbow bolts, but the survivors |eaped the bodies
and cl osed right up to the barricade that was now def ended by at

| east thirty nen-at-arnms and as many crossbownen. Thomas ran

and picked up the arrow bag of a dead man. The attackers were
crammed up agai nst the arrow stuck barricade with little roomto

wi eld their axes, swords and spears. The French nen-at-arns
stabbed with | ances, hacked with swords and flailed wth maces,

and as the front rank of archers died, the next rank was pushed
onto the eneny weapons, and all the tinme the crossbow quarrels

t hunped down fromthe barbican's crenellated tower and flew up
fromthe grounded ships in the river. Thomas saw a nman reeling
fromthe bridge with a crossbow bolt buried in his helnet. Bl ood
poured down his face as he nade a strange incoherent mew ng

before falling to his knees and then, slowy, collapsing on the road
where he was tranpl ed by another rush of attackers. A few English
archers found their way onto the roof of the church and they killed
a hal f-dozen of the barricade's defenders before the crossbowren
on the barbican swept themaway with stinging volleys. The bridge
approach was thick with bodi es now, so many corpses that they
obstructed the chargi ng English, and a hal f-dozen nen began

heavi ng the dead over the parapet. A tall archer, armed with a

| ong- handl ed axe, managed to reach the barricade's sunmit, where
he chopped the heavy bl ade agai n and again, beating down at a
Frenchman who had ribbons on his hel nmet, but then he was struck

by two crossbow bolts and he fol ded over, letting the axe fall and
clutching at his belly, and the French haul ed hi mdown to their
side of the barricade where three men hacked at himw th swords,



then used the archer's own axe to sever his head. They thrust the
bl oody trophy onto a spear and waved it above the barricade to
taunt their attackers.

A mounted man-at-arns, wearing the Earl of Warwi ck's badge

of a bear and ragged staff, shouted at the archers to retreat. The
Earl hinself was in the city now, sent by the King to pull his
bowren back fromtheir unequal fight, but the archers were not
willing to listen. The French were jeering them killing them but
still the archers wanted to break through the bridge's defences and
sl ake thenselves on Caen's wealth. And so still nore bl ood-
maddened nmen charged at the barricade, so nmany that they filled
the road as the bolts whi pped down fromthe smoky sky. The
attackers at the back heaved forward and the nen at the front died
on French | ances and bl ades.

The French were winning. Their crossbow bolts were smacki ng

into the crush of nen and those at the front began to push back-

wards to escape the slaughter while those at the back still shoved
forward and the ones in between, threatened with a crushing death,
broke through a stout wooden fence that let themspill off the

bri dge's approach onto a narrow strip of ground that |ay between

the river and the city walls. Mre nen followed them

Thomas was still crouching in the church porch. He sent an

occasi onal arrow up towards the barbican, but the thickening snoke
hung i ke fog and he could scarcely see his targets. He watched the
men streaming off the bridge onto the narrow riverbank, but did

not follow, for that seened just another way of commtting suicide.
They were trapped there with the high city wall at their backs and
the swirling river in front, and the far bank of the river was |ined
wi th boats from which crossbownen poured quarrels into these

new and inviting targets.

The spillage of men off the bridge opened the roadway to the

barri cade again and newWy arrived nen, who had not experienced

the carnage of the first attacks, took up the fight. A hobelar managed
to clinb onto an overturned wagon and stabbed down with his

short spear. There were crossbow bolts sticking fromhis chest, but
still he screeched and stabbed and tried to go on fighting even when
a French man-at-arns di sembowelled him Hs guts spilled out, but



somehow he found the strength to raise the spear and gi ve one | ast

| unge before he fell into the defenders. A half-dozen archers were
trying to dismantle the barricade, while others were throw ng the
dead off the bridge to clear the roadway. At |east one living man,
wounded, was thrown into the river. He screaned as he fell.

Get back, you dogs, get back!"™ The Earl of Warwi ck had cone
to the chaos and he flailed at nen with his marshal's staff. He had
a trumpeter sounding the four falling notes of the retreat while the
French trunpeter was blasting out the attack signal, brisk couplets
of rising notes that stirred the blood, and the English and Wl sh
wer e obeying the French rather than the English trunpet. More

men, hundreds of them were streaning into the old city, dodging
the Earl of Warwi ck's constables and cl osing on the bridge where,
unable to get past the barricade, they followed the men down to the
riverbank fromwhere they shot their arrows at the crossbownen in
the barges. The Earl of Warwick's men started pulling archers away
fromthe street that led to the bridge, but for every one they haul ed
away another two slipped past.
A crowd of Caen's menfol k, some armed with nothing nore than
staves, waited beyond the barbican, pronising yet another fight if
the barricade was ever overconme. A nmadness had gripped the Eng-
lish arny, a nadness to attack a bridge that was too well defended.
Men went screanming to their deaths and still nore followed. The
Earl of Warwi ck was bellowing at themto pull back, but they
were deaf to him Then a great roar of defiance sounded fromthe

ri verbank and Thomas stepped out fromthe porch to see that groups
of men were now trying to wade the River Odon. And they were
succeeding. It had been a dry sunmer, the river was | ow and the
falling tide made it lower still, so that at its deepest the water only
cane up to a man's chest. Scores of nen were now plunging into
the river. Thomas, dodging two of the Earl's constables, |eaped the
remmants of the fence and slithered down the bank, which was
studded with enbedded crossbow quarrels. The place stank of shit,
for this was where the city enptied its nightsoil. A dozen Wl sh
hobel ars waded into the river and Thonas joi ned them hol di ng
hi s bow hi gh above his head to keep its string dry. The crossbowren
had to stand up fromtheir shelter behind the barge gunwales to



shoot down at the attackers in the river, and once they were stand-
ing they made easy targets for those archers who had stayed on

the city bank.

The current was strong and Thomas coul d only take short steps.

Bolts splashed about him A man just in front was hit in the throat
and was snatched down by the weight of his mail coat to | eave
nothing but a swirl of bloody water. The ships" gunwal es were stuck
with white-feathered arrows. A Frenchnman was draped over the

side of one boat and his body tw tched whenever an arrow hit his
corpse. Blood trickled froma scupper.

Kill the bastards, kill the bastards,” a man nuttered next to
Thomas, who saw it was one of the Earl of Warw ck's constabl es;
finding he could not stop the attack, he had decided to join it. The
man was carrying a curved fal chion, half sword and hal f butcher's
cl eaver.

The wind flattened the snmoke fromthe burning houses, dipping

it close to the river and filling the air with scraps of burning straw
Sonme of those scraps had |l odged in the furled sails of two of the
ships that were now burning fiercely. Their defenders had

scranbl ed ashore. O her eneny bowren were retreating fromthe

first nud-streaked English and Wl sh sol di ers who cl anbered up

t he bank between the grounded boats. The air was filled with the
qui ck-fluttering hiss of arrows flying overhead. The island's bells
still clanmpbured. A Frenchman was shouting fromthe barbican's
tower, ordering nmen to spread along the river and attack the groups
of Wel sh and English who struggled and slithered in the river nud.
Thomas kept wadi ng. The water reached his chest, then began

to recede. He fought the clinging mud of the riverbed and ignored
the crossbow bolts that drove into the water about him A cross-
bowren stood up from behind a boat's gunwal e and ai ned strai ght

at Thomas's chest, but then two arrows struck the man and he fel
backwards. Thomas pushed on, clinbing now. Then suddenly he

was out of the river, and he stunbled up the slick nud into the
shelter of the overhanging stern of the closest barge. He could see
that men were still fighting at the barricade, but he could al so see
that the river was now swarmng with archers and hobel ars who,

mud- spattered and soaki ng, began to haul thenselves onto the



boats. The remmi ni ng def enders had few weapons other than their
crossbows, while nost of the archers had swords or axes. The fight
on the noored boats was one-sided, the slaughter brief and then
t he di sorgani zed and | eaderl ess mass of attackers surged off the

bl ood- soaked decks and up fromthe river onto the island.
The Earl of Warwi ck's man-at-arns went ahead of Thomas. He

cl anmbered up the steep grassy bank and was i mediately hit in the
face by a crossbow bolt so that he jerked backwards with a fine m st
of blood encircling his helmet. The bolt had driven clean through the
bridge of his nose, killing himinstantly and | eaving himwi th an

of fended expression. His falchion landed in the nmud at Thomas's
feet, so he slung his bow and pi cked the weapon up. It was surpris-
i ngly heavy. There was nothi ng sophisticated about a falchion; it
was sinply a killing tool with an edge designed to cut deep because
of the weight of the broad blade. It was a good weapon for a nel ee.
W I | Skeat had once told Thomas how he had seen a Scottish horse
decapitated with a single blow of a falchion, and just to see one of
the brutal blades was to feel terror in the gut.
The Wl sh hobel ars were on the barge, finishing off its defenders,
then they gave a shout in their strange |anguage and | eaped ashore
and Thonmas followed them to find hinself in a | oose rank of crazed
attackers who ran towards a row of tall and weal thy houses

def ended by the men who had escaped fromthe barges and by the
citizens of Caen. The crossbowren had tinme to | oose one bolt

api ece, but they were nervous and nost shot wi de, and then the
attackers were onto themlike hounds onto a wounded deer
Thomas wi el ded the fal chion two-handed. A crossbowran tried
to defend hinmself with his bow but the heavy bl ade sliced through
t he weapon's stock as if it had been made of ivory, then buried
itself in the Frenchman's neck. A spurt of blood jetted over Thomas's
head as he wrenched the heavy sword free and ki cked the crossbow
man between the legs. A Welshman was grinding a spear blade into

a Frenchman's ribs. Thonmas stunbled on the man he had struck

down, caught his bal ance and shouted the English war cry.

Sai nt Ceorge!" He swung the bl ade again, chopping through the fore-
armof a man wielding a club. He was close enough to snell the man's
breath and the stink of his clothes. A Frenchman was swi nging a



sword whil e another was beating at the Welsh with an iron-studded
mace. This was tavern fighting, outlaw fighting, and Thomas was
screaming like a fiend. God damm themall. He was spattered with
bl ood as he kicked and clawed and sl ashed his way down the alley.
The air seenmed unnaturally thick, moist and warm it stank of bl ood.
The iron-studded nace m ssed his head by a finger's breadth and
struck the wall instead, and Thomas swung the fal chion upwards

so it cut into the man's groin. The man yelled out and Thomas

ki cked the back of the blade to drive it hone. Bastard," he said,
ki cking the bl ade again, bastard.” A Wlshman speared the man

and two nore | eaped his body and, their | ong hair and beards
sneared with bl ood, lunged their red-bladed spears at the next rank
of defenders.

There nust have been twenty or nore eneny in the alley, and

Thomas and his conpani ons were fewer than a dozen, but the

French were nervous and the attackers were confident and so they
ripped into themw th spear and sword and fal chion; just hacking
and stabbing, slicing and cursing them killing in a welter of summer
hatred. Mdre and nore English and Wl sh were swarm ng up from

the river, and the sound they made was a keeni ng noi se, a how

for blood and a wail of derision for a wealthy enemy. These were

t he hounds of war that had escaped fromtheir kennels and they

were taking this great city that the lords of the army had supposed
woul d hol d the English advance for a nonth.

The defenders in the alley broke and ran. Thomas hacked a man

down from behind and wenched the blade free with a scraping

noi se of steel on bone. The hobelars kicked in a door, claimng the
house beyond as their property. A rush of archers in the Prince of
Wal es's green and white livery poured down the alley, follow ng
Thomas into a long and pretty garden where pear trees grew about
neat plots of herbs. Thomas was struck by the incongruity of such
a beautiful place under a sky filled with snoke and terrible with
screans. The garden had a border of sweet rocket, waliflowers and
peoni es, and seats under a vine trellis and for an instant it | ooked
like a scrap of heaven, but then the archers tranpl ed the herbs,

t hrew down the grape arbour and ran across the fl owers.

A group of Frenchmen tried to drive the invaders out of the



garden. They approached fromthe east, fromout of the mass of

men wai ting behind the bridge's barbican. They were led by three
nount ed nen-at-arnms, who all wore blue surcoats decorated with

yel low stars. They junped their horses over the | ow fences and
shouted as they raised their long swords ready to strike.

The arrows smacked into the horses. Thomas had not unslung

his bow, but some of the Prince's archers had arrows on their cords
and they aimed at the horses instead of the riders. The arrows bit
deep, the horses screaned, reared and fell, and the archers swarned
over the fallen nmen with axes and swords. Thomas went to the
right, heading off the Frenchnen on foot, nost of whom seened

to be townsfolk armed with anything fromsmall axes to thatch-
hooks to anci ent two-handed swords. He cut the fal chion through

a | eather coat, kicked the blade free, swng it so that blood streaned
in droplets fromthe bl ade, then hacked again. The French wavered,
saw nore archers coming fromthe alley and fled back to the
bar bi can.

The archers were hacking at the unsaddl ed horsenen. One of

the fallen nmen screaned as the bl ades chopped at his arns and
trunk. The blue and yell ow surcoats were soaked in blood. Then
Thomas saw that it was not yellow stars on a blue field, but hawks.
Hawks with their wings raised and their claws outstretched. Sir
Qui |l l aune d' Evecque's men! Maybe Sir Guillaune hinsel f! But

when he | ooked at the grimacing, blood-spattered faces Thomas

saw that all three had been young nmen. But Sir Quillaunme was

here in Caen, and the |lance, Thomas thought, nust be near. He

br oke through the fence and headed down another alley. Behind

him in the house that the hobelars had conmandeered, a wonan
cried, the first of many. The church bells were falling silent.
Edward the Third, by the Grace of God, King of England, |ed

close to twel ve thousand fighting nen and by now a fifth of them
were on the island and still nmore were coning. No one had | ed
themthere. The only orders they had received were to retreat. But
t hey had di sobeyed and so they had captured Caen, though the

eneny still held the bridge barbican fromwhere they were spitting
crosshow bol ts.

Thomas emerged fromthe alley into the main street, where he



joined a group of archers who swanped the crenellated tower wth
arrows and, under their cover, a howing nmob of Wl sh and English
overwhel med the Frenchmen cowering under the barbican's arch

bef ore charging the defenders of the bridge barricade, who were

now assailed on both sides. The Frenchnen, seeing their doom

t hrew down their weapons and shouted that they yielded, but the
archers were in no nood for quarter. They just how ed and attacked.
Frenchmen were tossed into the river, and then scores of nen

haul ed the barricade apart, tipping its furniture and wagons over

t he parapet.

The great mass of Frenchmen who had been waiting behind the
bar bi can scattered into the island, nost, Thomas assuned, going to
rescue their wives and daughters. They were pursued by the venge-
ful archers who had been waiting at the bridge's far side, and the
grimcrow went past Thomas, going into the heart of the Ile Saint Jean
where the screans were now constant. The cry of havoc was every-
where. The barbican tower was still held by the French, though
they were no longer using their crossbows for fear of retaliation by
the English arrows. No one tried to take the tower, though a snall
group of archers stood in the bridge's centre and stared up at the
banners hanging fromthe ranparts.

Thomas was about to go into the island' s centre when he heard

the clash of hooves on stone and he | ooked back to see a dozen
French kni ghts who nust have been conceal ed behi nd the barbi can
Those nen now erupted froma gate and, with visors cl osed and

| ances couched, spurred their horses towards the bridge. They
plainly wanted to charge clean through the old city to reach the
greater safety of the castle.

Thomas took a few steps towards the Frenchnen, then thought

better of it. No one wanted to resist a dozen fully arnmoured knights.
But he saw the blue and yell ow surcoat, saw the hawks on a knight's
shield and he unslung his bow and took an arrow fromthe bag.

He haul ed the cord back. The Frenchmen were just spurring onto

t he bridge and Thomas shouted, Fvecque! Evecque!" He wanted

Sir Guillaune, if it was he, to see his killer, and the man in the
bl ue and yell ow surcoat did half turn in the saddl e though Thomas
could not see his eneny's face because the visor was down. He



| oosed, but even as he let the cord snap he saw that the arrow was
warped. It flewlow smacking into the man's left leg instead of the
smal | of his back where Thomas had ainmed. He pulled a second

arrow out, but the dozen knights were on the bridge now, their
horses"” hooves striking sparks fromthe cobbles, and the | eading

men owered their lances to batter the handful of archers aside,

and then they were through and galloping up the further streets
towards the castle. The white-fledged arrow still jutted fromthe
knight's thigh where it had sunk deep and Thonas sent a second

arrow after it, but that one vanished in the snoke as the French
fugitives disappeared in the old city's tight streets.

The castle had not fallen, but the city and the island bel onged to
the English. They did not belong to the King yet, because the great
lords, the earls and the barons, had not captured either place.
They bel onged to the archers and the hobel ars, and they now set

about plundering the wealth of Caen.

The Ile Saint Jean was, other than Paris itself, the fairest, plunpest
and nost elegant city in northern France. Its houses were beautiful
its gardens fragrant, its streets wide, its churches wealthy and its
citizens, as they should be, civilized. Into that pleasant place cane
a savage horde of nuddy, bloody nmen who found riches beyond

their dreams. What the hellequin had done to countless Breton
villages was now visited on a great city. It was a tine for killing,
for rape and wanton cruelty. Any Frenchman was an eneny, and

every eneny was cut down. The |eaders of the city garrison, nmagnates of
France, were safe in the upper floors of the barbican tower

and they stayed there until they recognized some English lords to
whom t hey could safely surrender, while a dozen kni ghts had

escaped to the castle. A few other |ords and kni ghts managed to
outgal l op the invading English and flee across the island s southern
bridge, but at |least a dozen titled nmen whose ransons coul d have

made a hundred archers rich as princelings were cut down |ike dogs
and reduced to nangl ed neat and weltering bl ood. Knights and
nmen- at -arnms, who could have paid a hundred or two hundred

pounds for their freedom were shot with arrows or dubbed down

in the mad rage which possessed the arny. As for the hunbler

men, the citizens armed with | engths of tinber, mattocks or nere



kni ves, they were just slaughtered. Caen, the city of the Conqueror
t hat had becone rich on English plunder, was killed that day and

the wealth of it was given back to Englishnen.

And not just its wealth, its women too. To be a woman in Caen

that day was to be given a foretaste of hell. There was little fire,
for men wanted the houses to be plundered rather than burned,

but there were devils aplenty. Men begged for the honour of their
wi ves and daughters, then were forced to watch that honour being
tranpl ed. Many wonen hid, but they were found soon enough by

men accustomed to riddling out hiding places in attics or under
stairs. The wonmen were driven to the streets, stripped bare and
paraded as trophies. One nerchant's wife, nonstrously fat, was
harnessed to a small cart and whi pped naked up and down the

main street which ran the length of the island. For an hour or nore
t he archers made her run, sone nmen | aughing thenselves to tears

at the sight of her massive rolls of fat, and when they were bored
with her they tossed her into the river where she crouched, weeping
and calling for her children until an archer, who had been trying
out a captured crossbow on a pair of swans, put a quarrel through
her throat. Men laden with silver plate were staggering over the
bridge, others were still searching for riches and instead found al e,
cider or wine, and so the excesses grew worse. A priest was hanged
froma tavern sign after he tried to stop a rape. Some men-at - ar ns,
very few, tried to stemthe horror, but they were hugely out-
nunbered and driven back to the bridge. The church of Saint Jean
whi ch was said to contain the fingerbones of Saint John the D vine,
a hoof of the horse Saint Paul was riding to Damascus and one of the
baskets that had held the mracul ous | oaves and fishes, was turned
into a brothel where the wonmen who had fled to the church for
sanctuary were sold to grinning soldiers. Men paraded in silks and

| ace and threw dice for the wonmen from whom they had stol en

the finery.

Thomas took no part. \What happened coul d not be stopped, not

by one man nor even by a hundred nmen. Another army could have
qguel l ed the mass rape, but in the end Thomas knew it woul d be

t he stupor of drunkenness that would finish it. Instead he searched
for his eneny's house, wandering fromstreet to street until he



found a dyi ng Frenchman and gave hima drink of water before

asking where Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque lived. The man rolled his
eyes, gasped for breath and stamrered that the house was in the

sout hern part of the island. You cannot mss it , the man said, it
is stone, all stone, and has three hawks carved above the door."
Thomas wal ked south. Bands of the Earl of Warw ck's nen-at-

arms were coming in force to the island to restore order, but they
were still struggling with the archers close to the bridge, and Thonas
was going to the southern part of the island which had not suffered
as badly as the streets and alleys closer to the bridge. He sawthe
stone house above the roofs of sone plundered shops. Mbst other
bui | di ngs were hal f-tinbered and strawroofed, but Sir Cuillaune

d' Evecque's two-storey nansion was alnost a fortress. Its walls
were stone, its roof tiled and its windows small, but still sone
archers had got inside, for Thomas could hear screams. He crossed

a small square where a | arge oak grew through the cobbles, strode

up the house steps and under an arch that was surmounted by the
three carved hawks. He was surprised by the depth of anger that

the sight of the escutcheon gave him This was revenge, he told

hi msel f, for Hookton.

He went through the hallway to find a group of archers and

hobel ars squabbl i ng over the kitchen pots. Two nenservants |ay

dead by the hearth in which a fire still snouldered. One of the
archers snarled at Thomas that they had reached the house first

and its contents were theirs, but before Thonmas coul d answer he
heard a scream fromthe upper floor and he turned and ran up the

bi g wooden stairway. Two roons opened fromthe upper hallway

and Thomas pushed open one of the doors to see an archer in the
Prince of Wales's livery struggling with a girl. The man had hal f
torn off her pale blue dress, but she was fighting back like a vixen
clawing at his face and ki cking his shins. Then, just as Thomas cane
into the room the man managed to subdue her with a great clout

to the head. The girl gasped and fell back into the wi de and enpty

hearth as the archer turned on Thonas. She's mne," he said curtly,
go and find your own.
Thomas | ooked at the girl. She was fair-haired, thin and weeping.

He renenbered Jeanette's angui sh after the Duke had raped her



and he could not stomach seeing such pain inflicted on another
girl, not even a girl in Sir @uillaune d' Evecque's mansi on
I think you' ve hurt her enough," he said. He crossed hinself,

remenbering his sins in Brittany. Let her go," he added.
The archer, a bearded man a dozen years ol der than Thomas,
drew his sword. It was an ol d weapon, broad-bladed and sturdy,
and the man hefted it confidently. Li sten, boy," he said, |'m going
to watch you go through that door, and if you don't I'Ill string your
goddamm guts fromwall to wall."
Thomas hefted the fal chion. I've sworn an oath to Saint Guinefort,"
he told the man, to protect all wonen.

Goddamm f ool . "

The man | eaped at Thomas, |unged, and Thomas stepped back
and parried so that the bl ades struck sparks as they rang together.
The bearded man was quick to recover, |unged again, and Thomas
t ook anot her backwards step and swept the sword aside with the
falchion. The girl was watching fromthe hearth with wi de bl ue eyes.
Thomas swung his broad bl ade, m ssed and was al nost skewered by
the sword, but he stepped aside just in time, then kicked the bearded
man in the knee so that he hissed with pain, then Thomas swept
the falchion in a great haymaking blow that cut into the bearded
man's neck. Blood arced across the roomas the man, without a
sound, dropped to the floor. The falchion had very nearly severed
his head and the blood still pulsed fromthe open wound as Thomas
knelt beside his victim

I f anyone asks,"” he said to the girl in French, your father did this,
then ran away." He had got into too rmuch trouble after nurdering a
squire in Brittany and did not want to conpound the crinme by the
death of an archer. He took four small coins fromthe archer's pouch
then smled at the girl, who had renai ned renmarkably cal mwhile

a man was al nost decapitated in front of her eyes. I''mnot going
to hurt you," Thonas said, | promse."
She watched him fromthe hearth. You won't?"

Not today," he said gently.
She stood, shaking the dizziness fromher head. She pulled her
dress close at her neck and tied the torn parts together with | oose
t hr eads. You may not hurt ne," she said, but others will."



Not if you stay with ne," Thonas said. Here," he took the big

bl ack bow from his shoul der, unstrung it and tossed it to her. Carry
that," he said, and everyone will know you're an archer's woman.
No one will touch you then."
She frowned at the weight of the bow. No one will hurt me?"
Not if you carry that," Thomas prom sed her again. I's this your
house?"
I work here,"” she said.
For Sir @uillaune d' Evecque?' he asked and she nodded. I's he
her e?"
She shook her head. | don't know where he is."
Thomas reckoned his enenmy was in the castle where he woul d
be trying to extricate an arrow from his thigh. Did he keep a | ance

here?" he asked, a great black lance with a silver blade?"
She shook her head quickly. Thomas frowned. The girl, he could
see, was trenbling. She had shown bravery, but perhaps the bl ood
seeping fromthe dead man's neck was unsettling her. He also noted
she was a pretty girl despite the bruises on her face and the dirt in
her tangle of fair hair. She had a |ong face nmade sol etm by big
eyes. Do you have fam |y here?" Thomas asked her.

My mot her died. | have no one except Sir Guillaune.”

And he left you here al one?" Thomas asked scornfully.

No! " she protested. He thought we'd be safe in the city, but
t hen, when your army cane, the nen decided to defend the island
instead. They left the city! Because all the good houses are here."
She sounded i ndi gnant .

So what do you do for Sir CGuillaune?" Thomas asked her

| clean,” she said, and milk the cows on the other side of the

river." She flinched as men shouted angrily fromthe square out-

si de.

Thomas smi | ed. It's all right, no one will hurt you. Hold on to

the bow |If anyone | ooks at you, say, | aman archer's woman. "

He repeated it slowy, then made her say the phrase over and over

till he was satisfied. Good!" He smiled at her. VWat's your nane?"
El eanor. "

He doubted it woul d serve much purpose to search the house,
t hough he did, but there was no | ance of Saint George hidden in any



of the roons. There was no furniture, no tapestries, nothing of any
val ue except the spits and pots and dishes in the kitchen. Everything
preci ous, El eanor said, had gone to the castle a week before. Thomas
| ooked at the shattered di shes on the kitchen flagstones.

How | ong have you worked for hinP" he asked.

Al nmy life," El eanor said, then added shyly, I|I'mfifteen."
And you never saw a great |ance that he brought back from
Engl and?"

No, " she said, eyes w de, but sonething about her expression

made Thomas thi nk she was |ying, though he did not challenge

her. He decided he woul d question her later, when she had | earned
to trust him

You'd better stay with nme," he told El eanor, then you won't get
hurt. [1'll take you to the encanpnent and when our arny noves
on you can cone back here." What he really meant was that she
could stay with himand becone a true archer's woman, but that,
like the lance, could wait a day or two.
She nodded, accepting that fate with equanimty. She nust have
prayed to be spared the rape that tortured Caen and Thomas was

her prayer's answer. He gave her his arrow bag so that she | ooked
even nmore |like an archer's woman. W' || have to go through the
city," he told El eanor as he | ed her down the staircase,'s o stay
cl ose. ™

He went down the house's outer steps. The small square was

now crowded with nounted nen-at-arns wearing the badge of the

bear and ragged staff. They had been sent by the Earl of Warwi ck
to stop the slaughter and robbery, and they stared hard at Thomas,
but he lifted his hands to show he was carrying nothing, then
t hreaded between the horses. He had gone perhaps a dozen paces
when he realized that El eanor was not with him She was terrified
of the horsenen in dirty mail, their grimfaces framed in steel and
so she had hesitated at the house door.
Thomas opened his mouth to call her and just then a horsenan
spurred at himfrom under the branches of the oak. Thomas | ooked
up, then the flat of a sword bl ade hammered into the side of his
head and he was pitched forward, his ear bleeding, onto the cobble-
stones. The falchion fell fromhis hand, then the man's horse



stepped on his forehead and Thomas's vision was seared with

['i ght ni ng

The man clinmbed fromthe saddl e and stanped his arnoured foot

on Thomas's head Thomas felt the pain, heard the protests from
the other men-at-arnms, then felt nothing as he was kicked a second
tinme. But in the few heartbeats before he | ost consciousness he had
recogni zed hi s assail ant

Sir Sinmon Jekyll, despite his agreement with the Earl, wanted
revenge.

Per haps Thonmas was |ucky. Perhaps his guardi an saint, whether

dog or nman, was | ooking after him for if he had been consci ous

he woul d have suffered torture Sir Sinmon m ght have put his signa-
ture to the agreenent with the Earl the previous night, but the
sight of Thomas had driven any nercy fromhis mnd. He

renmenbered the hunmiliation of being hunted naked through the

trees and he recalled the pain of the crossbow bolt in his leg, a
wound that still made himlinmp, and those nmenories provoked
not hi ng except a wish to give Thomas a |long, slow hurting that
woul d | eave the archer scream ng But Thomas had been stunned

by the flat of the sword and by the kicks to his head and he did
not know a thing as two nen-at-arnms dragged hi mtowards the

oak. At first the Earl of Warwick's nmen had tried to protect Thomas
from Sir Sinon, but when he assured themthat the man was a
deserter, a thief and a murderer they had changed their m nds.

They woul d hang hi m

And Sir Sinmon would let them |If these men hanged Thonmas as

a deserter then no one could accuse Sir Sinon of executing the
archer. He would have kept his word and the Earl of Northanpton

woul d still have to forfeit his share of the prize noney. Thonas
woul d be dead and Sir Sinon would be both richer and happi er
The nen-at-arnms were wlling enough once they heard Thonas

was a nmurderous thief They had orders to hang enough rioters,

thi eves and rapists to cool the army's ardour, but this quarter of the
i sl and, being furthest fromthe old city, had not seen the sane atroci-
ties as the northern half and so these nen-at-arnms had been denied



the opportunity to use the ropes which the Earl had issued. Now they
had a victimand so one man tossed the rope over an oak branch
Thomas was aware of little of it. He felt nothing as Sir Sinon
searched himand cut away the noney pouch from under his tunic;
he did not know a thing when the rope was knotted about his
neck, but then he was dinmly aware of the stench of horse urine
and suddenly there was a tightening at his gullet and his slowy
recovering sight was sheeted with red. He felt himself hauled into
the air, then tried to gasp because of a dreadful gripping pain in his
throat, but he could not gasp and he could scarcely breathe; he
could only feel a burning and choking as the snoky air scraped in
his wi ndpipe. He wanted to screamin terror but his lungs could do
not hi ng except give himagony. He had an instant's lucidity as he
realized he was dangling and jerking and twi tching, and though he
scrabbl ed at his neck with his hooked fingers he could not |oosen
the rope's strangling grip Then, in terror, he pissed hinself.
Yel | ow bastard," Sir Sinon sneered, and he struck at Thonas's
body with his sword, though the blowdid little nore than slice the
flesh at Thomas's wai st and swing his body on the rope
Leave himbe," one of the nmen-at-arns said. He's a dead Un,"
and they watched until Thonmas's novenents became spasnodic.
Then they mounted and rode on. A group of archers al so watched
fromone of the houses in the square, and their presence scared Sir
Si non, who feared they m ght be friends of Thomas and so, when
the Earl's nen left the square, he rode with them H s own followers
wer e searching the nearby church of Saint M chael, and Sir Sinon
had only come to the square because he had seen the tall stone
house and wondered if it contained plunder. |Instead he had found
Thomas and now Thomas was hanged. It was not the revenge Sir
Si ron had dreanmed of but there had been pleasure in it and that
was a conpensati on.
Thomas felt nothing now It was all darkness and no pain. He
was dancing the rope to hell, his head to one side, body still swi nging
slightly, legs twitching, hands curling and feet dripping.



The arny stayed five days in Caen. Sone three hundred Frenchnen

of rank, all of whomcould yield ransons, had been taken prisoner
and they were escorted north to where they could take ship for

Engl and. The injured English and Wl sh soldiers were carried to

t he Abbaye aux Danes where they lay in the cloisters, their wounds
stinking so high that the Prince and his entourage noved to the
Abbaye aux Hommes where the King had his quarters The bodies

of the nmassacred citizens were cleared fromthe streets. A priest of
the King's household tried to bury the dead decently, as befitted
Christians, but when a common grave was dug in the churchyard

of Saint Jean it could hold only five hundred bodi es, and no one had
time or spades enough to bury the rest, so four and a half thousand
corpses were tipped into the rivers. The city's survivors, creeping
out of their hiding places when the madness of the sack was over,
wandered al ong the riverbanks to search for their relatives anong
the corpses that were stranded by the falling tide. Their searches
di sturbed the wild dogs and the screeching fl ocks of ravens and
gulI's that squabbled as they feasted on the bl oated dead.

The castle was still in French hands. Its walls were high and thick
and no | adder could scale them The King sent a herald to demand

the garrison's surrender, but the French lords in the great keep
politely refused and then invited the English to do their worst,
confident that no mangonel or catapult could hurl a stone high
enough to breach their lofty walls. The King reckoned they were
right, so instead ordered his gunners to break down the castle's
stones, and the arnmy's five largest cannon were trundl ed through

the old city on their wagons. Three of the guns were |ong tubes
made from w ought-iron strips bound by steel hoops, while two

had been cast in brass by bell-founders and | ooked |ike bul bous jars
with swollen oval bellies, narrow necks and flaring mouths. All
were around five feet | ong and needed shear-1egs to be swung from

t heir wagons onto wooden cradl es.

The cradl es were set on planks of wood. The ground under the

gun carri ages had been graded so that the guns could point up
towards the castle's gate. Bring down the gate, the King had
ordered, and he could release his archers and nen-at-arnms in an
assault. So the gunners, nobst of themnen from Flanders or Italy



who were skilled in this work, mixed their gunpowder. It was nade
from sal tpetre, sul phur and charcoal, but the saltpetre was heavier
than the other ingredients and always settled to the bottom of the
barrels while the charcoal rose to the top so the gunners had to stir
the m x thoroughly before they | adled the deadly powder into the
bellies of the jars. They placed a shovel ful of |oam made from water
and clay soil, in the narrow part of each gun's neck before | oading
the crudely scul pted stone balls that were the nmissiles. The | oam
was to seal the firing chanber so that the power of the expl osion
did not | eak away before all the powder had caught the fire. Stil
nore | oam was packed about the stone balls to fill the space between
the mssiles and the barrels, then the gunners had to wait while

the | oam hardened to nmake a firner seal

The other three guns were quicker to |load. Each iron tube was

| ashed to a massive wooden cradle that ran the length of the gun
then turned in a right angle so that the gun's breech rested agai nst
a baul k of solid oak. That breech, a quarter of the gun's |ength, was
separate fromthe barrel, and was lifted clean out of the cradle and
set upright on the ground where it was filled with the precious

bl ack powder. Once the three breech chanbers were filled they

were sealed by willow plugs to contain the explosion, then slotted
back into their cradles. The three tube barrels had al ready been

| oaded, two with stone balls and the third with a yard-1ong garro,

a giant arrow made of iron

The three breech chanbers had to be worked firmy against the
barrels so that the force of the explosion did not escape through
the joint between the gun's two parts. The gunners used wooden
wedges that they hanmered between the breech and the oak at

t he back of the cradle, and every blow of the mauls sealed the joints
i nperceptibly tighter. Qher gunners were |adling powder into the
spare breech chanbers that would fire the next shots. It all took
time, well over an hour for the loamin the two bul bous guns to

set firmenough, and the work attracted a huge crowd of curious

onl ookers who stood a judicious distance away to be safe from
fragnments should any of the strange machi nes expl ode. The French
just as curious, watched fromthe castle battlenments. Once in a
whil e a defender woul d shoot a crossbow quarrel, but the range



was too long. One bolt came within a dozen yards of the guns, but
the rest fell well short and each failure provoked a jeer fromthe
wat chi ng archers. Finally the French abandoned the provocation

and j ust wat ched.

The three tube guns could have been fired first, for they had no
loamto set, but the King wanted the first volley to be sinultaneous.
He envisaged a mighty blow in which the five mssiles would shatter
the castle gate and, once the gate was down, he woul d have his
gunners gnaw at the gate's arch. The master gunner, a tall and

[ ugubrious Italian, finally declared the weapons ready and so the
fuses were fetched. These were short |engths of hollow straw filled
wi th gunpowder, their ends sealed with clay, and the fuses were
pushed down through the narrow touchholes. The nmaster gunner

pi nched the clay seal fromeach fuse's upper end, then nmade the

sign of the cross. A priest had already bl essed the guns, sprinkling
themw th holy water, and now the master gunner knelt and | ooked

at the King, who was nounted on a tall grey stallion

The King, yell ow bearded and bl ue-eyed, |ooked up at the castle.

A new banner had been hung fromthe ranparts, show ng God

hol ding a hand in blessing over a fleur-de-lis. It was tinme, he

t hought, to show the French whose side God was really on. You

may fire," he said solemly.

Fi ve gunners arned thenselves with linstocks, |ong wands that

each held a length of glowing linen. They stood well to the side of
the guns and, at a signal fromthe Italian, they touched the fire to
t he exposed fuses. There was a brief fizzing, a puff of smoke fromthe
touchhol es, then the five mouths vanished in a cloud of grey-white
snoke in which five nonstrous flanmes stabbed and withed as the

guns themsel ves, firmgripped by their cradles, slamred back al ong
their plank bedding to thud agai nst the nounds of earth piled

behi nd each breech. The noise of the weapons hamrered | ouder

than the | oudest thunder. It was a noise that physically pounded
the eardrunms and echoed back fromthe pale castle walls, and when
the sound at |ast faded the snoke still hung in a shabby screen in

front of the guns that now |l ay askew on their carriages with gently
snoki ng muzzl es.
The noi se had startled a thousand nesting birds up fromthe old



city's roofs and the castle's higher turrets, yet the gate appeared
undamaged. The stone balls had shattered thensel ves agai nst the
wal I's, while the garro had done nothi ng except gouge a furrow

in the approach road. The French, who had ducked behind the

battl ements when the noi se and snoke erupted, now stood and

called insults as the gunners stoically began to realign their

weapons.
The King, thirty-four years old and not as confident as his bearing
suggested, frowned as the snoke cl eared. Did we use enough

powder ?" he demanded of the naster gunner. The question had to
be translated into Italian by a priest.

Use nmore powder, sire," the Italian said, and the guns will shat-
ter." He spoke regretfully. Men always expected his machines to
work mracles and he was tired of explaining that even bl ack
powder needed tine and patience to do its work.

You know best," the King said dubiously, 1'msure you know
best." He was hiding his disappointnment for he had hal f hoped t hat
t he whol e castle would shatter |ike glass when the mssiles struck
H s entourage, nost of them ol der nmen, were | ooking contenptuous
for they had little faith in guns and even less in Italian gunners.

Who, " the King asked a conpanion, is that woman with ny
son?"

The Countess of Arnmorica, sire. She fled fromBrittany."

The Ki ng shuddered, not because of Jeanette, but because the

rotten snell of the powder snoke was pungent. He grows up fast,"
he said, with just a touch of jealousy in his voice. He was bedding
some peasant girl, who was pleasant enough and knew her busi ness,

but she was not as beautiful as the bl ack-haired Countess who
acconpani ed his son.

Jeanette, unaware that the King watched her, gazed at the castle

in search of any sign that it had been struck by gunfire. So what
happened?" she asked the Prince.

It takes tine," the Prince said, hiding his surprise that the castle
gate had not magically vanished in an eruption of splinters. But
they do say," he went on, that in the future we shall fight with
not hi ng but guns. Mysepuddled |loamto the nearest gun. The grass in front
t he guns
was burning in a score of places and the air was filled with a stench
like rotted eggs that was even nore repugnant than the snell of
the corpses in the river.

If it amuses you, ny dear, then | amglad we have the nachi nes,
the Prince said, then frowned because a group of his white-and-
green-clad archers were jeering the gunners. \VWhat ever happened
to the man who brought you from Normandy?" he asked. | should
have t hanked himfor his services to you."

Jeanette feared she was bl ushing, but made her voice carel ess. I
have not seen him since we cane here."

The Prince twisted in his saddle. Bohun!™ he called to the Earl of
Nor t hanpt on. Didn't nmy |lady's personal archer join your fellows?"
He did, sire."

So where is he?"
The Earl shrugged. Vani shed. We think he nust have died cross-

ing the river."

Poor fellow, " the Prince said, poor fellow"
And Jeanette, to her surprise, felt a pang of sorrow. Then thought
it was probably for the best. She was the w dow of a count and

now the | over of a prince, and Thomas, if he was on the river's

bed, could never tell the truth. Poor man," she said lightly, and
he behaved so gallantly to nme." She was | ooking away fromthe
Prince in case he saw her flushed face and she found herself staring,

of



to her utter astonishnment, at Sir Sinon Jekyll, who, wth another
group of knights, had come for the entertainment of the guns. Sir
Si ron was | aughing, evidently anused that so nuch noi se and

snoke had produced so little effect. Jeanette, disbelieving her eyes,
just stared at him She had gone pale. The sight of Sir Sinon had
brought back the nmenories of her worst days in La Roche-Derrien,

t he days of fear, poverty, humliation and the uncertainty of know
ing to whom she could turn for help.

| fear we never rewarded the fellow," the Prince said, still speak-
i ng of Thomas, then he saw that Jeanette was taking no notice.

My dear?" the Prince pronpted, but she still |ooked away from

hi m My lady?" The Prince spoke |ouder, touching her arm

Sir Sinmon had noticed there was a wonan with the Prince, but



he had not realized it was Jeanette. He only saw a slender lady in

a pale gold dress, seated side-saddl e on an expensive palfrey that
was hung with green and white ribbons. The wonan wore a tal

hat fromwhich a veil stirred in the wind. The veil had conceal ed
her profile, but now she was staring directly at him indeed she
was pointing at himand, to his horror, he recogni zed the Countess.
He al so recogni zed the banner of the young man besi de her though

at first he could not believe she was with the Prince. Then he saw
the grimentourage of mailed men behind the fair-haired youth

and he had an inpulse to flee, but instead nervel essly dropped to

his knees. As the Prince, Jeanette and the horsemen approached

him he fell full length on the ground. His heart was beating wildly,
his mind a whirl of panic.

Your name?" the Prince demanded curtly.

Sir Sinmon opened his nouth, but no words woul d cone.

H s name," Jeanette said vengefully, is Sir Sinmon Jekyll. He tried
to strip ne naked, sire, and then he would have raped ne if | had

not been rescued. He stole ny noney, ny arnour, my horses, ny
shi ps and he woul d have taken ny honour with as rmuch delicacy

as a wolf stealing a lanb."

Is it true?" the Prince demanded.

Sir Simon still could not speak, but the Earl of Northunberland

i ntervened. The ships, armour and horses, sire, were spoils of war.
| granted themto him'

And the rest, Bohun?"

The rest, sire?" The Earl shrugged. The rest Sir Sinon nust
explain for hinmself."

But it seens he is speechless,
your tongue, Jekyll?"

Sir Sinmon raised his head and caught Jeanette's gaze, and it was
so triunmphant that he dropped his head again. He knew he should
say sonet hing, anything, but his tongue seemed too big for his
mout h and he feared he would nerely stamer nonsense, so he

kept silent.

You tried to smrch a lady's honour," the Prince accused Sir
Sinmon. Edward of Wodstock had high ideas of chivalry, for his
tutors had ever read to himfromthe romances. He understood that

the Prince said. Have you | ost



war was not as gentle as the hand-witten books liked to suggest,
- but he believed that those who were in places of honour should
display it, whatever the common man m ght do. The Prince was
also in |love, another ideal encouraged by the romances. Jeanette
had captivated him and he was determ ned that her honour woul d
be uphel d. He spoke again, but his words were drowned by the
sound of a tube gun firing. Everyone turned to stare at the castle,
but the stone ball nerely shattered against the gate tower, doing
no damage
Wul d you fight me for the lady's honour?" the Prince demanded
of Sir Sinon.
Sir Sinmon woul d have been happy to fight the Prince so | ong as
he coul d have been assured that his victory would bring no reprisals.
He knew the boy had a reputation as a warrior, yet the Prince was
not full grown and nowhere near as strong or experienced as Sir
Sinmon, but only a fool fought against a prince and expected to win.
The King, it was true, entered tournanments, but he did so disguised
in plain armour, wthout a surcoat, so that his opponents had no
idea of his identity, but if Sir Sinon fought the Prince then he
woul d not dare use his full strength, for any injury done would be
repaid a thousandfold by the prince's supporters, and indeed, even
as Sir Sinmon hesitated, the grimmen behind the Prince spurred
their horses forward as if offering thensel ves as champions for the
fight. Sir Sinon, overwhelmed by reality, shook his head.
If you will not fight," the Prince said in his high, clear voice,
then we rmust assune your guilt and demand reconpense. You
owe the lady arnour and a sword."
The arnour was fairly taken, sire," the Earl of Northanpton
poi nted out.
No man can take armour and weapons from a mere wonan
fairly," the Prince snapped. Where is the armour now, Jekyll?"
Lost, sir," Sir Sinon spoke for the first time. He wanted to tel
the Prince the whole story, how Jeanette had arranged an anbush
but that tale ended with his own humiliation and he had the sense
to keep quiet.
Then that mail coat will have to suffice,’
Take it off. And the sword too."

the Prince decl ared.



Sir Sinmon gaped at the Prince, but saw he was serious. He
unbuckl ed the sword belt and let it drop, then hauled the mail coat
over his head so that he was left in his shirt and breeches.

What is in the pouch?" the Prince demanded, pointing at the
heavy | eat her bag suspended about Sir Sinon's neck

Sir Sinmon sought an answer and found none but the truth, which
was that the pouch was the heavy noney bag he had taken from
Thonas. It is noney, sire.”

Then give it to her |adyship."

Sir Sinmon lifted the bag over his head and held it out to Jeanette,
who smiled sweetly. Thank you, Sir Sinon," she said.

Your horse is forfeit too," the Prince decreed, and you will |eave
this encanpnent by mdday for you are not welcone in our com
pany. You may go home, Jekyll, but in England you will not have

our favour."

Sir Sinmon | ooked into the Prince's eyes for the first time. You
dammed miserable little pup, he thought, with your nmother's mlk
still sour on your unshaven lips, then he shook as he was struck

by the coldness of the Prince's eyes. He bowed, know ng he was
bei ng bani shed, and he knew it was unfair, but there was not hing

he coul d do except appeal to the King, yet the King owed himno
favours and no great nmen of the real mwould speak for him and

so he was effectively an outcast. He could go hone to England, but
there nen would soon |l earn he had incurred royal disfavour and

his life would be endl ess m sery. He bowed, he turned and he

wal ked away in his dirty shirt as silent nmen opened a path for him
The cannon fired on. They fired four times that day and ei ght

the next, and at the end of the two days there was a splintered rent
in the castle gate that night have given entrance to a starved spar-
row. The guns had done nothing except hurt the gunners" ears and
shatter stone balls against the castle's ranparts. Not a Frenchman
had di ed, though one gunner and an archer had been killed when

one of the brass guns exploded into a nyriad red-hot scraps of
metal. The King, realizing that the attenpt was ridicul ous, ordered
t he guns taken away and the siege of the castle abandoned.

And the next day the whole arnmy left Caen. They nmarched east-

war ds, going towards Paris, and after themcraw ed their wagons



and their canp followers and their herds of beef cattle, and for a
long tinme afterwards the eastern sky showed white where the dust
of their marching hazed the air. But at last the dust settled and the
city, ravaged and sacked, was left alone. The folk who had succeeded
in escaping fromthe island crept back to their hones. The splintered
door of the castle was pushed open and its garrison came down to
see what was left of Caen. For a week the priests carried an i nage
of Saint Jean about the littered streets and sprinkled holy water to get
rid of the Iingering stink of the eneny. They said Masses for the
soul s of the dead, and prayed fervently that the wetched English
woul d neet the King of France and have their own ruin visited on
t hem

But at |east the English were gone, and the violated city, ruined,
could stir again.

Li ght cane first. A hazy light, smeared, in which Thomas thought
he coul d see a wi de wi ndow, but a shadow nmoved agai nst the
wi ndow and the light went. He heard voices, then they faded. In
pascui s herbarum addi navit ne. The words were in his head. He nakes
me lie down in |leafy pastures. A psalm the same psal mfrom which
his father had quoted his dying words. Calix meus inebrians. M cup
makes me drunk. Only he was not drunk. Breathing hurt, and
his chest felt as though he was being pressed by the torture of
the stones. Then there was bl essed darkness and oblivion once
nor e.
The light cane again. It wavered. The shadow was there, the
shadow nmoved towards himand a cool hand was laid on his
f or ehead.

| do believe you are going to live," a man's voice said in a tone
of surprise.
Thomas tried to speak, but only managed a strangled, grating
sound.

It astonishes ne," the voice went on, what young nmen can
endure. Babies too. Life is marvellously strong. Such a pity we waste
it



It's plentiful enough,"” another man said.

The voice of the privileged," the first man, whose hand was stil
on Thomas's forehead, answered. You take life," he said,'s o val ue
it as a thief values his victins."

And you are a victinmP"

O course. Alearned victim a wise victim even a valuable victim
but still a victim And this young man, what is he?"

An English archer," the second voice said sourly, and if we had
any sense we'd kill himhere and now "

I think we shall try and feed himinstead. Help ne raise him"
Hands pushed Thomas upright in the bed, and a spoonful of warm
soup was put into his nouth, but he could not swallow and so
spat the soup onto the blankets. Pain seared through him and the
dar kness canme agai n.

The light cane a third tine or perhaps a fourth, he could not

tell. Perhaps he dreaned it, but this tine an old man stood outlined
agai nst the bright window. The man had a |ong bl ack robe, but he

was not a priest or nmonk, for the robe was not gathered at the

wai st and he wore a small square black hat over his long white

hai r.

Cod," Thomas tried to say, though the word cane out as a gut-

tural grunt.

The old man turned. He had a |ong, forked beard and was hol di ng

a jordan jar. It had a narrow neck and a round belly, and the bottle
was filled with a pale yellow liquid that the nan held up to the
light. He peered at the liquid, then swilled it about before sniffing
the jar's nouth.

Are you awake?"

Yes. "

And you can speak! Wat a doctor | am M brilliance astonishes
me; if only it would persuade nmy patients to pay me. But nost
believe | should be grateful that they don't spit at me. Wuld you
say this urine is clear?"

Thomas nodded and wi shed he had not for the pain jarred
t hrough hi s neck and down his spine.

You do not consider it turgid? Not dark? No, indeed not. It snells

and tastes healthy too. A good flask of clear yellow urine, and there



is no better sign of good health. Alas, it is not yours." The doctor
pushed open the w ndow and poured the urine away. Swal | ow, "
he instructed Thonas.
Thomas's nouth was dry, but he obediently tried to swall ow and
i medi ately gasped with pain.

| think," the doctor said, that we had best try a thin gruel. Very
thin, with some oil, | believe, or better still, butter. That thing tied
about your neck is a strip of cloth which has been soaked in holy
water. It was not ny doing, but | did not forbid it. You Christians
believe in magic, indeed you could have no faith w thout a trust
in magic, so | nust indulge your beliefs. |Is that a dog's paw about
your neck? Don't tell me, I"'msure | don't want to know. However
when you recover, | trust you will understand that it was neither
dog paws nor wet cloths that heal ed you, but ny skill. | have bled
you, | have applied poultices of dung, npss and clove, and | have
sweat ed you. FEl eanor, though, will insist it was her prayers and
that tawdry strip of wet cloth that revived you

El eanor ?"

She cut you down, dear boy. You were half dead. By the tine

| arrived you were nore dead than alive and | advised her to |let
you expire in peace. | told her you were halfway in what you insi st
is hell and that | was too old and too tired to enter into a tugging
contest with the devil, but El eanor insisted and | have ever found

it difficult to resist her entreaties. Guel with rancid butter, | think
You are weak, dear boy, very weak. Do you have a nane?"

Thomas. "

M ne is Mrdecai, though you may call ne Doctor. You won't,

of course. You'll call me a dammed Jew, a Christ nurderer, a secret
wor shi pper of pigs and a ki dnapper of Christian children." This
was all said cheerfully. How absurd! \Wo woul d want to ki dnap

children, Christian or otherwise? Vile things. The only nercy of
children is that they grow up, as ny son has but then, tragically,
they beget nore children. W do not learn life's | essons.™
Doctor?" Thomas croaked.

Thomas?"

Thank you."

An Englishman with nanners! The world's wonders never cease.



Wait there, Thonmms, and do not have the bad manners to die while

I"'mgone. | shall fetch gruel."
Doct or ?"
| amstill here."

Wiere am | ?"

In the house of ny friend, and quite safe.”

Your friend?"

Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque, knight of the sea and of the |land, and

as great a fool as any | know, but a good-hearted fool. He does at
| east pay ne."
Thomas cl osed his eyes. He did not really understand what the
doctor had said, or perhaps he did not believe it. H s head was
aching. There was pain all through his body, from his aching head,
down to his throbbing toes. He thought of his nother, because that
was conforting, then he remenbered being hauled up the tree and

he shivered. He w shed he could sleep again, for in sleep there was
no pain, but then he was nmade to sit up and the doctor forced a
pungent, oily gruel into his nouth and he managed not to spit it

out or throw it up. There rmust have been nushroons in the gruel

or else it had been infused with the henp-like | eaves that the
Hookt on vill agers had call ed angel salad, for after he had eaten he
had vivid dreams, but |ess pain. Wen he awoke it was dark and

he was al one, but he nanaged to sit up and even stand, though he
tottered and had to sit again.

Next norning, when the birds were calling fromthe oak branches
where he had so nearly died, a tall man canme into the room The
man was on crutches and his left thigh was swat hed i n bandages.

He turned to | ook at Thomas and showed a face that was horribly
scarred. A blade had cut himfromthe forehead to the jaw, taking
the man's left eye in its savage chop. He had long yellow hair, very

shaggy and full, and Thomas guessed the man had been handsone
once, though now he | ooked like a thing of nightnare.
Mor decai ," the man growed, tells ne you will live."

Wth God's help," Thomas said.

| doubt God's interested in you," the nan said sourly. He |ooked
to be in his thirties and had the bowed | egs of a horseman and the
deep chest of a man who practises hard with weapons. He swung



on the crutches to the wi ndow, where he sat on the sill. H's beard
was streaked with white where the bl ade had chopped into his jaw
and his voice was uncomonly deep and harsh. But you m ght

live with Mordecai's help. There isn't a physician to touch himin
al I Nornmandy, though Christ al one knows how he does it. He's

been squinting at ny piss for a week now. |1'mcrippled, you Jew sh
halfwit, I tell him not wounded in the bladder, but he just tells ne
to shut nmy nouth and squeeze out nore drops. He'll start on you
soon." The man, who wore not hing except a long white shirt, con-
tenpl at ed Thomas noodily. | have a notion," he grow ed, that you
are the godforsaken bastard who put an arrow into ny thigh. |
renenber seeing a son of a whore with long hair |ike yours, then

I was hit."

You're Sir Guillaume?"

l am"

| meant to kill you,"™ Thonas said.

So why shouldn't | kill you?" Sir Quillaune asked. You lie in
nmy bed, drink my gruel and breathe my air. English bastard. Wrse,
you're a Vexille."

Thomas turned his head to stare at the forbidding Sir Guillaune.
He said nothing, for the last three words had nystified him

But | choose not to kill you," Sir Quillaunme said, because you
saved ny daughter fromrape."

Your daught er?"

El eanor, you fool. She's a bastard daughter, of course,"” Sir Quil-
[ aunme sai d. Her nother was a servant to mny father, but El eanor

is all I'"ve got left and I'mfond of her. She says you were kind to
her, which is why she cut you down and why you're lying in ny

bed. She always was overly sentinmental." He frowned. But | stil
have a mind to slice your dammed throat."

For four years," Thomas said, | have dreaned of slitting yours."
Sir CGuillaunme's one eye gazed at him bal eful ly. O course you

have. You're a Vexille."

|'ve never heard of the Vexilles,"'
Thomas of Hookton."
Thomas hal f expected Sir Guillaume to frown as he tried to
renenber Hookton, but his recognition of the name was instant.

Thonmas sai d. My nane is



Hookton," he said, Hookton. GCood sweet Christ, Hookton." He

was silent for a few heartbeats. And of course you're a dammed
Vexille. You have their badge on your bow. "
M/ bow?"

You gave it to Eleanor to carry! She kept it."
Thomas cl osed his eyes. There was pain in his neck and down

his back and in his head. I think it was ny father's badge," he said,
but I don't really know because he would never talk of his famly.
I know he hated his own father. | wasn't very fond of my own,
but your men killed himand | swore to avenge him"
Sir Guillaume turned to gaze out of the w ndow. You have truly
never heard of the Vexilles?"
Never."
Then you are fortunate." He stood. They are the devil's of fspring,
and you, | suspect, are one of their pups. | would kill you, boy,

with as little conscience as if | stanped on a spider, but you were
kind to ny bastard daughter and for that | thank you." He |inped
fromthe room

Leavi ng Thonmas in pain and utterly confused.

Thomas recovered in Sir Quillaune's garden, shaded fromthe sun

by two quince trees under which he waited anxiously for doctorMr-
decai's daily verdict on the col our, consistency, taste and snell of
his urine. It did not seemto matter to the doctor that Thomas's
grotesquely swoll en neck was subsiding, nor that he could swall ow
bread and neat again. Al that mattered was the state of his urine.
There was, the doctor declared, no finer nethod of diagnosis. The
urine betrays all. If it snells rank, or if it is dark, if it tastes of
vi negar or should it be cloudy then it is time for vigorous doctoring.
But good, pale, sweet-snelling urine like this is the worst news of
all."

The worst?" Thomas asked, al arned.

It neans fewer fees for a physician, dear boy."
The doctor had survived the sack of Caen by hiding in a neigh-

hour's pig shed. They sl aughtered the pigs, but nmissed the Jew



M nd you, they broke all ny instrunments, scattered ny nedicines,
shattered all but three of ny bottles and burned ny house. Which

is why | amforced to live here." He shuddered, as though living in
Sir Guillaume's mansion was a hardship. He snelled Thomas's urine

and then, uncertain of his diagnosis, spilled a drop onto a finger

and tasted it. Very fine," he said, lanmentably fine." He poured the
jar's contents onto a bed of |avender where bees were at work. So

| lost everything," he said, and this after we were assured by our
great lords that the city would be safe!™ Oiginally, the doctor had
told Thomas, the | eaders of the garrison had insisted on defending
only the walled city and the castle, but they needed the help of the
townsfol k to man the walls and those townsfol k had insisted that

the Ile Saint Jean be defended, for that was where the city's wealth
lay, and so, at the very last mnute, the garrison had streamed across
the bridge to disaster. Fools," Mrdecai said scornfully, fools in
steel and glory. Fools."

Thomas and Mordecai were sharing the house while Sir Guil -

laume visited his estate in Evecque, sone thirty mles south of Caen
where he had gone to raise nore nen. He will fight on," the doctor
said, wounded leg or not."

What will he do with me?"

Not hi ng, " the doctor said confidently. He |i kes you, despite al
his bluster. You saved El eanor, didn't you? He's always been fond
of her. H's wife wasn't, but he is.”

What happened to his w fe?"

She died," Mrdecai said,'s he just died."

Thomas coul d eat properly now and his strength returned fast so

that he could wal k about the Ile Saint Jean with El eanor. The island
| ooked as though a plague had struck, for over half the houses were
enpty and even those that were occupied were still blighted by the
sack. Shutters were missing, doors splintered and the shops had no
goods. Sone country folk were selling beans, peas and cheeses from
wagons, and small boys were offering fresh perch taken fromthe

rivers, but they were still hungry days. They were al so nervous
days, for the city's survivors feared that the hated English m ght
return and the island was still haunted by the sickly snmell of the

corpses in the two rivers where the gulls, rats and dogs grew fat.



El eanor hated wal ki ng about the city, preferring to go south into

t he countrysi de where blue dragonflies flew above water lilies in
the streans that tw sted between fields of overripe rye, barley and
wheat .

I love harvest tinme," she told Thonas. W used to go into the
fields and help." There would be little harvest this year, for there
were no folk to cut the grain and so the corn buntings were stripping
t he heads and pi geons were squabbling over the |eavings. There
shoul d be a feast at harvest's end," Eleanor said wistfully.

W had a feast too," Thomas said, and we used to hang corn
dollies in the church.”

Corn dol l'i es?"

He nade her a little doll from straw W used to hang thirteen
of these above the altar,"” he told her, one for Christ and one each
for the Apostles.” He picked some cornflowers and gave themto

El eanor, who threaded theminto her hair. It was very fair hair,
like sunlit gold
They tal ked i ncessantly and one day Thomas asked her again
about the lance and this tinme El eanor nodded.

| lied to you," she said, because he did have it, but it was stolen."
Who stole it?"

She touched her face. The man who took his eye."
A man called Vexille?"
She nodded sol enml y. | think so. But it wasn't here, it was in

Evecque. That's his real home. He got the Caen house when he
married."

Tell me about the Vexilles," Thomas urged her.

I know not hing of them" Eleanor said, and he believed her
They were sitting by a stream where two swans floated and a

heron stal ked frogs in a reedbed. Thomas had tal ked earlier of wal k-
ing away from Caen to find the English army and his words mnust
have been wei ghing on El eanor's mnd for she frowned at him

WIl you really go?"

| don't know" He wanted to be with the arny, for that was
where he bel onged, though he did not know how he was to find

it, nor how he was to survive in a countryside where the English
had made thensel ves hated, but he also wanted to stay. He wanted



to learn nore about the Vexilles and only Sir CGuillaume coul d
sati sfy that hunger. And, day by day, he wanted to be w th El eanor
There was a cal mgentleness in her that Jeanette had never pGssessed,
gentl eness that made himtreat her with tenderness for
fear that otherw se he would break her. He never tired of watching
her long face with its slightly holl ow cheeks and bony nose and big
eyes. She was enbarrassed by his scrutiny, but did not tell himto
st op.

Sir Guillaune," she told him tells ne | look |like nmy nother

but I don't remenber her very well."
Sir @uillaune came back to Caen with a dozen nen-at-arns
whom he had hired in northern Alencon. He would lead themto
war, he said, along with the half-dozen of his men who had survived
the fall of Caen. His leg was still sore, but he could wal k w t hout
crutches and on the day of his return he summarily ordered Thomas
to go with himto the church of Saint Jean. El eanor, working in the
kitchen, joined themas they left the house and Sir uillaune did
not forbid her to cone.

Fol k bowed as Sir Cuillaune passed and many sought his assur-
ance that the English were truly gone.

They are marching towards Paris," he would answer, and our

king will trap themand kill them"

You think so?" Thomas asked after one such assurance.

| pray so," Sir Cuillaume grow ed. That's what the King is for
isn'"t it? To protect his people? And God knows, we need protection
I"'mtold that if you clinb that tower," he nodded towards the church
of Saint Jean that was their destination, you can see the snoke from
the towns your arny has burned. They are conducting a chevauche ."
Chevauchee ?" El eanor asked.

Her father sighed. A chevauche , child, is when you march in a
great line through your enemy's country and you burn, destroy
and break everything in your path. The object of such barbarity is
to force your eneny to cone out fromhis fortresses and fight, and

I think our king will oblige the English."

And the English bows," Thomas said, wll cut his army down
like hay."
Sir Cuillaunme | ooked angry at that, but then shrugged. A



mar chi ng army gets worn down," he said. The horses go | anme, the
boots wear out and the arrows run out. And you haven't seen the
m ght of France, boy. For every knight of yours we have six. You
can shoot your arrows till your bows break, but we'll still have
enough nen left to kill you." He fished in a pouch hanging at his
belt and gave sone small coins to the beggars at the churchyard
gate, which lay close to the new grave where the five hundred
corpses had been buried. 1t was now a nound of raw earth dotted
wi th dandelions and it stank, for when the English had dug the
grave they had struck water not far beneath the surface and so the
pit was too shallow and the earth covering was too thin to contain
the corruption the grave conceal ed.

El eanor cl apped a hand to her nouth, then hurried up the steps
into the church where the archers had auctioned the town's w ves
and daughters. The priests had thrice exorcized the church with
prayers and holy water, but it still had a sad air, for the statues
were broken and the wi ndows shattered. Sir Quillaunme genuflected
towards the main altar, then | ed Thonas and El eanor up a side
ai sle where a painting on the |imewashed wall showed Saint John
escapi ng fromthe cauldron of boiling oil that the Emperor Donitian
had prepared for him The saint was shown as an ethereal form

hal f smoke and half man, floating away in the air while the Roman
sol diers | ooked on in perpiexity.
Sir Cuillaume approached a side altar where he dropped to his

knees beside a great black flagstone and Thomas, to his surprise, saw
that the Frenchman was weeping from his one eye. I brought you
here," Sir Quillaune said, to teach you a | esson about your famly."
Thomas did not contradict him He did not know that he was a
Vexille, but the yale on the silver badge suggested he was.

Beneath that stone," Sir Quillaune said, lies nmy wife and ny
two children. A boy and a girl. He was six, she was eight and their
not her was twenty-five years old. The house here bel onged to her
father. He gave ne his daughter as ransomfor a boat | captured.

It was nmere piracy, not war, but | gained a good wife fromit." The
tears were flowi ng now and he closed his eye. Eleanor stood beside
him a hand on his shoul der, while Thomas wait ed. Do you know, "

Sir CGuillaume asked after a while, why we went to Hookton?"



W t hought because the tide took you away from Poole."

No, we went to Hookton on purpose. | was paid to go there by
a man who called hinmself the Harlequin."

Li ke hel |l equi n?" Thomas asked.

It is the same word, only he used the Italian form A devil's

soul , laughing at God, and he even | ooked like you." Sir @uillaune
crossed hinself, then reached out to trace a finger down the edge

of the stone. W went to fetch a relic fromthe church. You knew

t hat al ready, surely?"

Thomas nodded. And | have sworn to get it back."

Sir CGuillaume seenmed to sneer at that anbition. | thought it was

all foolishness, but in those days |I thought all life was foolishness.

Why woul d sonme mi serable church in an insignificant English vil-
| age have a precious relic? But the Harlequin insisted he was right,
and when we took the village we found the relic."

The [ ance of Saint CGeorge,"” Thonas said flatly.

The [ ance of Saint CGeorge,"” Sir Quillaune agreed. | had a contract
with the Harlequin. He paid me a little noney, and the bal ance
was kept by a nonk in the abbey here. He was a nonk that everyone
trusted, a scholar, a fierce man whom fol k said would becone a
saint, but when we returned | found that Brother Martin had fled
and he had taken the noney with him So | refused to give the
lance to the Harlequin. Bring me nine hundred livres in good silver
| told him and the lance is yours, but he would not pay. So I kept
the lance. | kept it in Evecque and the nonths passed and | heard
not hi ng and | thought the | ance had been forgotten. Then, two
years ago, in the spring, the Harlequin returned. He canme with
nmen-at-arnms and he captured the manor. He slaughtered everyone
- everyone, and took the |ance."

Thomas stared at the black fl agstone. You |ived?"

Scarcely,” Sir Quillaume said. He hauled up his black jacket and
showed a terrible scar on his belly. They gave me three wounds, "
he went on. One to the head, one to the belly and one to the |eg.
They told me the one to the head was because | was a fool wth
no brains, the one in the guts was a reward for ny greed and the
one to the leg was so | would linp down to hell. Then they left ne
to watch the corpses of nmy wife and children while | died. But I



lived, thanks to Mordecai." He stood, wincing as he put his weight

onto his left |eg. I lived," he said grimMy, and | swore | would find
the man who did that," he pointed at the flagstone, and send his
soul screaming into the pit. It took ne a year to discover who he

was, and you know how | did it? Wen he cane to Evecque he

had his nen's shields covered with black cloth, but | slashed the
cloth of one with ny sword and saw the yale. So | asked nen about

the yale. | asked themin Paris and Anjou, in Burgundy and the
Dauphine', and in the end I found nmy answer. And where did

find it? After asking the length and breadth of France | found it
here, in Caen. A man here knew the badge. The Harlequin is a man
called Vexille. | do not know his first name, | do not know his rank,
| just know he is a devil called Vexille."

So the Vexilles have the | ance?"

They have. And the man who killed ny famly killed your father."
Sir Cuillaurme | ooked ashamed for a brief instant. I killed your
mother. | think | did, anyway, but she attacked me and | was angry.'
He shrugged. But | did not kill your father, and in killing your
nmother | did nothing nore than you have done in Brittany.

True," Thomas admitted. He looked into Sir CGuillaunme's eye and
could feel no hatred for his mother's death. So we share an eneny,’
Thomas sai d.

And that enemny," Sir Quillaume said, is the devil."

He said it grimy, then crossed hinself. Thomas suddenly felt cold,
for he had found his eneny, and his eneny was Lucifer

That evening Morrdecai rubbed a salve into Thomas's neck. It is
al nrost healed, | think," he said, and the pain will go, though per-
haps a little will remain to rem nd you of how cl ose you cane to

death.” He sniffed the garden scents. So Sir CGuillaume told you the
story of his wfe?"

Yes. "

And you are related to the man who killed his wfe?"

| don't know," Thomas said, truly I don't, but the yal e suggests

| am"



And Sir Cuillaume probably killed your nmother, and the man
who killed his wife killed your father, and Sir Sinmon Jekyll tried
to kill you , Mordecai shook his head. I nightly lament that | was
not born a Christian. | could carry a weapon and join the sport."
He handed Thonas a bottle. Perform" he commanded, and what,

by the by, is a yale?"

A heral di c beast," Thonas expl ai ned.
The doctor sniffed. God, in Hs infinite wisdom made the fishes
and the whales on the fifth day, and on the sixth he nade the
beasts of the land, and He | ooked at what He had done and saw
that it was good. But not good enough for the heralds, who have
to add wi ngs, horns, tusks and claws to H s inadequate work. Is
that all you can do?"

For the monent."

I'"d get nore juice fromsqueezing a wal nut," he grunbl ed, and
shuffl ed away.

El eanor nust have been watching for his departure, for she
appeared fromunder the pear trees that grew at the garden's end
and gestured towards the river gate. Thomas foll owed her down to
t he bank of the River Orne where they watched an excited trio of
smal | boys trying to spear a pike with English arrows left after the
city's capture.

W1l you help ny father?" El eanor asked.

Hel p hi n®?"

You said his enenmy was your eneny."
Thomas sat on the grass and she sat beside him I don't know,

he said. He still did not really believe in any of it. There was a | ance,

he knew that, and a nystery about his fanmly, but he was reluctant
to admit that the lance and the nystery nust govern his whole life.
Does that nean you'll go back to the English arny?" El eanor
asked in a snall voice.
| want to stay here," Thomas said after a pause, to be with you."
She nust have known he was going to say sonething of the sort,
but she still blushed and gazed at the swirling water where fish
rose to the swarns of insects, and the three boys vainly spl ashed.
You nust have a woman," she said softly.
| did," Thomas said, and he told her about Jeanette and how she



had found the Prince of Wal es and so abandoned hi mw t hout a
gl ance. I will never understand her," he admtted.

But you | ove her?" El eanor asked directly.

No, " Thonas sai d.

You say that because you're with ne," El eanor decl ared.

He shook his head. My father had a book of Saint Augustine's

sayi ngs and there was one that always puzzled me." He frowned,
trying to renmenber the Latin. Nondum anmaham et amare amabam

| did not |love, but yearned to |ove."

El eanor gave him a sceptical | ook. A very el aborate way of saying
you're |lonely."

Yes," Thomas agreed.

So what will you do?" she asked.

Thomas did not speak for a while. He was thinking of the penance
he had been gi ven by Fat her Hobbe. | suppose one day | mnust find

the man who killed ny father," he said after a while.

But what if he is the devil?" she asked seriously.

Then | shall wear garlic,"” Thomas said lightly, and pray to
Sai nt Cuinefort."

She | ooked at the darkeni ng water. D d Saint Augustine really say
t hat thing?"
Nondum amabam et amare amaban?" Thonmas sai d. Yes, he did."

| know how he felt," Eleanor said, and rested her head on his
shoul der .

Thomas did not nmove. He had a choice. Follow the |ance or take
his black bow back to the arnmy. 1In truth he did not know what he
shoul d do. But Eleanor's body was warm agai nst his and it was
conforting and that, for the nmonent, was enough and so, for the

nmonent, he woul d stay.



Next morning Sir Quillaunme, escorted now by a hal f-dozen nen-at-
arnms, took Thomas to the Abbaye aux Homrmes. A crowd of pet-
itioners stood at the gates, wanting food and cl othing that the nonks
did not have, though the abbey itself had escaped the worst of the
pl underi ng because it had been the quarters of the King and of the
Prince of Wales. The nonks thenselves had fled at the approach

of the English arny. Some had died on the ile Saint Jean, but nost
had gone south to a brother house and anong those was Brot her
Germai n who, when Sir Quillaunme arrived, had just returned from
his brief exile.

Brother Gernmain was tiny, ancient and bent, a wisp of a man
with white hair, myopic eyes and delicate hands with which he
was trinmmng a goose quill

The English," the old man said, use these feathers for their

arrows. W use themfor God's word."” Brother Germain, Thomas
was told, had been in charge of the nmonastery's scriptorium for
nmore than thirty years. In the course of copying books," the nonk

expl ai ned, one discovers know edge whether one wi shes it or not.
Most of it is quite useless, of course. Howis Mrdecai? He lives?"
He lives," Sir Guillaume said, and sends you this." He put a clay
pot, sealed with wax, on the sloping surface of the witing desk
The pot slid down until Brother Germain trapped it and pushed it

into a pouch. A salve,” Sir Cuillaunme explained to Thomas, for
Brother Germain's joints."

Whi ch ache,” the nonk said, and only Mrdecai can relieve
them Tis a pity he will burn in hell, but in heaven, | am assured,



| shall need no ointnments. W is this?" He peered at Thonas.

Afriend," Sir @uillaune said, who brought nme this." He was
carrying Thomas's bow, which he now laid across the desk and
tapped the silver plate. Brother Germain stooped to inspect the
badge and Thonas heard a sharp intake of breath.

The yale," Brother Germain said. He pushed the bow away, then
bl ew the scraps from his sharpened quill off the desk. The beast
was i ntroduced by the heralds in the last century. Back then, of
course, there was real scholarship in the world. Not |ike today.
get young nen from Paris whose heads are stuffed with wool, yet
they claimto have doctorates.

He took a sheet of scrap parchnent froma shelf, laid it on the

desk and dipped his quill in a pot of vermlion ink. He let a glistening
drop fall onto the parchment and then, with the skill gained in a
lifetime, drew the ink out of the drop in quick strokes. He hardly
seened to be taking notice of what he was doing, but Thomas, to

hi s amazenment, saw a yal e taking shape on the parchnent.

The beast is said to be nythical,"” Brother Germain said, flicking
the quill to make a tusk, and maybe it is. Mbst heraldic beasts seem
to be inventions. Who has seen a unicorn?" He put another drop
of ink on the parchment, paused a heartbeat, then began on the
beast's rai sed paws. There is, however, a notion that the yale exists
in Ethiopia. | could not say, not having travelled east of Rouen, nor
have | met any traveller who has been there, if indeed Ethiopia
even exists." He frowned. The yale is nentioned by Pliny, however,
whi ch suggests it was known to the Romans, though God knows
they were a credulous race. The beast is said to possess both horns
and tusks, which seens extravagant, and is usually depicted as being
silver with yellow spots. Alas, our pignments were stolen by the
English, but they left us the vermlion which, | suppose, was kind
of them It cones fromcinnabar, I'"'mtold. 1s that a plant? Father
Jacques, rest his soul, always claimed it grows in the Holy Land and
perhaps it does. Do | detect that you are linping, Sir Guillaunme?"

A bastard English archer put an arrowin ny leg," Sir Guillaune
said, and | pray nightly that his soul will roast in hell."

You shoul d, instead, give thanks that he was inaccurate. Wy
do you bring me an English war bow decorated with a yal e?"



Because | thought it would interest you," Sir Quillaune said,

and because ny young friend here," he touched Thomas's shoul der

wants to know about the Vexilles."

He woul d do rmuch better to forget them" Brother Gernmain
grunbl ed.

He was perched on a tall chair and now peered about the room
where a dozen young nonks tidied the mess left by the nonastery's
Engli sh occupiers. Sone of themchattered as they worked, provok-
ing a from from Brother Germain.

This is not Caen narketplace!" he snapped. If you want to gossip,
go to the lavatories. | wish | could. Ask Mrdecai if he has an
unguent for the bowels, would you?" He glowered about the room
for an instant, then struggled to pick up the bow that he had
propped agai nst the desk. He |ooked intently at the yale for an
instant, then put the bow down. There was al ways a runour that
a branch of the Vexille family went to England. This seens to
confirmit."

Who are they?" Thomas asked.

Brother Germain seened irritated by the direct question, or per-
haps the whol e subject of the Vexilles made hi munconfortable.

They were the rulers of Astarac," he said, a county on the borders
of Languedoc and the Agenais. That, of course, should tell you al
you need to know of them"

It tells me nothing,"” Thomas confessed.

Then you probably have a doctorate fromParis!" The old nman
chuckled at this jest. The Counts of Astarac, young man, were
Cat hars. Southern France was infested by that damed heresy, and
Astarac was at the centre of the evil." He nmade the sign of the cross
wi th fingers deep-stained by pignents. Habere non potest," he said
sol emmly, Deum patrem qui ecciesiam non habet nmatrem"

Sai nt Cyprian," Thomas said. He cannot have CGod as his father
who does not have the Church as his nmother. "

| see you are not fromParis after all,"” Brother Germain said. The
Cathars rejected the Church, looking for salvation within their own
dark souls. What woul d becone of the Church if we all did that?

If we all pursued our own whinms? |If God is within us then we
need no Church and no Holy Father to lead us to H's nmercy, and



that notion is the nost pernicious of heresies, and where did it |ead
the Cathars? To a life of dissipation, of fleshly lust, of pride and of
perversion. They denied the divinity of Christ!" Brother Germain

made the sign of the cross again.

And the Vexilles were Cathars?" Sir Guillaunme pronpted the old

man.

| suspect they were devil worshippers,"” Brother Germain

retorted, but certainly the Counts of Astarac protected the Cathars,
they and a dozen other lords. They were called the dark |ords and
very few of themwere Perfects. The Perfects were the sect |eaders,
t he heresiarchs, and they abstained fromw ne, intercourse and

meat, and no Vexille would willingly abandon those three joys. But
the Cathars all owed such sinners to be anong their ranks and

prom sed themthe joys of heaven if they recanted before their

deaths. The dark lords |iked such a prom se and, when the heresy
was assailed by the Church, they fought bitterly." He shook his

head. This was a hundred years ago! The Holy Father and the King

of France destroyed the Cathars, and Astarac was one of the |ast
fortresses to fall. The fight was dreadful, the dead innumerable, but
the heresiarchs and the dark lords were finally scotched."

Yet sone escaped?" Sir Quillaunme suggested gently.

Brother Germain was silent for a while, gazing at the drying
verm lion ink. There was a story," he said, that some of the Cathar
lords did survive, and that they took their riches to countries al
across Europe. There is even a runour that the heresy yet survives,

hi dden in the | ands where Burgundy and the Italian states neet."

He nade the sign of the cross. I think a part of the Vexille fanmly
went to England, to hide there, for it was in England, Sir Cuillaune,
that you found the lance of Saint George. Vexille . " He said the nane
t hought ful ly. It derives, of course, fromvexillaire, a standard-bearer
and it is said that an early Vexille discovered the |ance while on
the crusades and thereafter carried it as a standard. It was certainly
a synbol of power in those old days. Mself? | am sceptical of these
relics. The abbot assures nme he has seen three foreskins of the infant
Jesus and even |, who hold H m bl essed above all things, doubt He
was so richly endowed, but | have asked sonme questions about this

| ance. There is a legend attached to it. It is said that the man who



carries the lance into battle cannot be defeated. Mere |egend, of
course, but belief in such nonsense inspires the ignorant, and there
are few nmore ignorant than soldiers. Wat troubles nme nost,
t hough, is their purpose.”

Whose purpose?" Thonas asked.

There is a story," Brother Germain said, ignoring the question

that before the fall of the last heretic fortresses, the surviving dark
| ords made an oath. They knew the war was | ost, they knew their
stronghol ds nust fall and that the Inquisition and the forces of God
woul d destroy their people, and so they made an oath to visit
vengeance on their enenies. One day, they swore, they would bring
down the Throne of France and the Holy Mther Church, and to

do it they would use the power of their holiest relics."

The [ ance of Saint CGeorge?" Thonas asked.

That too," Brother Gernmain said.

That too?" Sir Quillaune repeated the words in a puzzled tone.

Brot her Gernmain dipped his quill and put another glistening drop

of ink on the parchnment. Then, deftly, he finished his copy of the
badge on Thomas's bow. The yale," he said, | have seen before,

but the badge you showed nme is different. The beast is holding a
chalice. But not any chalice, Sir Quillaune. You are right, the bow
interests ne, and frightens me, for the yale is holding the Gail.
The holy, blessed and nost precious Gail. 1t was always runoured
that the Cathars possessed the Gail. There is a tawdry |unmp of
green glass in Genoa Cathedral that is said to be the Gail, but I
doubt our dear Lord drank from such a bauble. No, the real Gai

exi sts, and whoever holds it possesses power above all men on

earth.” He put down the quill. | fear, Sir @uillaunme, that the dark
lords want their revenge. They gather their strength. But they hide
still and the Church has not yet taken notice. Nor will it until the
danger is obvious, and by then it will be too late." Brother Germain

| owered his head so that Thomas could only see the bald pink patch
anong the white hair. It is all prophesied,” the nonk said; it is al

in the books."

What books?" Sir Cuillaume asked.

Et confortabitur rex austri et de principibus eius praeval/ebit super eum™
Brother Germain said softly.



Sir Guillaunme | ooked quizzically at Thomas. And the King from
the south will be mighty," Thomas reluctantly translated, but one
of his princes will be stronger than him"

The Cathars are of the south,"” Brother Germain said, and the
prophet Daniel foresaw it all." He raised his pignent-stained hands.

The fight will be terrible, for the soul of the world is at stake, and
they will use any weapon, even a woman. Filiaque regis austri veniet
ad regem aquilonis facere amcitiam"

The daughter of the King of the south,” Thomas said,'s hall cone
to the King of the north and make a treaty."

Brother CGermain heard the distaste in Thomas's voi ce. You don't
believe it?" he hissed. Why do you think we keep the scriptures
fromthe ignorant? They contain all sorts of prophecies, young man,
and each of themgiven direct to us by God, but such know edge

is confusing to the unlearned. Men go mad when they know t oo

much." He made the sign of the cross. | thank God | shall be dead
soon and taken to the bliss above while you nust struggle with this
dar kness. "

Thomas wal ked to the wi ndow and wat ched two wagons of grain

bei ng unl oaded by novices. Sir Guillaune's nmen-at-arms were play-
ing dice in the cloister. That was real, he thought, not some babbling
prophet. Hi s father had ever warned hi m agai nst prophecy. It drives
men's mnds awy, he had said, and was that why his own m nd

had gone astray?

The I ance,"” Thomas said, trying to cling to fact instead of fancy,
was taken to England by the Vexille fanmily. M father was one of
them but he fell out with the famly and he stole the | ance and
hid it in his church. He was killed there, and at his death he told

me it was his brother's son who did it. | think it is that man, ny
cousin, who called hinself the Harlequin." He turned to | ook at
Br ot her Ger mai n. My father was a Vexille, but he was no heretic.

He was a sinner, yes, but he struggled against his sin, he hated his
own father, and he was a loyal son of the Church."

He was a priest,"” Sir Quillaune explained to the nonk.

And you are his son?" Brother Germain asked in a di sapproving
tone. The other nonks had abandoned their tidying and were |isten-
ing avidly.



| ama priest's son," Thomas said, and a good Christian."
So the fam ly discovered where the |ance was hidden," Sir CGuil -
| aume took up the story, and hired me to retrieve it. But forgot to

pay ne.
Brot her Gernmai n appeared not to have heard. He was staring at
Thonas. You are English?"

The bow is mne," Thomas acknow edged.
So you are a Vexille?"

Thomas shrugged. It woul d seem so.
Then you are one of the dark lords," Brother Germain said.
Thomas shook hi s head. | ama Christian," he said firmy

Then you have a CGod-given duty,"” the small man said with sur-
prising force, which is to finish the work that was | eft undone a
hundred years ago. Kill themall! Kill them And kill the woman.
You hear nme, boy? Kill the daughter of the King of the south before
she seduces France to heresy and w ckedness.

If we can even find the Vexilles," Sir Quillaune said dubiously,
and Thomas noted the word we". They don't display their badge.
| doubt they use the name Vexille. They hide."

But they have the | ance now," Brother Germain said, and they

will use it for the first of their vengeances. They will destroy France,
and in the chaos that ensues, they will attack the Church." He
moaned, as if he was in physical pain. You nust take away their

power, and their power is the Gail."

So it was not just the |ance that Thomas nust save. To Father
Hobbe' s charge had been added all of Christendom He wanted to

| augh. Catharismhad died a hundred years before, scourged and
burned and dug out of the land |like couch grass grubbed froma
field! Dark lords, daughters of kings and princes of darkness were
fignments of the troubadours, not the business of archers. Except
that when he | ooked at Sir CGuillaune he saw that the Frenchman

was not nocking the task. He was staring at a crucifix hanging on the
scriptoriumwall and nou thing a silent prayer. God help me, Thonas
t hought, God help nme, but | am being asked to do what all the great
knights of Arthur's round table failed to do: to find the Gail



Philip of Valois, King of France, ordered every Frenchman of mli-
tary age to gather at Rouen. Demands went to his vassals and
appeals were carried to his allies. He had expected the walls of Caen
to hold the English for weeks, but the city had fallen in a day and
t he pani cked survivors were spreadi ng across northern France with
terrible stories of devils unleashed.

Rouen, nestled in a great loop of the Seine, filled with warriors.
Thousands of Genoese crossbowren cane by gall ey, beaching their
ships on the river's bank and thronging the city's taverns, while
kni ghts and nmen-at-arns arrived from Anjou and Picardy, from

Al encon and Chanpagne, from Maine, Touraine and Berry. Every

bl acksmith's shop became an armoury, every house a barracks and
every tavern a brothel. Mre nmen arrived, until the city could scarce
contain them and tents had to be set up in the fields south of

the city. Wagons crossed the bridge, |oaded with hay and newy
harvested grain fromthe rich farm ands north of the river, while
fromthe Seine's southern bank cane rumours. The English had

taken Evreux, or perhaps it was Bernay? Snoke had been seen at

Li sl eux, and archers were swarning through the forest of Brotonne.
A nun in Louviers had a dreamin which the dragon killed Saint George.
King Philip ordered the woman brought to Rouen, but she had a
harel i p, a hunchback and a stamrer, and when she was presented

to the King she proved unable to recount the dream |et alone
confide God's strategy to H's Majesty. She just shuddered and wept
and the King dismssed her angrily, but took consolation fromthe
bi shop' s astrol oger who said Mars was in the ascendant and that
meant victory was certain.

Rurmour said the English were marching on Paris, then another

runour claimed they were going south to protect their territories
in Gascony. It was said that every person in Caen had died, that
the castle was rubble; then a story went about that the English

t hensel ves were dying of a sickness. King Philip, ever a nervous
man, becane petul ant, demandi hg news, but his advisers persuaded
their irritable master that wherever the English were they nust
eventual ly starve if they were kept south of the great River Seine
that twisted like a snake fromParis to the sea. Edward' s nmen were
wasting the land, so needed to keep nmoving if they were to find



food, and if the Seine was bl ocked then they could not go north
towards the harbours on the Channel coast where they m ght
expect supplies from Engl and.
They use arrows |ike a wonan uses noney," Charles, the Count
of Al encon and the King's younger brother, advised Philip, but
they cannot fetch their arrows from France. They are brought to
them by sea, and the further they go fromthe sea, the greater their
problems." So if the English were kept south of the Seine then they
must eventual ly fight or make an ignom nious retreat to Nornandy.
What of Paris? Paris? What of Paris?" the King denanded.
Paris will not fall," the Count assured his brother. The city |lay
north of the Seine, so the English would need to cross the river
and assault the largest ranparts in Christendom and all the while
the garrison would be showering themw th crossbow bolts and the
m ssiles fromthe hundreds of small iron guns that had been
mounted on the city walls.
Maybe they will go south?" Philip worried. To Gascony?"
If they march to Gascony," the Count said, then they will have
no boots by the tine they arrive, and their arrow store will be gone.
Let us pray they do go to Gascony, but above all things pray they
do not reach the Seine's northern bank.” For if the English crossed
the Seine they would go to the nearest Channel port to receive
rei nforcements and supplies and, by now, the Count knew, the
Engl i sh woul d be needi ng supplies. A nmarching arny tired itself,
its men becanme sick and its horses lane. An arny that marched
too long would eventually wear out like a tired crossbow
So the French reinforced the great fortresses that guarded the
Seine's crossings and where a bridge could not be guarded, such as
t he sixteen-arched bridge at Poissy, it was denolished. A hundred
men with sl edgehammers broke down the parapets and hamered
the stonework of the arches into the river to | eave the fifteen stunps
of the broken piers studding the Seine |like the stepping stones of
a giant, while Poissy itself, which lay south of the Seine and was
reckoned i ndef ensi bl e, was abandoned and its peopl e evacuated to
Paris. The wide river was being turned into an inpassable barrier
to trap the English in an area where their food must eventually
run short. Then, when the devils were weakened, the French would



puni sh themfor the terrible damage they had w ought on France.

The English were still burning towns and destroying farns so that,
in those |ong sunmer days, the western and sout hern horizons

were so smeared by snmoke plumes that it seened as if there were

per manent clouds on the skylines. At night the world s edge gl owed
and folk fleeing the fires came to Rouen where, because so many
could not be housed or fed, they were ordered across the river and
away to wherever they might find shelter.

Sir Sinmon Jekyll, and Henry Colley, his man-at-arnms, were
anong the fugitives, and they were not refused adnmittance, for
they both rode destriers and were in mail. Colley wore his own

mai | and rode his own horse, but Sir Sinmon's nount and gear had
been stolen fromone of his other nen-at-arns before he fled from
Caen. Both nen carried shields, but they had stripped the |eather
covers fromthe willow boards so that the shields bore no device,
t hus decl aring thenmselves to be masterless nmen for hire. Scores like
them came to the city, seeking a |lord who could offer food and
pay, but none arrived with the anger that filled Sir Sinon.
It was the injustice that galled him It burned his soul, giving him
a lust for revenge He had cone so close to paying all his debts,
i ndeed, when the noney fromthe sale of Jeanette's ships was paid
from Engl and he had expected to be free of all encunbrances, but
now he was a fugitive. He knew he could have slunk back to
Engl and, but any man out of favour with the King or the King's
el dest son could expect to be treated as a rebel, and he woul d be
fortunate if he kept an acre of land, let alone his freedom So he
had preferred flight, trusting that his sword woul d wi n back the
privileges he had lost to the Breton bitch and her puppy |over, and
Henry Colley had ridden with himin the belief that any man as
skilled in arms as Sir Sinon could not fail
No one questioned their presence in Rouen. Sir Sinon's French
was tinged with the accent of England's gentry, but so was the
French of a score of other men from Normandy. What Sir Sinon
needed now was a patron, a man who would feed himand give
hi mthe chance to fight back against his persecutors, and there were
plenty of great nen |looking for followers. |In the fields south of
Rouen, where the | ooping river narrowed the |land, a pasture had



been set aside as a tourney ground where, in front of a know ng
crowmd of nen-at-arnms, anyone could enter the lists to show their
prowess. This was not a serious tournament, the swords were

bl unt and | ances were tipped with wooden bl ocks, but rather it
was a chance for masterless men to show their prowess with
weapons, and a score of knights, the chanmpions of dukes, counts,
vi scounts and nere |lords, were the judges. Dozens of hopeful nen
were entering the lists, and any horsenman who could | ast nore
than a few m nutes agai nst the well-nounted and superbly arned
chanpi ons was sure to find a place in the entourage of a great

nobl eman.

Sir Sinmon, on his stolen horse and with his ancient battered
sword, was one of the |least inpressive nmen to ride into the pasture.
He had no | ance, so one of the chanpions drew a sword and rode
to finish himoff. At first no one took particular notice of the two
men for other conbats were taking place, but when the chanpion
was sprawling on the grass and Sir Sinon, untouched, rode on, the
crowd took notice.
A second champi on chall enged Sir Sinon and was startled by

the fury which confronted him He called out that the conbat
was not to the death, but nmerely a denonstration of swordplay,

but Sir Sinon gritted his teeth and hacked with the sword so sav-
agely that the chanpi on spurred and wheel ed his horse away

rather than risk injury. Sir Sinon turned his horse in the pasture's
centre, daring another nman to face him but instead a squire trotted
a mare to the field' s centre and wordlessly offered the Englishman
a | ance.

Wio sent it?" Sir Sinon denanded.

My lord."

Who is?"

There," the squire said, pointing to the pasture's end where a

tall man in black arnmour and riding a black horse waited with his

| ance.

Sir Sinmon sheathed his sword and took the lance. It was heavy

and not well bal anced, and he had no lance rest in his arnour that
woul d cradle the Iong butt to help keep the point raised, but he
was a strong man and an angry one, and he reckoned he could



manage the cunbersone weapon | ong enough to break the

stranger's confi dence.

No other men fought on the field now They just watched. Wagers
were being nmade and all of themfavoured the man in black. Most

of the onl ookers had seen himfight before, and his horse, his
arnmour and his weapons were all plainly superior. He wore plate
mail and his horse stood at |east a hand's breadth taller than Sir
Sinon's sorry nmount. His visor was down, so Sir Simon could not
see the man's face, while Sir Sinon hinself had no faceplate, nmerely
an old, cheap helnet |ike those worn by England's archers. Only
Henry Colley laid a bet on Sir Sinon, though he had difficulty in
doing it for his French was rudi mentary, but the noney was at | ast
t aken.

The stranger's shield was bl ack and decorated with a sinple white
cross, a device unknown to Sir Sinon, while his horse had a bl ack
trapper that swept the pasture as the beast began to wal k. That
was the only signal the stranger gave and Sir Sinon responded by

| owering the | ance and ki cking his own horse forward. They were

a hundred paces apart and both nen noved swiftly into the canter
Sir Sinmon watched his opponent's lance, judging how firmy it was
hel d. The man was good, for the lance tip scarcely wavered despite
the horse's uneven notion. The shield was covering his trunk, as
it should be.

If this had been a battle, if the man with the strange shield had
not offered Sir Sinon a chance of advancenent, he mi ght have

| owered his own lance to strike his opponent's horse. O, a nore
difficult strike, thrust the weapon's tip into the high ponmel of his
saddle. Sir Sinmon had seen a | ance go clean through the wood and

| eather of a saddle to gouge into a man's groin, and it was ever a

killing blow But today he was required to show the skill of a knight,
to strike clean and hard, and at the sane tinme defend hinself from
the oncoming lance. The skill of that was to deflect the thrust which

havi ng the wei ght of a horse behind it, could break a man's back
by throwi ng himagainst the high cantle. The shock of two heavy
horsenen neeting, and with all their weight concentrated into

| ance points, was |like being hit by a cannon's stone.

Sir Sinmon was not thinking about any of this. He was watching



t he oncoming |l ance, glancing at the white cross on the shield where
his own | ance was ainmed, and guiding his horse with pressure from

his knees. He had trained to this fromthe tine he could first sit on
a pony. He had spent hours tilting at a quintain in his father's yard,
and nore hours schooling stallions to endure the noi se and chaos

of battle. He noved his horse slightly to the left |like a man wanting
to widen the angle at which the lances would strike and so defl ect
some of their force, and he noted that the stranger did not follow
the nove to straighten the line, but seemed happy to accept the

| esser risk. Then both nen rowelled back their spurs and the destri -
ers went into the gallop. Sir Sinmon touched the horse's right side
and straightened the Iine hinself, driving hard at the stranger now,
and | eaning slightly forward to ready hinmself for the blow Hs
opponent was trying to swing towards him but it was too late. Sir
Sinmon's | ance cracked agai nst the black and white shield with a

thunp that hurled Sir Sinon back, but the stranger's | ance was not
centred and banged against Sir Sinon's plain shield and gl anced

of f.

Sir Simon's | ance broke into three pieces and he let it fall as he
pressed his knee to turn the horse. H s opponent's |ance was across
hi s body now and was encunbering the bl ack-arnmoured knight.

Sir Sinmon drew his sword and, while the other man was still trying
torid hinself of the |ance, gave a backswi ng that struck his oppon-
ent |ike a hanmmer bl ow.

The field was still. Henry Colley held out a hand for his w nnings.
The man pretended not to understand his crude French, but he
understood the knife that the yell oweyed Engli shman suddenly

produced and the coins, just as suddenly, appeared.

The knight in the black armour did not continue the fight,

but instead curbed his horse and pushed up his visor. Who are
you?"

My nane is Sir Sinon Jekyll.®

Engl i sh?"

| was."
The two horses stood beside each other. The stranger threw down
his lance and hung the shield fromhis pomrel. He had a sall ow

face with a thin black moustache, clever eyes and a broken nose.



He was a young man, not a boy, but a year or two older than Sir
Si nmon.
What do you want?" he asked Sir Sinon.

A chance to kill the Prince of Wales."
The man smil ed. Is that all?"

Money, food, |and, wonen," Sir Sinon said.
The man gestured to the side of the pasture. There are great

lords here, Sir Sinon, who will offer you pay, food and girls. | can
pay you too, but not so well; | can feed you, though it will be

common stuf and the girls you nmust find for yourself. What | wll
prom se you is that | shall equip you with a better horse, arnour

and weapons. | lead the best knights in this arnmy and we are sworn
to take captives who will make us rich. And none, | think, so rich
as the King of England and his whelp. Not kill, mark you, but
capture.”

Sir Simon shrugged. "Il settle for capturing the bastard," he
sai d.

And his father,” the man said, | want his father too."

There was sonet hing vengeful in the nan's voice that intrigued
Sir Sinon. VWhy?" he asked.

My famly lived in England," the man said, but when this king
t ook power we supported his nother."

So you lost your land?" Sir Sinon asked. He was too young to
renmenber the turnoil of those tines, when the King' s nother

had tried to keep power for herself and for her |over and the young
Edward had struggled to break free. Young Edward had won and
some of his old enemes had not forgotten

W | ost everything," the nman said, but we shall get it back. WII
you hel p?"

| told you so



Then you had best enploy ne," Sir Sinon said, wth ny man."

He nodded towards Henry Coll ey.

Good, " the Harl equin said.

So Sir Sinon had a new naster and the King of France had

gathered an arnmy. The great |ords: Al encon, John of Hainault,
Aurmal e, the Count of Blois, who was brother to the aspiring Duke

of Brittany, the Duke of Lorraine, the Count of Sancerre, all were
in Rouen with their vast retinues of heavily arnmoured nmen. The
arny's nunbers becane so large that men could not count the

ranks, but clerks reckoned there were at |east eight thousand nen-
at-arnms and five thousand crossbowren in Rouen, and that neant

that Philip of Valois's armnmy already out nunbered Edward of Eng-
land's forces, and still nmore men were coming. John, Count of
Luxembourg and King of Bohemia, a friend of Philip of France, was
bringing his formnidable knights. The King of Majorca cane with

his famed | ances, and the Duke of Nornmandy was ordered to aban-

don the siege of an English fortress in the south and bring his arny
north. The priests blessed the soldiers and prom sed themthat God
woul d recogni ze the virtue of France's cause and crush the English
nmercil essly.

The arny could not be fed in Rouen, so at last it crossed the
bridge to the north bank of the Seine, |eaving a form dable garrison
behind to guard the river crossing. Once out of the city and on the
| ong roads stretching through the newWy harvested fields, nmen could
dimy conprehend just how vast their arny was. It stretched for
mles in long colums of armed men, troops of horsenen, battalions
of crossbowren and, trailing behind, the innunerable host of infan-
try arnmed with axes, billhooks and spears. This was the m ght of
France, and France's friends had rallied to the cause. There was a
troop of knights from Scotl and, big, savage-looking men who
nourished a rare hatred of the English. There were mercenaries
from Germany and Italy, and there were kni ghts whose nanes had
become fanmous in Christendom s tournanents, the elegant killers

who had become rich in the sport of war. The French kni ghts spoke
not just of defeating Edward of England, but of carrying the war

to his kingdom foreseeing earldons in Essex and dukedons in
Devonshire. The Bi shop of Meaux encouraged his cook to think of



a recipe for archers” fingers, a daube perhaps, seasoned with thyne?
He woul d, the bishop insisted, force the dish down Edward of Eng-

| and's throat.

Sir Sinmon rode a seven-year-old destrier now, a fine grey that

must have cost the Harlequin close to a hundred pounds. He wore

a hauberk of close-ringed mail covered with a surcoat that bore the
white cross. His horse had a chanfron of boiled | eather and a bl ack
trapper, while at Sir Sinmon's waist hung a sword nade in Poitiers.
Henry Coll ey was al nost as well equi pped, though in place of a

sword he carried a four-foot-1ong shaft of oak topped with a spiked
netal ball.

They're a solemm bunch," he conplained to Sir Sinmon about the
ot her men who followed the Harl equin. Li ke bl oody nonks."

They can fight," Sir Sinmon said, though he hinmself was al so
daunted by the grimdedication of the Harlequin's nen.

The nmen were all confident, but none took the English as lightly

as the rest of the arnmy, which had convinced itself that any battle
woul d be won by nunbers al one. The Harlequin quizzed Sir Sinon

and Henry Col |l ey about the English way of fighting, and his ques-
tions were shrewd enough to force both nmen to drop their bonbast
and think.

They' Il fight on foot,"” Sir Sinon concluded. He, like all knights,
dreaned of a battle conducted on horseback, of swirling nmen and
couched | ances, but the English had | earned their business in the
wars agai nst the Scots and knew that men on foot defended territory
much nore effectively than horsenen. Even the knights will fight

on foot," Sir Sinmon forecast, and for every man-at-arns they'l
have two or three archers. Those are the bastards to watch."”
The Harl equi n nodded. But how do we defeat the archers?"

Let themrun out of arrows," Sir Sinon said. They mnust, eventu-
ally. So let every hothead in the arny attack, then wait till the
arrow bags are enpty. Then you'll get your revenge.

It is nore than revenge | want,"” the Harlequin said quietly.

What ?"

The Harl equin, a handsome man, smiled at Sir Sinon, though
there was no warmth in the snile. Power, " he answered very

calmy Wth power, Sir Sinobn, comes privilege and with privil ege,



weal th. What are kings," he asked, but nmen who have risen high?
So we shall rise too, and use the defeat of kings as the rungs of our
| adder . "

Such talk inpressed Sir Sinobn, though he did not wholly under-
stand it. It seened to himthat the Harlequin was a man of high
fancies, but that did not matter because he was al so unswervingly
dedicated to the defeat of nen who were Sir Sinpbn's enenies.

Sir Sinmon daydreanmed of the battle; he saw the English prince's
frightened face, heard his screamand revelled in the thought of
taking the insolent whelp prisoner. Jeanette too. The Harlequin
could be as secretive and subtle as he wi shed so long as he led Sir
Sinmon to those sinple desires.

And so the French army marched, and still it grew as nmen cane
fromthe outlying parts of the kingdomand fromthe vassal states
beyond France's frontiers. It marched to seal off the Seine and so

trap the English, and its confidence soared when it was | earned
that the King had made his pilgrinage to the Abbey of Saint Denis to
fetch the oriflame. It was France's nost sacred synbol, a scarl et
banner kept by the Benedictines in the abbey where the Kings of

France |l ay entonbed, and every man knew t hat when the on-
flamme was unfurled no quarter would be given. It was said to

have been carried by Charl emagne hinself and its silk was red as

bl ood, prom sing carnage to the enenies of France. The English

had come to fight, the oriflamme had been rel eased and the dance

of the arm es had begun

Sir Cuillaume gave Thomas a linen shirt, a good mail coat, a |eather-
lined hel met and a sword. It's old, but good," he said of the sword,
a cutter rather than a piercer." He provided Thomas with a horse,

a saddle, a bridle and gave hi mmoney. Thomas tried to refuse the
last gift, but Sir @uillaunme brushed his protest aside. You' ve taken
what you wanted fromnme, | mght as well give you the rest."

Taken?" Thomas was puzzled, even hurt, by the accusation

El eanor. "

I've not taken her," Thomas protested.



to

Sir Guillaune's ravaged face broke into a grin. You will, boy,"
he said, you will."
They rode next day, going eastwards in the wake of the English
arny that was now far off. News had cone to Caen of burned
towns, but no one knew where the eneny had gone and so Sir
Qui Il l aune planned to lead his twelve nen-at-arnms, his squire and
his servant to Paris. Soneone wi Il know where the King is," he
said. And you, Thomas, what will you do?"
Thomas had been wondering the sanme ever since he woke to the
light in Sir Guillaunme's house, but now he nust nake the decision
and, to his surprise, there was no conflict at all. | shall go to ny
king," he said.

And what of this Sir Simon? What if he hangs you agai n?"

| have the Earl of Northanpton's protection,” Thonas said,
t hough he reflected it had not worked before.

And what of Eleanor?" Sir Cuillaume turned to | ook at his daughter who,
Thomas' s surprise, had acconpanied them Her father
had given her a small palfrey and, unused to riding, she sat its
saddl e awkwardly, clutching the high pommel. She did not know
why her father had | et her come, suggesting to Thomas that perhaps
he wanted her to be his cook
The question nmade Thomas bl ush. He knew he could not fight
agai nst his own friends, but nor did he want to | eave El eanor. I
shal | come | ooking for her,"” he told Sir CGuillaune.

If you still live," the Frenchman grow ed. Why don't you fight
for nme?"

Because |'m English."
Sir Cuillaume sneered. You're Cathar, you're French, you're

from Languedoc, who knows what you are? You're a priest's son
a nongrel bastard of heretic stock."

"' m English," Thonas said.

You're a Christian," Sir CGuillaunme retorted, and God has given
you and ne a duty. How are you to fulfil that duty by joining
Edward' s arny?"

Thomas did not answer at once. Had God given hima duty? |If
so he did not want to accept it, for acceptance nmeant believing in
the | egends of the Vexilles. Thonas, in the evening after he had



nmet Brother Germain, had talked with Mdrdecai in Sir Cuillaune's
garden, asking the old man if he had ever read the book of Dani el

Mor decai had sighed, as if he found the question wearl sone.

Years ago," he'd said, many years ago. It is part of the Ketuvim
the witings that all Jew sh youths nust read. Wy?"

He's a prophet, yes? He tells the future."

Dear ne, Mordecai had said, sitting on the bench and draggi ng

his thin fingers through his forked beard. You Christians," he had
said, insist that prophets tell the future, but that wasn't really what
they did at all. They warned Israel. They told us that we would be
visited by death, destruction and horror if we did not nmend our
ways. They were preachers, Thomas, just preachers, though, God
knows, they were right about the death, destruction and horror.
As for Daniel . . . He is very strange, very strange. He had a head
filled with dreans and visions. He was drunk on God, that one."

But do you think," Thomas had asked, that Daniel could foretel
what is happeni ng now?"

Mor decai had frowned. If God wished himto, yes, but why
should God wish that? And | assune, Thomas, that you think Dani el

m ght foretell what happens here and now in France, and what

possi bl e interest could that hold for the God of Israel? The Ketuvim
are full of fancy, vision and nystery, and you Christians see nore

in themthan we ever did. But would I make a decision because

Dani el ate a bad oyster and had a vivid dreamall those years ago?
No, no, no." He stood and held a jordan bottle high. Trust what is
bef ore your eyes, Thonas, what you can snell, hear, taste, touch
and see. The rest is dangerous.
Thomas now | ooked at Sir Cuillaunme. He had conme to |ike the
Frenchman whose battl e-hardened exterior hid a wealth of kind-
ness, and Thomas knew he was in love with the Frenchman's
daughter, but, even so, he had a greater loyalty.

| cannot fight against England," he said, any nore than you
woul d carry a lance against King Philip."
Sir Guillaume dismssed that with a shrug. Then fi ght agai nst
the Vexilles."

But Thomas coul d not snell, hear, taste, touch or see the Vexilles.
He did not believe the king of the south would send his daughter



to the north. He did not believe the Holy Grail was hidden in sone
heretic's fastness. He believed in the strength of a yew bow, the
tension of a henp cord and the power of a white-feathered arrow
to kill the King's enemies. To think of dark |ords and of heresiarchs
was to flirt with the nadness that had harrowed his own father

If I find the man who killed nmy father," he evaded Sir Guillaune's
demand, then I will kill him"

But you will not search for hinP"

VWhere do | |1 ook? Were do you | ook?" Thomas asked, then

of fered his own answer. If the Vexilles really still exist, if they truly
want to destroy France, then where would they begin? In England s

arnmy. So | shall look for themthere." That answer was an evasion

but it half convinced Sir Cuillaume, who grudgi ngly conceded t hat
the Vexilles mght indeed take their forces to Edward of Engl and.
That night they sheltered in the scorched remains of a farm where

t hey gathered about a small fire on which they roasted the hind

| egs of a boar that Thomas had shot. The nen-at-arns treated
Thomas warily. He was, after all, one of the hated English archers
whose bows could pierce even plate mail. |f he had not been Sir
Quillaune's friend they woul d have wanted to slice off his string
fingers in revenge for the pain that the white-fl edged arrows had
given to the horsenen of France, but instead they treated himwth
a distant curiosity. After the meal Sir Cuillaunme gestured to El eanor
and Thonmas that they should both acconpany himoutside Hi s

squire was keeping watch, and Sir Quillaune | ed them away from

t he young man, going to the bank of a streamwhere, with an odd

formality, he | ooked at Thomas. So you will |eave us," he said, and
fight for Edward of Engl and."

Yes. "

But if you see ny eneny, if you see the |ance, what will you
do?"

Kill him" Thomas said. Eleanor stood slightly apart, watching
and | i stening.

He will not be alone,” Sir @uillaune warned, but you assure ne
he is your eneny?"

| swear it," Thomas said, puzzled that the question even needed
to be asked.



Sir CGuillaume took Thomas's right hand. You have heard of a
br ot herhood in arns?"
Thomas nodded. Men of rank frequently nade such pacts, swear-
ing to aid each other in battle and share each other's spoils.
Then | swear a brotherhood to you," Sir Quillaune said, even
if we will fight on opposing sides."

| swear the sane,"” Thonas said awkwardly.

Sir Guillaunme let Thomas's hand go. There," he said to El eanor
I'msafe fromone dammed archer."” He paused, still |ooking at

El eanor. I shall marry again," he said abruptly, and have children

again and they will be ny heirs. You know what |'m saying, don't

you?"

El eanor's head was | owered, but she | ooked up at her father
briefly, then dropped her gaze again. She said not hing.

And if | have nore children, God willing," Sir Quillaune said,
what does that |eave for you, Eleanor?”
She gave a very small shrug as if to suggest that the question
was not of great interest to her. | have never asked you for any-
thing."

But what would you have asked for?"
She stared into the ripples of the stream VWhat you gave ne,"
she said after a while, kindness."

Not hi ng el se?"

She paused. I would have liked to call you Father."

Sir Qiillaunme seened unconfortable with that answer. He stared
nort hwar ds. You are both bastards," he said after a while, and
envy that."

Envy?" Thomas asked.

A famly serves like the banks of a stream They keep you in
your place, but bastards make their own way. They take nothing

and they can go anywhere." He frowned, then flicked a pebble into
t he water. | had al ways thought, Eleanor, that | would marry you
to one of my nmen-at-arns. Benoit asked nme for your hand and so

did Fossat. And it's past time you were married. Wat are you?

Fi fteen?"

Fifteen," she agreed.

You'll rot away, girl, if you wait any longer,"” Sir Quillaume said



gruffly,"s o who shall it be? Benoit? Fossat?" He paused. O woul d

you prefer Thomas?"
El eanor said nothing and Thomas, enbarrassed, kept silent.
You want her?" Sir Cuillaume asked himbrutally.

Yes. "

El eanor ?"
She | ooked at Thomas, then back to the stream Yes," she said
sinmply.

The horse, the mail, the sword and the noney," Sir Quillaune
said to Thomas, are ny bastard daughter's dowy. Look after her
or el se becone ny eneny again." He turned away.

Sir @uillaune?" Thomas asked. The Frenchman turned back

When you went to Hookton," Thomas went on, wondering why

he asked the question now, you took a dark-haired girl prisoner
She was pregnant. Her nanme was Jane."

Sir Cuillaume nodded. She married one of nmy men. Then died

in childbirth. The child too. Wy?" He frowned. Was the child
your s?"

She was a friend," Thomas evaded the question

She was a pretty friend," Sir Quillaunme said, | remenber that.

And when she died we had twel ve Masses said for her English
soul . "

Thank you."
Sir @uillaune | ooked from Thomas to El eanor, then back to
Thomas. A good night for sleeping under the stars,"” he said, and
we shall |eave at dawn." He wal ked away.
Thomas and El eanor sat by the stream The sky was still not

whol |y dark, but had a lunminous quality like the glow of a candle
behind horn. An otter slid down the far side of the stream its fur
glistening where it showed above the water. It raised its head,

| ooked briefly at Thonmas, then dived out of sight, to |leave a trickle
of silver bubbl es breaking the dark surface.

El eanor broke the silence, speaking the only English words she

knew. I am an archer's woman," she sai d.

Thomas smi | ed. Yes," he said.

And in the norning they rode on and next evening they saw the

snear of smoke on the northern horizon and knew it was a sign



that the English arny was going about its business. They parted in
t he next dawn.

How you reach the bastards, | do not know," Sir CGuillaune said,

but when it is all over, look for ne."

He enbraced Thomas, kissed El eanor, then pulled hinmself into

his saddle. H's horse had a | ong blue trapper decorated with yell ow
hawks. He settled his right foot into its stirrup, gathered the reins
and pushed back his spurs.
A track led north across a heath that was fragrant with thyne
and fluttering with blue butterflies. Thonmas, his hel met hangi ng
fromthe saddle's pommel and the sword thunping at his side, rode
towar ds the snoke, and El eanor, who insisted on carrying his bow
because she was an archer's woman, rode with him They | ooked

back fromthe | ow crest of the heath, but Sir Guillaume was already
a half-mle westwards, not |ooking back, hurrying towards the oriflame.
So Thomas and El eanor rode on
The English marched east, ever further fromthe sea, searching for

a place to cross the Seine, but every bridge was broken or el se was
guarded by a fortress. They still destroyed everything they touched.
Their chevauchee was a line twenty mles wide and behind it was a
charred trail a hundred miles long. Every house was burned and

every mll destroyed. The folk of France fled fromthe arny, taking
their livestock and the newy gathered harvest with them so that
Edward's men had to range ever further to find food. Behind them
was desol ation while in front lay the fornmi dable walls of Paris. Sone
men thought the King would assault Paris, others reckoned he
woul d not waste his troops on those great walls, but instead attack
one of the strongly fortified bridges that could | ead himnorth of
the river. Indeed, the army tried to capture the bridge at Meul an

but the stronghold which guarded its southern end was too massive

and its crossbowren were too many, and the assault failed. The

French stood on the ranparts and bared their backsides to insult
the defeated English. It was said that the King, confident of crossing



the river, had ordered supplies sent to the port of Le Crotoy that
lay far to the north, beyond both the Seine and the R ver Somme,

but if the supplies were waiting then they were unreachabl e because
the Seine was a wall behind which the English were penned in a

| and they had thensel ves enptied of food. The first horses began to
go lame and nen, their boots shredded by marchi ng, went barefoot.
The English cane closer to Paris, entering the wide | ands that

were the hunting grounds of the French kings. They took Philip's

| odges and stripped them of tapestries and plate, and it was while
they hunted his royal deer that the French King sent Edward a

formal offer of battle. It was the chivalrous thing to do, and it woul d,
by God's grace, end the harrowi ng of his farm ands. So Philip of
Val oi s sent a bishop to the English, courteously suggesting that he
would wait with his arny south of Paris, and the English King
graciously accepted the invitation and so the French marched their
arnmy through the city and arrayed it anong the vineyards on a
hillcrest by Bourg-la-Reine. They would nmake the English attack
themthere, forcing the archers and nen-at-arms to struggle uphil
into massed Genoese crossbows, and the French nobl es estimated

the value of the ransons they would fetch for their prisoners.

The French battleline waited, but no sooner had Philip's arny
settled in its positions than the English treacherously turned about
and marched in the other direction, going to the town of Poissy
where the bridge across the Seine had been destroyed and the town
evacuated. A few French infantrymen, poor soldiers armed with
spears and axes, had been left to guard the northern bank, but they
could do nothing to stop the swarm of archers, carpenters and

masons who used tinbers ripped fromthe roofs of Poissy to nake

a new bridge on the fifteen broken piers of the old. It took two
days to repair the bridge and the French were still waiting for their
arranged battl e anong the ripening grapes at Bourg-|a-Reine as the
Engli sh crossed the Seine and started narching northwards. The
devils had escaped the trap and were | oose again.

It was at Poissy that Thomas, with El eanor beside him rejoined

the arny.
And it was there, by God's Grace, that the hard times began

El eanor had been apprehensive about joining the English arny.

They won't |ike me because |'m French," she said.

The arny's full of Frenchnen,” Thomas had told her. There are
Gascons, Bretons, even sonme Nornmans, and half the wonen are

French. "

The archers" wonen?" she asked, giving hima wy smile. But

they are not good wonen?"

Sone are good, sonme are bad," Thomas said vaguely, but you I

shall nake into a wife and everyone will know you're special."

I f El eanor was pl eased she showed no sign, but they were now

in the broken streets of Poissy, where a rearguard of English archers
shouted at themto hurry. The nmakeshift bridge was about to be
destroyed and the arny's |aggards were being chivvied across its

pl anks. The bridge had no parapets and had been hurriedly nade
fromwhatever tinbers the arny had found in the abandoned town,

and the uneven pl anki ng swayed, creaked and bent as Thomas and

El eanor led their horses onto the roadway. Eleanor's palfrey becane
so scared of the uncertain footing that it refused to nove unti
Thomas put a blindfold over its eyes and then, still shaking, it trod
slowy and steadily across the planks, which had gaps between
t hem t hr ough whi ch Thomas could see the river sliding. They were
anong the last to cross. Sone of the arny's wagons had been
abandoned in Poissy, their |oads distributed onto the hundreds of
horses that had been captured south of the Seine.



Once the last stragglers had crossed the bridge the archers began
hurling the planks into the river, breaking down the fragile link



that had | et the English escape across the river. Now, King Edward
hoped, they would find newland to waste in the wi de plains that
| ay between the Seine and the Sonme and the three battles spread
into the twenty-nile-wi de |line of the chevauchee and advanced
nort hwards, canping that night just a short march fromthe river
Thomas | ooked for the Prince of Wales's troops while El eanor
tried to ignore the dirty, tattered and sun-browned archers, who
| ooked nore like outlaws than soldiers. They were supposed to be
maki ng their shelters for the com ng night, but preferred to watch
t he wonen and call obscene invitations. What are they saying?"
El eanor asked Thonas.
That you are the nost beautiful creature in all France," he said.
You lie," she said, then flinched as a nan shouted at her. Have
t hey never seen a wonan before?"
Not |ike you. They probably think you're a princess."
She scoffed at that, but was not displeased. There were, she saw,
worren everywhere. They gathered firewood while their nen nmade

the shelters and nost, Eleanor noted, spoke French. There will be
many babi es next year," she said.

True.

They will go back to England?" she asked.

Sone, perhaps." Thonmas was not really sure. O they'll go to
their garrisons in Gascony."

If I marry you," she asked, wll | become English?"

Yes," Thonas said.

It was getting late and cooking fires were snmoking across the
stubble fields, though there was precious little to cook. Every pas-
ture held a score of horses and Thomas knew t hey needed to rest,
feed and water their own animals. He had asked many sol diers

where the Prince of Wales's nmen could be found, but one man said
West, another east, so in the dusk Thomas sinply turned their tired
horses towards the nearest village for he did not know where el se
to go. The place was swarmng with troops, but Thomas and El eanor
found a qui et enough spot in the corner of a field where Thonas
made a fire while El eanor, the black bow prom nent on her shoul der
to denonstrate that she belonged to the army, watered the horses

in a stream They cooked the last of their food and afterwards sat



under the hedge and watched the stars brighten above a dark wood.
Voi ces sounded fromthe village where some wonmen were singing
a French song and El eanor crooned the words softly.

I remenber ny nother singing it to ne," she said, plucking

strands of grass that she wove into a small bracelet. I was not his
only bastard,"” she said ruefully. There were two others | know of.
One di ed when she was very snmall, and the other is now a soldier."

He's your brother.

Hal f -brother." She shrugged. I don't know him He went away."
She put the bracelet on her thin wist. Why do you wear a dog's
paw?" she asked

Because |I'ma fool," he said, and nock God." That was the truth,

he thought ruefully, and he pulled the dry paw hard to break

its cord, then tossed it into the field. He did not really believe in
Saint GQuinefort; it was an affectation. A dog would not help him
recover the lance, and that duty made him gri mace, for the penance
wei ghed on hi s consci ence and soul

Do you really nmock God?" El eanor asked, worried.

No. But we jest about the things we fear."

And you fear God?"

O course,” Thonas said, then stiffened because there had been

a rustle in the hedge behind himand a cold bl ade was suddenly
pressed agai nst the back of his neck. The netal felt very sharp
What we should do," a voice said, is hang the bastard properly
and take his woman. She's pretty.”

She's pretty," another nan agreed, but he ain't good for

anyt hi ng. "

You bastards!" Thomas said, turning to stare into two grinning

faces. It was Jake and Sam He did not believe it at first, just gazed
for a while. It is you! Wat are you doing here?"

Jake sl ashed at the hedge with his bill hook, pushed through and
gave El eanor what he thought was a reassuring grin, though with

his scarred face and crossed eyes he | ooked |ike sonething from

ni ght mar e. Charlie Blois got his face smacked,"” Jake said,'s o WII
brought us here to give the King of France a bl oody nose. She your
wonman?"

She's the Queen of bl oody Sheba," Thonas sai d.



And the Countess is hunping the Prince, | hear," Jake grinned.

WIl saw you earlier, only you didn't see us. Got your nose in the
air. W heard you were dead."

| nearly was."

WIl wants to see you."
The t hought of WII Skeat, of Jake and Sam cane as a vast relief
to Thomas, for such men lived in a world far renoved from
di re prophecies, stolen | ances and dark lords. He told El eanor
these nen were his friends, his best friends, and that she coul d
trust them though she | ooked alarnmed at the ironic cheer which
greeted Thomas when they ducked into the village tavern. The
archers put their hands at their throats and contorted their faces to
imtate a hanged man while WII Skeat shook his head in nock
despair.

CGod's belly,"” he said, but they can't even hang you properly."
He | ooked at El eanor. Anot her count ess?"

The daughter of Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque, knight of the sea and
of the land," Thomas said, and she's called El eanor."

Yours?" Skeat asked.

W shall marry."

Bl oody heilfire," Skeat said, you're still daft as a carrot! You
don't marry them Tom that's not what they're for. Still, she ain't
a bad | ooker, is she?" He courteously nade space for El eanor on
t he bench. There wasn't nuch ale,” he went on,"s o we drank it
all." He | ooked about the tavern. It was so bare there was not even
a bunch of herbs hanging fromthe rafters. Bast ards cl eaned up

before they left," he said sourly, and there's about as nuch pl under
here as you'd get hairs off a bald man.

What happened in Brittany?" Thomas asked.

W11l shrugged. Nowt to do with us. Duke Charles led his nen

into our territory and trapped Tommy Dugdale on a hilltop. Three

t housand of them and three hundred with Tommy, and at the end

of the day Duke Charles was running |like a scalded hare. Arrows,

boy, arrows.

Thomas Dugdal e had taken over the Earl of Northanpton's res-
ponsibilities in Brittany and had been travelling between the English
fortresses when the Duke's army caught him but his archers and



nmen- at - arns, ensconced behind the thick hedge of a hilltop pasture,
had cut the eneny into shreds.

Al'l day they fought," Skeat said, norning to night, and the
bastards wouldn't learn their | esson and kept sending nmen up the
hill. They reckoned Tormmy had to run out of arrows soon enough
but he was carrying carts of spares to the fortresses, see, so he had
enough to last himtill doomsday. So Duke Charles |ost his best
men, the fortresses are safe till he gets sone nore, and we're up
here. The Earl sent for us. Just bring fifty archers, he told ne, so
did. And Father Hobbe, of course. W sailed to Caen and joi ned
the arny just as it marched out. So what the hell happened to

you?"

Thomas told his tale. Skeat shook his head when he heard about
t he hangi ng. Sir Sinmon's gone," he said. Probably joined the
French. "

He' s done what ?"

Vani shed. Your countess caught up with himand pissed all over
himfromwhat we hear." Skeat grinned. Luck of the devil, you've
got. God knows why | saved you this." He put a clay jar of ale on
the tabl e, then nodded at Thomas's bow t hat El eanor was carryi ng.

Can you still shoot that thing? | mean you've been bol | ocking
about with the aristocracy for so |long that you might have forgotten
why CGod put you on the earth?"

| can still use it."

Then you might as well ride with us," Skeat said, but confessed

he knew little of what the arny was doi ng. No one tells ne," he
said scorufully, but they say there's another river up north and
we've got to cross it. Sooner the better, | reckon, as the Frenchies

have skinmmed this |and proper. Couldn't feed a kitten up here."

It was indeed a bare land. Thomas saw that for hinmself next day

as WIIl Skeat's men noved slowy north across harvested fields, but
the grain, instead of lying in the barns, had al ready been taken for
the French arny, just as the livestock had all been driven away.
South of the Seine the English had cut grain from abandoned fi el ds
and their advance guards had noved swiftly enough to capture

t housands of cattle, pigs and goats, but here the | and had been
scraped bare by an even larger arny and so the King ordered haste.



He wanted his nmen to cross the next river, the Somre, to where

the French arny might not have stripped the | and and where, at

Le Crotoy, he hoped a fleet would be waiting with supplies, but
despite the royal orders the arny went painfully slowy. There were
fortified towns that promi sed food and nen insisted on trying to
assault their walls. They captured sonme, were repul sed at ot hers,
but it all took tine that the King did not have, and while he was
trying to discipline an army nore interested in plunder than pro-
gress, the King of France led his arny back across the Seine, through
Paris and north to the Somme.

A new trap was set, an even deadlier one, for the English were

now penned in a land that had been stripped of food. Edward's

arnmy at |ast reached the Somme, but found it was bl ocked just as

t he Seine had been barred. Bridges were destroyed or guarded by
grimforts with heavy garrisons that woul d take weeks to di sl odge,
and the English did not have weeks. They were weakening daily.
They had nmarched from Nornmandy to the edge of Paris, then they

had crossed the Seine and |l eft a path of destruction to the Somme's
sout hern bank and the | ong journey had abraded the arny.

Hundr eds of men were now barefoot while others hobbled on dis-

i ntegrating shoes. They had horses enough, but few spare horse
shoes or nails, and so nen led their animals to save their hooves.
There was grass to feed horses, but little grain for nmen, and so
the foraging parties had to travel long distances to find villages
where the peasants mi ght have hi dden some of the harvest. The
French were becom ng bol der now and there were frequent skir-

m shes at the edges of the arny as the French sensed the English
vul nerability. Men ate unripe fruit that soured their bellies and
| oosened their bowels. Sone reckoned they had no choice but to
march all the way back to Nornmandy, but others knew the arny

woul d fall apart |ong before they reached the safety of the Norman
harbours. The only course was to cross the Sonme and march to

t he English strongholds in Flanders, but the bridges were gone or
garri soned, and when the army crossed desol ate nmarshlands to find
fords they discovered the eneny ever waiting on the far bank. They
twice tried to force a passage, but both times the French, secure on
the higher dry land, were able to cut down the archers in the river



by crowdi ng the bank with Genoese crossbows. And so the English
retreated and marched westwards, getting ever nearer to the river's
nmout h, and every step reduced the nunber of possible crossing

pl aces as the river grew wi der and deeper. They marched for eight
days between the rivers, eight days of increasing hunger and frus-
tration.

Save your arrows," a worried WII Skeat warned his men | ate

one afternoon. They were nmaking their canmp by a small, deserted
village which was as bare as every other place they had found since
crossi ng the Seine. W'l | need every arrow we've got for a battle,"”

Skeat went on, and Christ knows we've none to waste."
An hour | ater, when Thomas was searching a hedge row for bl ack-
berries, a voice called fromon high. Thomas! Get your evil bones
up here!"
Thomas turned to see WIIl Skeat on the small tower of the village
church. He ran to the church, clinbed the | adder, past a beam
where a bell had hung till the villagers took it away to prevent the
English fromstealing it, then pulled hinself through the hatch and
onto the tower's flat roof where a half-dozen men were crowded
anong themthe Earl of Northanpton, who gave Thomas a very
wy | ook.

| heard you were hanged!"

| lived, ny lord," Thomas said griny.
The Earl hesitated, wondering whether to ask if Sir Sinon Jekyll
had been the hangman, but there was no point in continuing that
feud. Sir Sinon had fled and the Earl's agreenent with himwas
void. He grimaced instead. No one can kill a devil's whel p, eh?"
he said, then pointed eastwards, and Thomas stared through the
twilight and saw an arny on the march

It was a long way off, on the far northern bank of the river that

here fl owed between vast reedbeds, but Thomas could still see that
the Iines of horsemen, wagons, infantry and crossbownen were
filling every lane and track of that distant bank. The arny was

approaching a walled town, Abbeville, the Earl said, where a bridge
crossed the river, and Thomas, gazing at the black lines tw sting
towards the bridge, felt as though the gates of hell had opened and
spewed out a vast horde of |ances, swords and crossbows. Then he



renenbered Sir CGuillaunme was there and he made the sign of
the cross and nouthed a silent prayer that Eleanor's father would
survive.

Sweet Christ," WII Skeat said, mstaking Thonas's gesture for
fear, but they want our souls bad."

They know we're tired,"” the Earl said, and they know the arrows
must run out in the end, and they know t hey have nmore nmen than

we do. Far nore." He turned westwards. And we can't run nuch
further." He pointed again and Thomas saw the flat sheen of the
sea. They' ve caught us,"” the Earl said. They' Il cross at Abbeville

and attack tonorrow.
So we fight," WII Skeat grow ed.

On this ground, WII?" the Earl asked. The land was flat, idea
for cavalry, and with few hedgerows or coppices to protect archers.
And agai nst so many?" he added. He stared at the distant eneny.

They out nunmber us. WII, they outnunber us. By God, they out-
nunber us." He shrugged. Time to nmove on."

Move on where?" Skeat asked. Why not find our ground and
stand?"

Sout h?" The Earl sounded unsure. Maybe we can cross the Seine
again and take ships hone from Normandy? God knows we can't

cross the Somme." He shaded his eyes as he stared at the river
Christ," he bl asphenmed, but why the hell isn't there a ford? W
coul d have raced the bastards back to our fortresses in Flanders and
left Philip stranded |ike the dammed fool he is.”

Not fight hinP" Thomas asked, soundi ng shocked.
The Earl shook his head. We've hurt him W' ve robbed him

blind. W' ve marched through his kingdomand left it snoul dering,
so why fight hin? He's spent a fortune on hiring knights and cross-
bowren, so why not | et himwaste that noney? Then we cone

back next year and do it again." He shrugged. Unl ess we can't
escape him" Wth those gri mwords he backed down through the
hatch and his entourage foll owed, |eaving Skeat and Thomas al one.
The real reason they don't want to fight," Skeat said sourly when
the Earl was safe out of earshot, is that they're scared of being
taken prisoner. A ransomcan wi pe out a famly's fortune in the
blink of an eye." He spat over the tower parapet, then drew Thonas



to its northern edge. But the real reason | brought you up here,
Tom is because your eyes are better than mne. Can you see a
vill age over there?" He pointed northwards.

It took Thonas a while, but eventually he spotted a group of |ow

roofs am dst the reeds. Bl oody poor village," he said sourly.

But it's still a place we haven't searched for food," Skeat said,
and being on a marsh they m ght have sone snmoked eels. | like a
snoked eel, | do. Better than sour apples and nettle soup. You can
go and have a | ook."

Toni ght ?"

Why not next week?" Skeat said, going to the roof hatch, or

next year? O course | nean tonight, you toad. Hurry yourself."
Thomas took twenty archers. None of themwanted to go, for it
was late in the day and they feared that French patrols m ght be
waiting on the track that tw sted endl essly through the dunes and
reedbeds that stretched towards the Sonme. It was a desol ate
country. Birds flew fromthe reeds as the horses picked their way
along a track that was so lowlying that in places there were battens
of elmto give footing, and all about themthe water gurgled and
sucked between banks of green-scumed nud.

Ti de's going out," Jake conment ed.
Thomas could snell the salt water. They were near enough to
the sea for the tides to flow and ebb through this tangle of reeds
and marshgrass, though in places the road found a firnmer footing

on great drifted banks of sand where stiff pale grasses grew. In
wi nter, Thomas thought, this would be a godforsaken place with
the cold winds driving the spune across the frozen marsh.

It was very nearly dark when they reached the village, which proved
to be a mserable settlenment of just a dozen reed-thatched cottages,
whi ch were deserted. The folk rmust have left just before Thomas's
archers arrived, for there were still fires in the small rock hearths.

Look for food," Thomas said, especially snoked eels."

Be quicker to catch the bl oody eels and snoke them oursel ves,
Jake sai d.

Get on with it," Thomas said, then took hinmself to the end of
the village where there was a small wooden church which had been
pushed by the wind into a permanently | opsided stance. The church



was little nore than a shed, maybe it was a shrine to sone saint

of this msbegotten marshl and, but Thomas reckoned the wooden
structure would just about bear his weight so he scranbled off the
horse onto the noss-thick thatch and then crawled up to the ridge
where he clung to the nailed cross that decorated one gable.

He saw no novenent in the marshes, though he could see the
snear of smoke coming fromthe French canpfires that nisted the
fading light north of Abbeville. Tonorrow, he thought, the French
woul d cross the bridge and file through the town's gates to confront
the English arny whose fires burned to the south, and the size of
t he snmoke plunmes witnessed how nmuch | arger the French arny
was than the English.
Jake appeared froma nearby cottage with a sack in his hand.

What is it?" Thomas call ed.

Grain!" Jake hefted the sack. Bl oody damp. Sprouting.”

No eel s?"

O course there are no bl oody eels,"” Jake grunbl ed. Bl oody eel s
got nore sense than to live in a hovel like this."
Thomas grinned and | ooked off to the sea that lay |ike a bl ood-
reddened swordbl ade to the west. There was one distant sail, a
speck of white, on the clouded horizon. Gulls wheeled and soared
above the river that here was a great w de channel, broken by

reeds and banks, sliding towards the sea. It was hard to distinguish
between river and marsh, so tangled was the | andscape. Then

Thomas wondered why the gulls were scream ng and diving. He

stared at them and saw what at first |ooked |ike a dozen cattle on
the riverbank. He opened his nouth to call that news to Jake, then
he saw that there were nmen with the cattle. Men and wonen,

perhaps a score of then? He frowned, staring, realizing that the
fol k must have cone fromthis village. They had presumably seen
the English archers approaching and they had fled with their live-
stock, but to where? The marsh? That was sensible, for the wetl ands
probably had a score of secret paths where fol k could hide, but why
had they risked going onto the sand ridge where Thomas coul d see
then? Then he saw that they were not trying to hide, but to escape,
for the villagers were now wadi ng across the wi de waters towards
the northern bank.



Sweet Jesus, he thought, but there was a ford! He stared, not

daring to believe his own eyes, but the folk were forging steadily
across the river and dragging their cows with them It was a deep
ford, and he guessed it could only be crossed at |low tide, but it was
there. Jake!" he shouted. Jake!"

Jake ran across to the church and Thomas | eaned far down and

haul ed himonto the rotting thatch. The buil ding swayed perilously
under their weight as Jake scranbled to the ridge, took hold of

t he sun-bl eached wooden cross and | ooked where Thomas was

poi nti ng.

CGod's arse," he said, there's a bloody ford!"

And there are bl oody Frenchnen,"” Thomas said, for on the river's
far bank where firmer land rose fromthe tangle of marsh and water
there were now nmen in grey mail. They were newy arrived, or
el se Thomas woul d have seen themearlier, and their first cooking
fires pricked the dark stand of trees where they canped. Their
presence showed that the French knew of the ford' s existence and
wanted to stop the English crossing, but that was none of Thomas's
business. Hs only duty was to let the arny know that there was a
ford; a possible way out of the trap.

Thomas slid down the church's thatch and junped to the ground.

You go back to WII," he told Jake, and tell himthere' s a ford.
And tell himI'Ill burn the cottages one at a time to serve as a
beacon.” It would be dark soon and without a light to guide them

no one would be able to find the village.

Jake took six nen and rode back to the south. Thomas waited.
Every now and then he clinbed back to the church roof and stared
across the ford and each tinme he thought he saw nmore fires anong
the trees. The French, he reckoned, had placed a formi dable force
there, and no wonder, for it was the | ast escape route and they
were blocking it. But Thomas still fired the cottages one by one to
show the English where that escape might lie.

The flames roared into the night, scattering sparks across the
marshes. The archers had found some dried fish concealed in a hut
wal | and that, with brackish water, was their supper. They were
di sconsol ate, and no wonder.

W shoul d have stayed in Brittany," one man said.



They're going to corner us," another suggested. He had nade a
flute froma dried reed and had been playing a nelancholy air.

W' ve got arrows,” a third man said.

Enough to kill all those bastards?"

Have to be enough."
The flute player blew some faint notes, then becane bored and
tossed the instrunent into the closest fire. Thomas, the night drag-
ging hard on his patience, strolled back to the church, but instead
of climbing onto the roof he pushed open the ranshackl e door and
t hen opened the one window s shutters to let in the firelight. Then
he saw it was not a proper church, but a fishernmen's shrine. There
was an altar made from sea-whitened pl anks bal anced on two broken
barrels, and on the altar was a crude doll-like figure draped with strips
of white cloth and crowed with a band of dried seaweed. The
fi shernen at Hookton had sonetimes made such pl aces, especially if

a boat was lost at sea, and Thonas's father had al ways hated them He
had burned one to the ground, calling it a place of idols, but Thomas
reckoned fishermen needed the shrines. The sea was a cruel place

and the doll, he thought it was fenmale, perhaps represented sone
saint of the area. W nen whose nmen were | ong gone to sea could

cone to pray to the saint, begging that the ship would conme hone.
The shrine's roof was low and it was nore confortable to kneel
Thomas said a prayer. Let nme live, he prayed, let me live, and he
found himsel f thinking of the |ance, thinking of Brother Germain

and Sir @uillaune and of their fears that a new evil, born of the

dark lords, was brewing in the south. It is none of your business,

he told hinself. It is superstition. The Cathars are dead, burned in
the church's fires and gone to hell. Beware of madmen, his father

had told him and who better than his father to know that truth?
But was he a Vexille? He bowed his head and prayed that God
woul d keep himfromthe madness.

And what are you praying for now?" a voice suddenly asked,
startling Thomas, who turned to see Father Hobbe grinning from
the | ow doorway. He had chatted with the priest during the | ast
few days, but he had never been alone with him Thonmas was not
even sure he wanted to be, for Father Hobbe's presence was a
rem nder of his conscience.



|"mpraying for nore arrows, father."
Pl ease God the prayer's answered," Father Hobbe said, then

settled on the church's earthen floor. | had the devil's own task
finding nmy way across the swanmp, but | had a mind to talk with
you. | have this feeling you ve been avoiding ne."

Father!" Thomas said chidingly.

So here you are, and with a beautiful girl as well! 1 tell vyou,

Thomas, if they forced you to lick a leper's arse you' d taste nothing
but sweetness. Charned, you are. They can't even hang you!"

They can," Thomas said, but not properly.”

Thank God for that," the priest said, then smled. So how is the
penance goi ng?"

| haven't found the | ance," Thomas answered curtly.

But have you even | ooked for it?" Father Hobbe asked, then

drew a piece of bread fromhis pouch. He broke the small |oaf and
tossed half to Thomas. Don't ask where | got it, but | didn't stea
it. Renenber, Thomas, you can fail in a penance and still have

absolution if you have nade a sincere effort.”
Thomas grimaced, not at Father Hobbe's words, but because he
had bitten down on a scrap of mllstone grit caught in the bread.
He spat it out. My soul isn't so black as you nake it sound, Father."
How woul d you know? Al our souls are black."
|'ve made an effort," Thomas said, then found hinmself telling the
whol e tal e of how he had gone to Caen and sought out Sir CGuil -
| aume' s house, and how he had been a guest there, and about
Brot her Gernmain and the Cathar Vexilles, and about the prophecy
from Dani el and the advice of Mordecai
Fat her Hobbe made the sign of the cross when Thomas tal ked of

Mor decai . You can't take the word of such a man," the priest said
sternly. He may or may not be a good doctor, but the Jews have

ever been Christ's eneny. |If he is on anyone's side it nust be the
devil's."

He's a good man," Thonas i nsi sted.

Thomas! Thomas!" Father Hobbe said sadly, then frowned for a
few heartbeats. | have heard," he said after a while, that the Cathar
heresy still lives.

But it can't chall enge France and the Church!"



You woul d know?" Fat her Hobbe asked. It reached out across

the sea to steal the lance fromyour father, and you say it reached
across France to kill Sir GQuillaune's wife. The devil works his
busi ness in the dark, Thonas.

There's nore," Thomas said, and told the priest the story that

the Cathars had the Grail. The light of the burning cottages flickered
on the walls and gave the seaweed-crowned i mage on the altar a
sini ster cast. I don't think | believe any of it," Thomas concl uded.
And why not ?"

Because if the story is true," Thomas said, then | am not Thomas
of Hookton, but Thomas Vexille. |'mnot English, but some half-

breed Frenchman. |'mnot an archer, but noble born."

It gets worse," Father Hobbe said with a smle. It means that

you have been given a task."

They're just stories," Thomas said scornfully. G ve ne anot her
penance, Father. [I'Il make a pilgrimge for you, I'lIl go to Canterbury
on ny knees if that's what you want."

| want nothing of you, Thomas, but God wants a |lot fromyou."

Then tell God to choose soneone el se.”

I"mnot in the habit of giving advice to the Al mghty," Father
Hobbe said, though | do listen to Hs. You think there is no Gail?"

Men have sought it for a thousand years," Thomas said, and no
one has found it. Unless the thing in Genoa is real."

Fat her Hobbe | eaned his head against the wattle wall. | have
heard," he said quietly, that the real Gail is made of common cl ay.
A sinpl e peasant dish Iike the one ny nother treasured, God rest

her soul, for she could only afford the one good di sh and then
clumsy fool that | am | broke it one day. But the Gail, | amtold,
cannot be broken. You could put it in one of those guns that anused
everyone at Caen and it would not break even if you dashed it

against a castle wall. And when you place the bread and wi ne, the

bl ood and flesh, of the Mass in that common piece of clay, Thonas,

it turns to gold. Pure, shining gold. That is the Grail and, God help
me, it does exist."

So you woul d have ne wander the earth | ooking for a peasant's
di sh?" Thomas asked.

God woul d, " Fat her Hobbe said, and for good reason.” He |ooked



saddened. There is heresy everywhere, Thomas. The Church is

besi eged. The bi shops and the cardinals and the abbots are corrupted
by wealth, the village priests stewin ignorance and the devil is
brewing his evil. Yet there are sonme of us, a few, who believe that
the Church can be refreshed, that it can glowwith God's glory
again. | think the Grail could do that. | think God has chosen you
Fat her!"

And perhaps me," Father Hobbe said, ignoring Thomas's protest.

When this is all over,"” he waved a hand to enconpass the arny

and its plight, | think I may join you. W shall seek your famly
t oget her."

You?" Thomas asked. Vhy ?"

Because God calls," Father Hobbe said sinply, then jerked his

head. You nust go, Thomas, you nust go. | shall pray for you."
Thomas had to go because the night had been di sturbed by the
sound of horses"” hooves and the strident voices of nen. Thonas
sei zed his bow and ducked out of the church to find that a score

of men-at-arns were now in the village. Their shields carried the
lions and stars of the Earl of Northunberland and their conmander
was demandi ng to know who was in charge of the archers.

| am" Thomas sai d.

Where's this ford?"
Thomas made hinself a torch froma sheaf of thatch |ashed to a

pole and, while its flame |asted, he | ed them across the marsh
towards the distant ford. The flames flickered out after a while, but
he was cl ose enough to find his way to where he had seen the

cattle. The tide had risen again and bl ack water seeped and fl ooded
al |l about the horsenmen, who huddl ed on a shrinking ridge of sand.
You can see where the other side is,"” Thomas told the nmen-at-

arms, pointing to the fires of the French, which | ooked to be about
a nmle away.

Bastards are waiting for us?"

Plenty of themtoo."

W' re crossing anyway," the | eading nan-at-armnms said. The
King's decided it, and we're doing it when the tide falls.” He turned
to his men. O f your horses. Find the path. Mark it." He pointed to

some pollarded will ows. Cut staves off them use themas markers."



Thomas groped his way back to the village, sometines wadi ng
through water up to his waist. A thin mst was seeping fromthe
flooding tide, and had it not been for the blazing huts in the village
he coul d easily have got | ost.

The village, built on the highest piece of land in all the marsh
had attracted a crowd of horsemen by the tinme Thomas returned.
Archers and nmen-at-arnms gathered there and some had al ready

pul | ed down the shrine to nmake fires fromits tinbers

WI| Skeat had come with the rest of his archers. The wonen

are with the baggage,"” he told Thonas. Bl oody chaos back there,
it is. They're hoping to cross everyone in the norning."

Be a fight first," Thonas said.

Either that or fight their whole damm arny later in the day. D d
you find any eel s?"

W ate them"

Skeat grinned, then turned as a voice hailed him It was the Earl
of Northanpton, his horse's trapper spattered with nud al nost to
t he saddl e.

Wl | done, WII!"

Weren't me, ny lord, it was this clever bastard." Skeat jerked a
thunb at Thonas.

Hangi ng did you good, eh?" the Earl said, then watched as a file

of men-of-arns clinbed onto the village's sand ridge. Be ready to
nmove at dawn, WII, and we'll be crossing when the tide falls.
want your boys in front. Leave your horses here; 1'll have good

men watch them™"

There was small sleep that night, though Thonas did doze as he

lay on the sand and waited for the dawn, which brought a pale,
msty light. WIlowtrees |oomed in the vapour, while nmen-at-arns
crouched at the tide's edge and stared north to where the nist was
t hi ckened by snoke fromthe enemy's fires. The river ran decep-
tively quick, hastened by the ebbing tide, but it was still too high
to cross.

The sandbank by the ford held Skeat's fifty archers and anot her
fifty under John Armstrong. There were the same nunber of men-
at-arms, all on foot, led by the Earl of Northanpton, who had been
given the job of |eading the crossing. The Prince of Wil es had



wanted to lead the fight hinself, but his father had forbidden it.
The Earl, far nore experienced, had the responsibility and he was
not happy. He would have |iked nmany nore nen, but the sandbank
woul d hold no nore and the paths through the marshl and were

narrow and treacherous, making it difficult to bring reinforcenments
You know what to do," the Earl told Skeat and Armstrong.

W know. "

Maybe anot her two hours?" The Earl was judging the fall of the
tide. The two hours crept by and the English could only stare
t hrough the thinning mst at the eneny, who forned their battleline
at the ford's further side. The receding water |et nore nmen cone
to the sandbank, but the Earl's force was still pitifully small, per-
haps two hundred nmen at nost, while the French had doubl e that
nunber of nen-at-arnms alone. Thonmas counted them as best he
could, using the nmethod WIIl Skeat had taught him to divide the
eneny in two, divide again, then count the small unit and nultiply
it by four, and he wi shed he had not done it for there were so
many, and as well as the men-at-arms there had to be five or
six hundred infantry, probably a levy fromthe country north of

Abbeville. They were not a serious threat for, like nmost infantry,
they would be ill-trained and badly arned w th anci ent weapons
and farm ng tools, but they could still cause trouble if the Earl's

men got into difficulties. The only blessing Thomas could find in
the m sty dawn was that the French seemed to have very few
crossbowren, but why woul d they need t hem when they had so

many nen-at-arnms? And the form dable force that now gat hered

on the river's northern bank woul d be fighting in the know edge
that if they repelled the English attack then they would have their
eneny pinned by the sea where the greater French army coul d

crush them

Two packhorses brought sheaves of precious arrows that were

di stributed among the archers. I gnore the goddamm peasants, "
Skeat told his nen. Kill the men-at-arms. | want the bastards crying
for the goats they call their nothers."

There's food on the far side," John Armstrong told his hungry

nmen. Those goddam bastards will have neat, bread and beer, and
it'll be yours if you get through them™



And don't waste your arrows, Skeat grow ed. Shoot proper!

Aim boys, aim | want to see the bastards bl eeding."
Watch the wind!" John Arnstrong shout ed. I[t'Il carry arrows to
the right."

Two hundred of the French nen-at-arns were on foot at the

river's edge, while the other two hundred were nmounted and wait -
ing a hundred paces behind. The rabble of infantry was split into
two vast |unps, one on each flank. The dismunted nen-at-arns
were there to stop the English at the water's edge and the nounted
men woul d charge if any did break through, while the infantry was
present to give the appearance of nunbers and to help in the mass-
acre that would follow the French victory. The French nust have
been confident for they had stopped every other attenpt to ford

t he Somme.

Except at the other fords the eneny had possessed crossbowren

who had been able to keep the archers in deep water where they
could not use their bows properly for fear of soaking the strings
and here there were no crossbows.

The Earl of Northampton, on foot |ike his nen, spat towards the

river. He shoul d have left his foot soldiers behind and brought a
t housand Cenoese," he remarked to WI I Skeat. We'd be in trouble
then. "

They' Il have sone crossbows," Skeat said.

Not enough, WIIl, not enough." The Earl was wearing an old

hel met, one without any face plate. He was acconpanied by a

grey-bearded man-at-arnms with a deeply lined face, who wore a
much- nended coat of mail. You know Regi nal d Cobham W1 ?"

the Earl asked.

|'ve heard of you, Master Cobham" WII| said respectfully.

And | of you. Master Skeat," Cobham answered. A whisper went
t hrough Skeat's archers that Regi nald Cobhamwas at the ford and
men turned to | ook at the greybeard whose nanme was cel ebrated
inthe army. A comon man, |ike thenselves, but old in war and
feared by Engl and's enem es.

The Earl | ooked at a pol e which marked one edge of the ford.

Reckon the water's | ow enough,"” he said, then patted Skeat's shoul -
der. Go and kill some, WII."



Thomas t ook one gl ance behind and saw that every dry spot of

the marsh was now crowded with soldiers, horses and wonen. The
Engli sh arnmy had cone into the | oW ands, dependi ng on the Earl

to force the crossing.

Of to the east, though none at the ford knew it, the main French
arnmy was filing across the bridge at Abbeville, ready to fall on the
English rear.

There was a brisk wind comng fromthe sea, bringing a norning

chill and the snell of salt. Qills called forlorn above the pal e reeds.
The river's main channel was a half-nmle w de and the hundred
archers | ooked a puny force as they spread into a |ine and waded
into the tide. Arnstrong's men were on the left, Skeat's on the
right, while behind themcane the first of the earl's nen-at-arns.
Those nen-at-arnms were all on foot and their job was to wait til

t he arrows had weakened the eneny, then charge into the French

wi th swords, axes and fal chions. The eneny had two drummers,

who began thunping their goatskins, then a trunpeter startled

birds fromthe trees where the French had canped.

Note the wi nd," Skeat shouted at his nen. Gusting hard, she is,
gusting hard."

The wi nd was bl owi ng agai nst the ebbing tide, forcing the river
into small waves that whipped white at their tops. The French
infantry were shouting. Gey clouds scudded above the green | and.
The drumrers kept up a threatening rhythm Banners fl ew above
the waiting nen-at-arnms and Thomas was relieved that none of

t hem showed yel | ow hawks on a blue field. The water was cold

and came to his thighs. He held his bow high, watching the eneny,
waiting for the first crossbow bolts to whip across the water.

No bolts cane. The archers were within |ong bowshot range now,
but WIl Skeat wanted themcloser. A French knight on a bl ack
horse capari soned with a green and bl ue trapper rode to where his
conrades were on foot, then swerved off to one side and spl ashed
into the river.

Silly bastard wants to nake a name," Skeat said. Jake! Dan
Peter! Settle the bastard for me." The three bows were drawn back
and three arrows flew
The French kni ght was hurled back in his saddl e and his fal



provoked the French to fury. They gave their war shout, NMNbontjoie
Sai nt Denis!" and the nmen-at-arns cane splashing into the river, ready
to chall enge the archers, who drew back their bows.

Hol d hard!" Skeat shouted. Hol d hard! doser, get closer!" The
drunmbeats were | ouder. The dead kni ght was being carried away

by his horse as the other French edged back to the dry land. The
water only reached to Thomas's knees now and the range was
shortening. A hundred paces, no nore, and WI| Skeat was at | ast

sati sfied. Start putting themdown!" he shouted.
The boweords were drawn back to nmen's ears, then | oosed. The
arrows flew, and while the first flight was still whispering over the

wi nd-fl ecked water the second flight was rel eased, and as the nen
put their third arrows on the strings the first whi pped honme. The
sound was of netal striking netal, like a hundred Iight hammrers
tappi ng, and the French ranks were suddenly crouching with shields
hel d hi gh.

Pi ck your nen!" Skeat shout ed. Pick your nmen!" He was using
his own bow, shooting it infrequently, always waiting for an eneny
to lower a shield before |oosing an arrow. Thonas was wat chi ng
the rabble of infantry to his right. They |ooked as though they were
ready to make a wild charge and he wanted to plant sone arrows
in their bellies before they reached the water.

A score of French nen-at-arnms were dead or wounded and their

| eader was shouting at the others to lock their shields. A dozen
of the rearward men-at-arms had di smounted and were hurrying
forward to reinforce the riverbank

St eady, boys, steady," John Arnmstrong call ed. Make the arrows
count . "

The enemy shields were quilled with arrows. The French were
relying on those shields that were thick enough to sl ow an arrow,
and they were staying low, waiting for the arrows to run out or

for the English nmen-at-arns to cone close. Thomas reckoned sone

of the arrows woul d have driven clean through the shields to inflict
wounds, but they were nostly wasted. He glanced back to the
infantry and saw they were not noving yet. The English bows

were firing less frequently, waiting for their targets, and the Earl
of Northanpton nust have tired of the delay, or else he feared



the turn of the tide for he shouted his men forward. Sai nt Ceorgel!
Sai nt Ceorge!"

Spread wide!"™ WII Skeat shouted, wanting his nen to be on the
flanks of the Earl's attack so they could use their arrows when the
French stood to receive the charge, but the water rapidly grew
deeper as Thomas noved upstream and he could not go as far as
he want ed.

Kill them Kill them" The Earl was wading up to the bank now

Keep ranks!" Regi nal d Cobham shout ed.

The French nen-at-arns gave a cheer, for the proxinmty of the

Engl i sh charge neant the archers” ai mwould be bl ocked, though

Thomas did manage to | oose two arrows as the defenders stood and
before the two groups of men-at-arnms net at the river's edge with

a clash of steel and shield. Men roared their war cries, Saint Denis
contending with Saint Ceorge.

Watch right! Watch right!"™ Thomas shouted, for the peasant
i nfantrymen had started forward and he sent two arrows whistling
at them He was plucking shafts fromthe arrow bag as fast as he
coul d.

Take the horsenen!™ WII| Skeat bell owed, and Thomas changed
his aimto send an arrow over the heads of the fighting nen at the
French horsemen who were advanci ng down the bank to help their
conrades. Some English horsenmen had entered the ford now, but
they could not ride to nmeet their French counterparts because the
ford's northern exit was bl ocked by the wild nelee of nen-at-arns.
Men sl ashed and hacked. Swords net axes, falchions split helnets
and skulls. The noise was like the devil's blacksnith shop and bl ood
was swirling down tide in the shallows. A Englishman screaned
as he was cut down into the water, then screaned again as two
Frenchnmen drove axes into his legs and trunk. The Earl was thrust-
ing his sword in short hard lunges, ignoring the hanmer bl ows on
hi s shield.

C ose up! dose up!" Reginald Cobham shouted. A man tripped
on a body, opening a gap in the English line, and three how ing
Frenchnmen tried to exploit it, but were net by a man with a doubl e-
headed axe who struck down so hard that the heavy bl ade split a
hel met and skull from nape to neck



Fl ank them Flank them " Skeat bellowed, and his archers waded
closer to the shore to drive their arrows into the sides of the French
formati on. Two hundred French knights were fighting eighty or
ni nety English nmen-at-arns, a braw of swords and shields and non-
strous clangour. Men grunted as they swung. The two front ranks
were | ocked together now, shields against shields, and it was the nen
behi nd who did the killing, sw nging their blades over the front rank
to kill the nmen beyond. Mst of the archers were pouring arrows into
the French flanks while a few, I ed by John Arnmstrong, had cl osed
up behind the nmen-at-arms to shoot into the eneny's faces.

The French infantry, thinking the English charge stalled, gave a
cheer and began to advance. Kill them Kill them "™ Thomas shout ed.
He had used a whol e sheaf of arrows, twenty-four shafts, and had
only one sheaf nore. He drew the bow back, released, drew again.
Sone of the French infantry had padded jackets, but they were no
protection agai nst the arrows. Sheer nunbers was their best defence
and they screaned a wild war cry as they pounded down the bank

But then a score of English horsemen cane from behind the archers,
pushi ng through themto neet the mad charge. The muailed riders
chopped hard into the infantry's front ranks, swords flailing left
and right as the peasants hacked back. The horses bit at the eneny,
and al ways kept moving so that no one could slash their hanstrings.
A man-at-arns was hauled fromhis saddl e and screaned terribly

as he was chopped to death in the shallows. Thomas and his archers
drove their arrows into the nob, nore horsemen rode to help

sl aughter them but still the wild rabble crowded the bank and
suddenly Thomas had no arrows | eft and so he hung the bow round

his neck, drew his sword and ran to the river's edge.

A Frenchman lunged at Thomas with a spear. He knocked it aside

and brought the sword's tip flashing round to rip the man's gullet.
Bl ood spilled bright as dawn, vanishing into the river. He hacked
at a second man. Sam baby-faced Sam was beside himwth a

bi Il hook that he sliced into a skull. It stuck there and Sam ki cked
the man in frustration, then took an axe fromthe dying eneny

and, leaving his billhook in its victim swung his new weapon in a
great arc to drive the eneny back. Jake still had arrows and was
shooting them fast.



A spl ashing and a cheer announced the arrival of nore nounted
men-at-arnms, who drove into the infantry with heavy |ances. The
big horses, trained to this carnage, rode over the living and dead
while the nmen-at-arns di scarded the spears and started hacki ng
with swords. Mre archers had conme with fresh arrows and were
shooting fromthe river's centre.

Thomas was on the bank now. The front of his mail coat was red

wi th blood, none of it his, and the infantry was retreating. Then
W1l Skeat gave a great shout that nore arrows had come, and
Thomas and his archers ran back into the river to find Father Hobbe
with a pack mule | oaded with two panni ers of arrow sheaves.

Do the Lord's work," Father Hobbe said, tossing a sheaf to
Thomas, who undid its binding and spilled the arrows into his bag.
A trunpet sounded fromthe northern bank and he whirled round
to see that the French horsenen were riding to join the fight.

Put them down!" Skeat shout ed. Put those bastards down!"

Arrows sl ashed and sliced at horses. Mre English nmen-at-arns

were wading the river to thicken the Earl's force and, inch by inch
yard by yard, they were making progress up the bank, but then the
eneny horsenmen drove into the nelee with | ances and swords.

Thomas put an arrow t hrough the mail covering a Frenchman's

t hroat, drove another through a | eather chanfron so that the horse
reared and screaned and spilled its rider.

Kill! Kill! Killl" The Earl of Northanpton, bloodied fromhis
helmet to his mailed boots, ramred the sword again and again. He
was bone tired and deafened by the crack of steel, but he was
clinmbing the bank and his nen were pressed cl ose about him
Cobhamwas killing with a calmcertainty, years of experience
behi nd every blow. English horsemen were in the melee now, using
their | ances over the heads of their conpatriots to drive the eneny
horses back, but they were al so bl ocking the aimof the archers and
Thomas agai n hung his bow round his neck and drew his sword.

Sai nt Ceorge! Saint CGeorge!" The Earl was standi ng on grass now, out
t he reeds, above the high-water mark and behind himthe river's
edge was a charnel house of dead nmen, wounded men, bl ood and
scream ng
Fat her Hobbe, his cassock skirts hitched up to his waist, was

of



fighting with a quarterstaff, ramm ng the pole into French faces.

In the nane of the Father," he shouted, and a Frenchnen reel ed
back with a pul ped eye, and of the Son," Father Hobbe snarled as
he broke a man's nose, and of the Holy Ghost!"

A French kni ght broke through the English ranks, but a dozen
archers swarned over the horse, hanstrung it and hauled its rider
down to the nud where they hacked at himwi th axe, billhook and
swor d.

Archers!" the Earl shouted. Archers!" The last of the French
horsenen had fornmed into a charge that threatened to sweep the
whol e ragged ness of brawling nen, both English and French, into
the river, but a score of archers, the only ones with arrows now,
drove their mssiles up the bank to bring the |eading rank of horse-
men down in a tangle of horses"” |egs and tunbling weapons.

Anot her trunpet sounded, this one fromthe English side, and
rei nforcements were suddenly stream ng over the ford and spurring
up onto the higher ground.

They' re breaking! They're breaking." Thomas did not know who
shouted that news, but it was true. The French were shuffling
backwards. The infantry, their stomach for battle slaked by the
deaths they had suffered, had already retreated, but now the French
kni ghts, the nen-at-arms, were backing away fromthe fury of the
Engli sh assault.

Just kill them Kill theml No prisoners! No prisoners!" the Earl
of Northanpton shouted in French, and his nen-at-arns, bloody
and wet and tired and angry, shoved up the bank and hacked again
at the French, who stepped another pace back
And then the eneny did break. It was sudden. One nonent the
two forces were | ocked in grunting, shoving, hacking battle, and
then the French were running and the ford was streaming with
nmount ed nen-at-arnms who crossed fromthe southern bank to pur-
sue the broken eneny.

Jesus," WII| Skeat said, and dropped to his knees and made the
sign of the cross. A dying Frenchman groaned nearby, but Skeat
i gnored him Jesus, " he said again. You got any arrows, Ton®"

Two left.”

Jesus." Skeat | ooked up. There was bl ood on his cheeks. Those



bastards," he said vengefully. He was speaking of the newWy arrived
Engli sh nen-at-arnms who crashed past the remants of the battle

to harry the fl eeing eneny. Those bastards! They get into their
canp first, don't they? They'll take all the bloody food!"

But the ford was taken, the trap was broken and the English

were across the Somme.



PART THREE
Crecy



The whol e English arny had crossed before the tide rose again.

Hor ses, wagons, nen and wonen, they all crossed safe so that the
French army, marching from Abbeville to trap them found the
corner of land between the river and the sea enpty.

Al'l next day the arnies faced each other across the ford. The
English were drawn up for battle with their four thousand archers
lining the river's bank and, behind them three great bl ocks of
nmen-at-arnms on the higher ground, but the French, strung out on
the paths to the ford, were not tenpted to force the crossing. A
handful of their knights rode into the water and shouted chall enges
and insults, but the King would not |let any English kni ght respond
and the archers, know ng they rmust conserve their arrows, endured
the insults w thout responding.

Let the bastards shout," WII Skeat grow ed,'s houting never hurt
a man yet." He grinned at Thonas. Depends on the man, of course.
Upset Sir Sinmon, didn't it?"

He was just a bastard."

No, Tom " Skeat corrected him you' re the bastard, and he was

a gentleman." Skeat |ooked across at the French, who showed no
sign of trying to contest the ford. Most of themare all right," he
went on, evidently tal king of knights and nobl es. Once they' ve

fought with the archers for a while they learn to | ook after us on
account of us being the mucky bastards what keeps them alive, but
there's always a few goddamm idiots. Not our Billy, though." He
turned and | ooked at the Earl of Northanpton, who was paci ng up
and down by the shallows, itching for the French to come and fight.



He's a proper gentleman. Knows how to kill the goddam French."
Next morning the French were gone, the only sign of themthe
white cloud of dust hangi ng over the road which was taking their
huge arny back to Abbeville. The English went north, slowed by
hunger and the | anme horses that nen were reluctant to abandon
The arny clinbed fromthe Sonme marshes into a heavily wooded
country that yielded no grain, livestock or plunder, while the
weat her, which had been dry and warm turned cold and wet during
the nmorning. Rain spat fromthe east and dripped incessantly from
the trees to increase nen's nmisery so that what had seened like a
vi ctorious canpaign south of the Seine now felt |ike an ignoninious
retreat. Which is what it was, for the English were running from
the French and all the nmen knew it, just as they knew that unl ess
they found food soon their weakness woul d make t hem easy pi ck-

i ngs for the eneny.
The King had sent a strong force to the nmouth of the Sonme
where, at the small port of Le Crotoy, he expected reinforcenents
and supplies to be waiting, but instead the small port proved to be
hel d by a garrison of Genoese crossbowren. The walls were in bad
repair, the attackers were hungry and so the Genoese di ed under
a hail of arrows and a stormof men-at-arms. The English enptied
the port's storehouses of food and found a herd of beef cattle col-
lected for the French arny's use, but when they clinbed the church
tower they saw no ships nmoored in the river's mouth nor any fl eet
waiting at sea. The arrows, the archers and the grain that should
have repl eni shed the arnmy were still in England
The rain becanme heavier on the first night that the arny canped

in the forest. Runour said that the King and his great nen were
inavillage at the forest's edge, but nost of the nen were forced
to shelter under the dripping trees and eat what little they could
scavenge.

Acorn stew," Jake grunbl ed.

You' ve eaten worse," Thonas said.

And a nonth ago we ate it off silver plates." Jake spat out a gritty
nmout hf ul . So why don't we bloody fight the bastards?"

Because they're too many," Thomas said wearily, because we've
only so many arrows. Because we're worn out."



The arny had marched itself into the ground. Jake, like a dozen
other of WI| Skeat's archers, had no boots any nore. The wounded
| i nped because there were not enough carts and the sick were |eft

behind if they could not walk or craw. The living stank
Thomas had made El eanor and hinsel f a shelter from boughs
and turf. It was dry inside the little hut where a small fire spewed

a thick snoke.

What happens to nme if you | ose?" Eleanor asked him

W won't |ose,” Thomas said, though there was little conviction

in his voice.

What happens to nme?" she asked again.

You t hank the Frenchnen who find you," he said, and tell them
you were forced to march with us against your will. Then you send
for your father.

El eanor thought about those answers for a while, but did not

| ook reassured. She had learned in Caen how nen after victory are
not anenable to reason, but slaves to their appetites. She shrugged.
And what happens to you?"

If I live?" Thomas shook his head. I'"l'l be a prisoner. They send
us to the galleys in the south, | hear. |If they let us live."

Way shoul dn't they?"

They don't like archers. They hate archers.” He pushed a pile of
wet bracken closer to the fire, trying to dry the fronds before they

becarme their bed. Maybe there won't be a battle," he said, because
we' ve stolen a day's march on them" The French were said to have
gone back to Abbeville and to be crossing the river there, which
meant that the hunters were coming, but the English were still a

day ahead and coul d, perhaps, reach their fortresses in Flanders.

Per haps.

El eanor blinked fromthe snoke. Have you seen any kni ght

carrying the | ance?"

Thomas shook hi s head. I haven't even | ooked," he confessed.

The last thing on his mnd this night was the nysterious Vexilles.

Nor, indeed, did he expect to see the lance. That was Sir Cuillaune's
fancy and now Fat her Hobbe's ent husiasm but it was not Thomas's
obsession. Staying alive and finding enough to eat were what con-
suned him



Thomas!" W I Skeat called from outside

Thomas pushed his head t hrough the hut opening to see a cl oaked
figure was standing next to Skeat. I'mhere," he said.

You' ve got conpany," Skeat said sourly, turning away.

The cl oaked figure stooped to enter the hut and, to Thonas's

surprise, it was Jeanette. | shouldn't be here," she greeted him
pushing into the snoky interior where, throwing the hood from

her hair, she stared at El eanor. Who' s t hat?"

My wonman, " Thomas spoke in English.

Tell her to go," Jeanette said in French

Stay here," Thonas tol d El eanor. This is the Countess of
Arnorica. "
Jeanette bridled when Thomas contradicted her, but did not insist
that El eanor left. Instead she pushed a bag at Thomas that proved

to contain a leg of ham a |loaf of bread and a stone bottle of w ne.
The bread, Thonmas saw, was the fine white bread that only the rich
could afford, while the ham was studded with cl oves and sticky
wi th honey.

He handed the bag to El eanor. Food fit for a prince," he told her
| should take it to WII?" Eleanor asked, for the Archers had
agreed to share all their food.

Yes, but it can wait," Thomas sai d.

| shall take it now, " Eleanor said, and pulled a cloak over her
head before vanishing into the wet darkness.

She's pretty enough,” Jeanette said in French

Al my wonmen are pretty,” Thomas sai d. Fit for princes, they
are."
Jeanette | ooked angry, or perhaps it was just the snmoke fromthe
small fire irritating her. She prodded the hut's side. This rem nds
me of our journey.

It wasn't cold or wet." Thomas said. And you were nad, he
wanted to add, and | nursed you and you wal ked away from ne
wi t hout | ooki ng back.
Jeanette heard the hostility in his voice. He thinks," she said,
that | am sayi ng confession."

Then tell me your sins," Thonmas responded, and you won't have
lied to Hs H ghness."



Jeanette ignored that. You know what is going to happen now?"
W run away, they chase us, and either they catch us or they

don't." He spoke brusquely. And if they catch us there'll be a bl ood-
letting."

They will catch us," Jeanette said confidently, and there will be

a battle."

You know t hat ?"

| listen to what is reported to the Prince," she said, and the
French are on the good roads. W are not."
That made sense. The ford by which the English arny had cros-
sed the Seine led only into marshiand and forest. It was a link
between villages, it lay on no great trading route and so no good
roads led fromits banks, but the French had crossed the river

at Abbeville, a city of merchants, and so the eneny armnmy woul d
have wi de roads to hasten their march into Picardy. They were well
fed, they were fresh and now they had the good roads to speed
t hem

So there'll be a battle,"” Thomas said, touching his black bow.
There is to be a battle,” Jeanette confirned. It's been decided.
Probably tonorrow or the next day. The King says there is a hil
just outside the forest where we can fight. Better that, he says, than
letting the French get ahead and bl ock our road. But either way,"

she paused, they will win."

Maybe, " Thonas al | owed.

They will win," Jeanette insisted. I listen to the conversations,
Thomas! They are too many."
Thomas made the sign of the cross. |If Jeanette was right, and he

had no reason to think she was deceiving him then the army's
| eaders had al ready given up hope, but that did not nmean he had

to despair. They have to beat us first," he said stubbornly.
They will," Jeanette said brutally, and what happens to ne
t hen?"

What happens to you?" Thomas asked in surprise. He |eaned
cautiously against the fragile wall of his shelter. He sensed that
El eanor had al ready delivered the food and hurried back to
eavesdr op. Why should | care,"” he asked loudly, what happens to
you?"



Jeanette shot hima vicious | ook. You once swore to nme," she
said, that you would help restore nmy son to ne.

Thomas made the sign of the cross again. | did, ny lady," he
admtted, reflecting that he made his oaths too easily. One oath
was enough for a lifetime and he had made nore then he coul d
recall or keep.

Then help me do that," Jeanette denanded.

Thomas smi | ed. There's a battle to be won first, my lady."
Jeanette scow ed at the snoke that churned in the small shelter

If I amfound in the English canp after the battle, Thomas, then |
wi Il never see Charles again. Never."

Why not?" Thonas demanded. It's not as if you'll be in danger
my lady. You're not a cormbn wonman. There might not be nuch
chivalry when armies neet, but it just about reaches into the tents
of royalty."

Jeanette shook her head inpatiently. If the English win," she said,
then | mght see Charles again because the Duke will want to curry
favour with the King. But if they lose, then he will have no need to
make any gesture. And if they |lose, Thomas, then | |ose everything."
That, Thonas reckoned, was closer to the nub. |If the English |ost

then Jeanette risked | osing whatever wealth she had accumnul at ed

in the |l ast weeks, wealth that came fromthe gifts of a prince. He
could see a neckl ace of what |ooked |ike rubjes half hidden by her
swat hi ng cl oak, and doubt!| ess she had dozens of other precious
stones set in gold.

So what do you want of ne?" he asked.

She | eaned forward and | owered her voice. You," she said, and
a handful of men. Take me south. | can hire a ship at Le Crotoy
and sail to Brittany. | have noney now. | can pay ny debts in La
Roche-Derrien and | can deal with that evil [awer. No one need
know | was even here."

The Prince will know, " Thonas sai d.
She bridled at that. You think he will want ne for ever?"

VWhat do | know of hin®"

He will tire of ne," Jeanette said. He's a prince. He takes what

he wants and when he is tired of it he noves on. But he has been
good to me, so | cannot conplain."”



Thomas said nothing for a while. She had not been this hard,
he reflected, in those |lazy sumrer days when they had lived as

vagabonds. And your son?" he asked. How wi | you get hi m back?
Pay for hin®"
I will find a way," she said evasively.

Probably, Thomas thought, she would try to kidnap the boy, and
why not? |If she could raise some nmen then it woul d be possible.
Maybe she woul d expect Thormas hinself to do it and as that
t hought occurred to himso Jeanette | ooked into his eyes.

Hel p ne," she said, please.”

No, " Thomas said, not now." He held up a hand to ward off her
protests. One day, God willing," he went on, I'Il help find your
son, but I'll not leave this arnmy now |If there's to be a battle, ny

lady, then I'min it with the rest.”

| am beggi ng you," she said.

No. "

Then damm you, " she spat, pulled the hood over her black hair
and went out into the darkness. There was a short pause, then

El eanor cane through the entrance.

So what did you think?" Thomas asked.

| think she is pretty," Eleanor said evasively, then she frowned
at him and | think that in battle tonorrow a man coul d sei ze you
by the hair. | think you should cut it."
Thomas seemed to flinch. You want to go south? Escape battle?"
El eanor gave him a reproachful | ook. I am an archer's wonan,"
she said, and you will not go south. WII| says you are a goddamm
fool ," she said the last two words in clunsy English, to give up
such good food, but thanks you anyway. And Father Hobbe tells
you that he is saying Mass tonorrow norning and expects you to

be there."
Thomas drew his knife and gave it to her, then bent his head.

She sawed at his pigtail, then at handfuls of black hair that she
tossed onto the fire. Thomas said nothing as she cut, but just thought
about Father Hobbe's Mass. A Mass for the dead, he thought, or
for those about to die.

For in the wet dark, beyond the forest, the m ght of France was
drawi ng cl ose. The English had escaped the eneny tw ce, crossing



rivers that were supposed to be inpassable, but they could not

escape a third time. The French had caught them at |ast.
The village lay only a short walk north of the forest's edge from
which it was separated by a small river that tw sted through placid
wat er neadows. The village was an unremarkabl e place: a duck-
pond, a small church and a score of cottages with thick thatched

roofs, small gardens and hi gh dungheaps. The village, like the forest,
was called Crecy.

The fields north of the village rose to a long hill that ran north

and south. A country road, rutted by farmcarts, ran along the hill's
crest, going fromCrecy to another village, just as unremarkabl e,
called Wadicourt. |If an army had narched from Abbeville and

skirted the Forest of Crecy it would conme westwards in search of

the English and, after a while, they would see the hill between

Crecy and Wadicourt rearing in front of them They would see the

stunp-like church towers in the two small villages, and between

the villages, but much closer to Crecy and high on the ridge top

where its sails could catch the winds, a nmill. The slope facing the

French was | ong and snooth, untroubled by hedge or ditch, a play-

ground for knights on horseback

The arny was woken before dawn. It was a Saturday, 26 August,

and nen grunbled at the unseasonable chill. Fires were stirred to

life, reflecting flame light fromthe waiting mail and plate arnmour.

The village of Cre'cy had been occupied by the King and his great

| ords, sonme of whom had slept in the church, and those nmen were

still armng thensel ves when a chaplain of the royal househol d

cane to say a Mass. Candles were lit, a handbell sounded and the

priest, ignoring the clank of arnour that filled the small nave, called

on the hel p of Saint Zephyrinus, Saint Gelasinus and both the saints
cal l ed

Cenesius, all of whomhad their feasts on this day, and the priest

al so sought aid fromlLittle Sir Hugh of Lincoln, a child who had

been nurdered by the Jews on this sanme day nearly two hundred

years before. The boy, who was said to have shown a renarkabl e

pi ety, had been found dead, and no one understood how God coul d



have all owed such a paragon to be snatched fromearth so young,

but there were Jews in Lincoln and their presence had provided a
conveni ent answer. The priest prayed to themall. Saint Zephyrinus,
he prayed, give us victory. Saint Celasinus, he pleaded, be with our
men. Sai nt Genesius, |ook after us, and Saint Genesius, give us strength.
Little Sir Hugh, he begged, thou child in God's arms, intercede for
us. Dear God, he prayed, in Thy great mercy, spare us. The knights
cane to the altar in their linen shirts to receive the Sacranents.

In the forest the archers knelt to other priests. They nmade con-
fession and took the dry, stale bread that was the body of Christ.
They made the sign of the cross. No one knew there was to be a
battl e that day, but they sensed the canpaign had come to its end
and they nust either fight today or the next. G ve us enough arrows,
the archers prayed, and we shall nake the earth red, and they held
their yew staves towards the priests who touched the bows and

sai d prayers over them

Lances were unw apped. They had been carried on packhorses

or wagons and had hardly been used in the canpaign, but the

kni ghts all dreanmed of a proper battle of swirling horsenen punctu-
ated by the shock of I ances striking shields. The older and w ser
men knew they would fight on foot and that their weapons woul d

nostly be swords or axes or falchions, but still the painted | ances
were taken fromtheir cloth or |eather coverings that protected them
frombeing dried by the sun or warped by rain. We can use them

as pikes," the Earl of Northanpton suggest ed.

Squires and pages arned their knights, helping themwth the

heavy coats of leather, mail and plate. Straps were buckled tight.
Destriers were brushed with straw while the smths dragged sharp-
eni ng stones down the swords" |ong blades. The King, who had
begun arnming hinmself at four in the norning, knelt and kissed a
reliquary which contained a feather fromthe wi ng of the ange
Gabriel and, when he had crossed hinself, told the priest to carry
the reliquary to his son. Then, with a gol den crown surroundi ng
his hel met, he was hel ped up onto a grey mare and rode north
fromthe vill age.

It was dawn and the ridge between the two vill ages was enpty.

The mll, its linen sails neatly furled and tethered, creaked in the



wind that stirred the | ong grasses where hares grazed but now

cocked their ears and raced away as the horsenen clinbed the track
tothe mll.

The King | ed, nounted on the mare that was swathed in a trapper
bright with the royal arns. The scabbard of his sword was red vel vet
and encrusted with golden fleur-de-lis, while the hilt was decorated
with a dozen great rubies. He carried a long white staff and had
brought a dozen conpani ons and a score of knights as escorts, but

as his conpanions were all great lords then they were duly foll owed
by their entourages so that close to three hundred nen trailed up
the wi nding track. The higher a nan's rank, the closer he rode to
the King, while the pages and squires were at the back where they
tried to hear the conversation of their betters.
A man-at-arns di snounted and went into the mll. He clinbed
the | adders, opened the snmall door that gave access to the sails and
there straddled the axl e as he peered eastwards.

See anything?" the King called up cheerfully, but the man was
so overcone by being addressed by his king that he could only
shake his head dunbly.
The sky was hal f covered in clouds and the country | ooked dark
Fromthe mll's height the nan-at-arnms could see down the |ong
slope to the snall fields at its foot, then up another slope to a wood.
An enpty road ran eastwards beyond the wood. The river, filled
wi th English horses being watered, twisted grey on the right to

mark the forest's edge. The King, his visor jamed up agai nst the
crown's frontal, stared at the same view A local man, discovered
hiding in the forest, had confirned that the road from Abbeville
cane fromthe east, which neant that the French nust cross the
small fields at the foot of the slope if they were to make a frontal

attack on the hill. The fields had no hedges, nerely shallow ditches
that woul d offer no obstacle to a nounted knight.
If I was Philip," the Earl of Northanpton suggested, |'d ride

round our north flank, sire.”

You're not Philip, and | thank God you're not," Edward of Eng-

| and sai d. He's not clever."

And | an?" The Earl sounded surprised.

You are clever at war, Wlliam" the King said. He stared down



the slope for a long tine. If I was Philip," he said at last, | would
be mightily tenpted by those fields," he pointed to the foot of

the slope, especially if | saw our nen waiting on this hill." The
| ong green slope of the open pasturel and was perfect for a cavalry
charge. It was an invitation for |ances and glory, a place made by

CGod for the lords of France to tear an inmpudent enemny to ragged
shr eds.

The hill's steep, sire," the Earl of Warw ck warned.

| warrant it won't look so fromthe foot," the King said, then
turned his horse and spurred northwards along the ridge. The mare
trotted easily, revelling in the norning air. She' s Spanish," the King
told the Earl, bought off Gindley. D you use hin®"

If I can afford his prices.”

O course you can, Wlliam A vrich man like you? 1'Il breed her
She m ght nake fine destriers.”
If she does, sire, I'lIl buy one fromyou."

If you can't afford Gindley's prices,
you pay m ne?"

He spurred the mare into a canter, his plate armour clanking,
and the long train of men hurried after himalong the track which
led north on the ridge's sunmit. G een shoots of wheat and barl ey,
doonmed to die in the winter, grew where the grains had fallen from
the carts carrying the harvest to the mll. The King stopped at
the ridge's end, just above the village of Wadicourt, and stared
northwards. His cousin was right, he thought. Philip should narch
into that enpty countryside and cut himoff from Flanders. The
French, if they did but knowit, were the masters here. Their arny
was larger, their men fresher and they could dance rings about their
tired eneny until the English were forced to a desperate attack or
were trapped in a place that offered them no advantage. But Edward
knew better than to let every fear prey on his mnd. The French
were al so desperate. They had suffered the huniliation of watching
an eneny arny weak havoc across their land and they were in
no mood to be clever. They wanted revenge. O fer them a chance,
he reckoned, and the odds were good that they would snatch at it,
and so the King dismssed his fears and rode down into the village
of Wadicourt. A handful of the villagers had dared to stay and those

the King teased, how will



fol k, seeing the golden crown encircling the King's hel net and the
silver curb chains on his mare, went onto their knees.

W nean you no harm" the King called airily, but by nmorning's

end, he knew, their houses woul d have been ransacked thoroughly.

He turned sout hwards again, riding along the ground at the foot

of the ridge. The valley's turf was soft, but not treacherous. A horse
woul d not flounder here, a charge would be possible and, better
still, just as he had reckoned, the hill did not |ook so steep from
this angle. It was deceptive. The long stretch of rising grass |ooked
gentle even, though in truth it would sap the horses" lungs by the
time they reached the English nen-at-arnms. |If they ever did reach
t hem

How many arrows do we have?" he asked every man in earshot.

Twel ve hundred sheaves," the Bi shop of Durham said.

Two carts full,"” the Earl of Warwi ck answered
Ei ght hundred and sixty sheaves," the Earl of Northanpton said.
There was silence for a while. The nen have sone thensel ves?"

t he King asked.

Per haps a sheaf apiece,” the Earl of Northanpton said gl oomly.

It will just have to be enough,” the King said bleakly. He would
have |iked twice as many arrows, but then he would have liked a
ot of things. He could have wished for twice as many nmen and a
hill twice as steep and an enemny led by a nan twi ce as nervous as
Philip of Valois who, God knows, was nervous enough anyway,
but it was no good wishing. He had to fight and win. He frowned
at the southern end of the ridge where it fell away to the village
of Crecy. That would be the easiest place for the French to attack
and the cl osest too, which neant the fight would be hard there.

@Quns, Wlliam" he said to the Earl of Northanpton

@Quns, sire?"

W' || have the guns on the flanks. Bl oody things have to be
useful sone tine!"

W could roll the things down the hill, sire, perhaps? Maybe
crush a man or two?"
The King | aughed and rode on. Looks like rain."

It should hold off a while," the Earl of Warw ck answered. And
the French may hold off too, sire.”



You think they won't cone, WIIianP"

The Earl shook his head. They' Il come, sire, but it'll take them
time. Alot of time. We might see their vanguard by noon, but their
rearguard will still be crossing the bridge in Abbeville. 1'll wager
they'Il wait till tonorrow nmorning to make a fight."

Today or tonorrow," the King said carelessly, it's all the sane."

We could march on," the Earl of Warw ck suggest ed.

And find a better hill?" The King smled. He was younger and

| ess experienced than many of the earls, but he was al so the King

and so the decision nust rest with him He was, in truth, filled with
doubts, but knew that he must | ook confident. He would fight here.

He said as nuch and said it firmy

W fight here," the King said again, staring up the slope. He was
imagining his arny there, seeing it as the French would see it, and

he knew his suspicion was right that the | owest part of the ridge,
close to Crecy, would be the dangerous ground. That would be his

right flank, close under the mill. My son will conmand on the
right," he said, pointing, and you, Wlliam wll be with him"
I will, sire," the Earl of Northanpton agreed.

And you, my lord, on the left," the King said to the Earl of
War wi ck. We shall nake our line two-thirds of the way up the
hill with archers in front and on the flanks."

And you, sire?" the Earl of Warw ck asked.
| shall be at the mll," the King said, then urged his horse up the

hill. He disnobunted two-thirds of the way up the slope and waited
for a squire to take the nare's reins, then he began the norning's
real work. He paced along the hill, marking places by prodding the

turf with his white staff and instructing the | ords who acconpani ed
himthat their men woul d be here, or there, and those |ords sent

men to sumon their commanders so that when the arny marched

to the I ong green slope they would know where to go.
Bring the banners here," the King ordered, and place them

where the nen are to assenble.”

He kept his arny in the three battles that had marched all the

way from Normandy. Two, the largest, would make a |ong, thick

line of nen-at-arnms stretching across the upper reaches of the sl ope.
They' Il fight on foot," the King ordered, confirm ng what every



man had expected though one or two of the younger lords stil

groaned for there was nore honour to be gained by fighting from

hor seback. But Edward cared nore about victory than honour. He
knew only too well that if his nmen-at-arns were nounted then

the fools would make a charge as soon as the French attacked and
his battle woul d degenerate into a braw at the hill's foot that the
French nmust w n because they had the advantage of nunbers. But

if his men were on foot then they could not nmake a crazed charge
agai nst horsemen, but nust wait behind their shields to be attacked.
The horses are to be kept at the rear, beyond the ridge," he com
manded. He hinself would command the third and snallest battle

on the ridge's sumit where it would be a reserve.

You will stay with me, ny lord bishop," the King told the Bi shop

of Dur ham

The bi shop, arnoured fromnape to toes and carrying a massive

spi ked mace, bridl ed. You'll deny nme a chance to break French
heads, sire?"

| shall let you weary God with your prayers instead," the King
said, and his |ords | aughed. And our archers,” the King went on

will be here, and here, and here." He was pacing the turf and
ranmm ng the white staff into the grass every few paces. He would
cover his line with archers, and mass nore at the two flanks. The
archers, Edward knew, were his one advantage. Their |ong, white-
fl edged arrows would do rmurder in this place that invited the eneny
horsenen into the glorious charge. Here," he stepped on and
gouged the turf again, and here.”

You want pits, sire?" the Earl of Northanpton asked.

As many as you like, Wlliam" the King said. The archers, once
they were gathered in their groups all along the face of the line,
woul d be told to dig pits in the turf some yards down the sl ope.
The pits did not have to be large, just big enough to break a horse's
leg if it did not see the hole. Make enough pits and the charge
nmust be slowed and thrown into disarray. And here," the King had
reached the southern end of the ridge, we'll park sone enpty
wagons. Put half the guns here, and the other half at the other
end. And | want nore archers here.”

If we've any left," the Earl of Warwi ck grunbl ed.



Wagons?" the Earl of Northanpton asked.

Can't charge a horse across a line of wagons, WIlliam" the King
said cheerfully, then beckoned his horse forward and, because his

pl ate arnour was so heavy, two pages had to half lift and half push
himinto the saddle. It meant an undignified scranble, but once he
was settled in the saddl e he | ooked back along the ridge that was

no | onger enpty, but was dotted with the first banners show ng
where nmen woul d assenble. In an hour or two, he thought, his
whol e arny would be here to lure the French into the archers”

arrows. He wiped the earth fromthe butt of the staff, then spurred
his horse towards Crecy. Let's see if there's any food," he said.
The first flags fluttered on the enpty ridge. The sky pressed grey
across distant fields and woods. Rain fell to the north and the w nd
felt cold. The eastern road, along which the French nmust cone, was
deserted still. The priests prayed.
Take pity on us, O Lord, in Thy great nercy, take pity on us.
The man who call ed hinself the Harlequin was in the woods on
the hill that lay to the east of the ridge that ran between Crecy and
Wadi court. He had left Abbeville in the mddle of the night, forcing
the sentries to open the northern gate, and he had led his nen
through the dark with the hel p of an Abbeville priest who knew
the I ocal roads. Then, hidden by beeches, he had watched the King

of England ride and walk the far ridge. Now the King was gone,

but the green turf was speckled with banners and the first English
troops were straggling up fromthe vill age. They expect us to fight
here," he remarked.

It's as good a place as any," Sir Sinon Jekyll observed grunpily.

He did not like being roused in the mddle of the night. He knew
that the strange bl ack-clad man who call ed hinsel f the Harl equin

had offered to be a scout for the French arny, but he had not

t hought that all the Harlequin's followers would be expected to mss
t heir breakfast and grope through a black and enpty countryside for
six cold hours.

It is a ridiculous place to fight,

the Harl equi n responded. They



will line that hill with archers and we will have to ride straight into
their points. Wat we should do is go round their flank." He pointed
to the north.

Tell His Majesty that,” Sir Sinon said spitefully.

| doubt he will listen to me." The Harlequin heard the scorn, but
did not riseto it. Not yet. \When we have made our nane, then
he will listen.” He patted his horse's neck. I have only faced English

arrows once, and then it was nerely a single archer, but | saw an
arrow go clean through a mail coat."

|'ve seen an arrow go through two inches of oak," Sir Sinon
sai d.

Three inches," Henry Colley added. He, like Sir Sinon, mght

have to face those arrows today, but he was still proud of what
Engl i sh weapons coul d do.

A danger ous weapon," the Harl equin acknow edged, though in

an unworried voice. He was ever unworried, always confident,
perpetually calm and that self-control irritated Sir Sinon, though
he was even nore annoyed by the Harlequin's faintly hooded eyes
whi ch, he realized, rem nded himof Thomas of Hookton. He had
t he sane good | ooks, but at |east Thomas of Hookton was dead,
and that was one |ess archer to face this day. But archers can be
beaten," the Harl equi n added.
Sir Sinon reflected that the Frenchman had faced one archer

in his whole life, yet had already worked out how to beat them
How?"

You told ne how," the Harlequin rem nded Sir Sinon. You

exhaust their arrows, of course. You send themlesser targets, |et
themkill peasants, fools and nercenaries for an hour or two, then

rel ease your main force. What we shall do," he turned his horse

away, is charge with the second line. It does not matter what orders
we receive, we shall wait till the arrows are running out. Wo

wants to be killed by sone dirty peasant? No glory there, Sir Sinon."
That, Sir Sinon acknow edged, was true enough. He followed

the Harlequin to the further side of the beech wood where the

squires and servants waited with the packhorses. Two nmessengers

were sent back with news of the English dispositions while the rest

di snount ed and unsaddl ed their horses. There was tine for nen



and beasts to rest and feed, tine to don the battle arnmour and tine
for prayer.
The Harl equin prayed frequently, enbarrassing Sir Sinon, who
consi dered hinmself a good Christian but one who did not dangle
his soul from God's apron strings. He said confession once or tw ce
a year, went to Mass and bared his head when the Sacranents
passed by, but otherw se he spared little thought for the pieties.
The Harl equin, on the other hand, confided every day to Cod,
t hough he rarely stepped into a church and had little time for
priests. It was as though he had a private relationship with heaven
and that was both annoying and conforting to Sir Sinmon. It
annoyed hi m because it seened unmanly, and it conforted him
because if God was of any use to a fighting man then it was on a
day of battle.
Thi s day, though, seened special for the Harlequin, for after going
down on one knee and praying silently for a while, he stood and
ordered his squire to bring himthe lance. Sir Sinon, w shing they
could stop the pious foolery and eat instead, presumed that they
were expected to armthensel ves and sent Colley to fetch his own
| ance, but the Harl equin stopped him Wait," he ordered.
The | ances, wrapped in leather, were carried on a packhorse, but
the Harlequin's squire fetched a separate | ance, one that had trav-
elled on its own horse and was wapped in [inen as well as |eather
Sir Sinmon had assuned it was the Harl equin's personal weapon,
but instead, when the linen was pulled fromthe shaft, he sawit
was an anci ent and warped spear made froma tinber so old and
dark that it would surely splinter if it was subjected to the snall est
strain. The bl ade | ooked to be made of silver, which was foolish
for the metal was too weak to nake a killing bl ade.
Sir Sinmon grinned. You're not fighting with that!"
W are all fighting with that,” the Harlequin said and, to Sir
Sinmon's surprise, the black-dressed man fell to his knees again.
Down, " he instructed Sir Sinon
Sir Sinmon knelt, feeling like a fool
You are a good soldier, Sir Sinon," the Harlequin said. | have
met few nen who can handl e weapons as you do and | can think
of no man | would rather have fighting at ny side, but there is



nore to fighting than swords and | ances and arrows. You mnust

t hi nk before you fight, and you nust always pray, for if God is on
your side then no man can beat you."

Sir Sinmon, obscurely aware that he was being criticized, nade

the sign of the cross. | pray,"” he said defensively.

Then give thanks to God that we will carry that lance into battle.'

Way ?"

Because it is the |lance of Saint George, and the man who fights
under the protection of that |ance will be cradled in God's arns."
Sir Sinmon stared at the |ance, which had been laid reverently on
the grass. There had been a fewtimes in his life, usually when he
was hal f drunk, when he woul d glinpse sonething of the nysteries
of God. He had once been reduced to tears by a fierce Dom ni can
t hough the effect had not |asted beyond his next visit to a tavern
and he had felt shrunken the first time he had stepped into a
cat hedral and seen the whole vault dimy lit by candl es, but such
monents were few, infrequent and unwel cone. Yet now, suddenly,
the nystery of Christ reached down to touch his heart. He stared
at the lance and did not see a tawdry old weapon tricked with an
i npractical silver blade, but a thing of God-given power. It had
been given by Heaven to nake nen on earth invincible, and Sir
Si nron was astonished to feel tears prick at his eyes.

My famly brought it fromthe Holy Land," the Harlequin said,
and they clainmed that men who fought under the | ance's protection
could not be defeated, but that was not true. They were beaten
but when all their allies died, when the very fires of hell were lit
to burn their followers to death, they lived. They left France and
took the lance with them but ny uncle stole it and concealed it
fromus. Then | found it, and nowit will give its blessings to our
battle."

Sir Sinmon said nothing. He just gazed at the weapon with a | ook
cl ose to awe.

Henry Col | ey, untouched by the nmonent's fervour, picked his
nose.

The world,"” the Harlequin said, is rotting. The Church is corrupt
and kings are weak. W have it in our power, Sir Sinon, to make
a new world, |oved by God, but to do it we nust destroy the old.



W nust take power ourselves, then give the power to God. That
is why we fight."

Henry Col | ey thought the Frenchman was plain crazy, but Sir

Si non had an enraptured expression

Tell me," the Harlequin |looked at Sir Sinmon, what is the battle
flag of the English King?"

The dragon banner," Sir Sinon said.

The Harl equin offered one of his rare smiles. Is that not an onen?"
he asked, then paused. | shall tell you what will happen this day,"
he went on. The King of France will conme and he will be inpatient

and he will attack. The day will go badly for us. The English wll
jeer at us because we cannot break them but then we shall carry the
| ance into battle and you will see God turn the fight. W shal
snatch victory fromfailure. You will take the English King's son as
a prisoner and naybe we will even capture Edward hinsel f, and

our reward will be Philip of Valois's favour. That is why we fight,
Sir Simon, for the King's favour, because that favour neans power,
riches and land. You will share that wealth, but only so long as you
understand that we shall use our power to purge the rot from
Christendom W shall be a scourge against the wi cked."

Mad as a brush, Henry Colley thought. Daft as lights. He watched

as the Harlequin stood and went to a packhorse's pannier from

whi ch he took a square of cloth which, unfolded, proved to be a

red banner on which a strange beast with horns, tusks and cl aws
reared on its hind legs while clasping a cup in its forepaws.

This is nmy famly's banner,” the Harlequin said, tying the flag to
the Iance's long silver head with black ribbons, and for many years,
sir Sinon, this banner was forbidden in France because its owners
had fought agai nst the King and agai nst the Church. Qur | ands

were wasted and our castle is still slighted, but today we shall be
heroes and this banner will be back in favour." He rolled the flag
about the Il ance-head so that the yal e was hidden. Today, " he said

fervently, ny famly is resurrected.”

What is your famly?" Sir Sinmon asked.

My nane is Quy Vexille," the Harlequin admtted, and | amthe
Count of Astarac."”
Sir Sinmon had never heard of Astarac, but he was pleased to



learn that his master was a proper nobleman and, to signify his
obedi ence, he held his praying hands towards Guy Vexille in hom
age. I will not disappoint you, ny lord,” Sir Sinmon said with an
unaccustomed humlity.

God will not disappoint us today," Quy Vexille said. He took Sir
Simon's hands in his own. Today," he raised his voice to speak to
all his knights, we shall destroy England."

For he had the | ance.
And the royal arny of France was com ng
And the English had of fered thenmsel ves for slaughter

Arrows," WII Skeat said. He was standing at the wood's edge beside

a pile of sheaves unl oaded from a wagon, but suddenly paused.

Good CGod." He was staring at Thonas. Looks like a rat got your
hair." He frowned. Suits you, though. You |ook grown up at |ong
last. Arrows!" he said again. Don't waste them" He tossed the
sheaves one by one to the archers. It looks like a lot, but npost of

you godf orsaken | epers have never been in a proper battle and
battl es swall ow arrows |ike whores swallow ng, Good norning,
Fat her Hobbe!"

You'll spare me a sheaf, WII?"

Don't waste it on sinners, father,” WIIl said, throwing a bundle
to the priest. Kill some CGod-fearing Frenchneri."

There's no such thing, WIlIl. They're all spawn of Satan."

Thomas enptied a sheaf into his arrow bag and tucked anot her

into his belt. He had a pair of boweords in his helmet, safe from
the rain that threatened. A smith had cone to the archers" encanp-
nment and had hamered the nicks fromtheir swords, axes, knives
and bill hooks, then sharpened the blades with his stones. The smith,
who had been wandering the armnmy, said the King had ridden north
to look for a battlefield, but he hinself reckoned the French would
not come that day. It's a lot of sweat for nothing," he had grunbl ed
as he snoot hed a stone down Thonas's sword. This is French
work," he said, peering at the | ong bl ade.

From Caen. "



You could sell this for a penny or two,'
good steel. dd, of course, but good."
Now, with their arrows replenished, the archers placed their
bel ongi ngs into a wagon that would join the rest of the arny's
baggage and one man, who was sick in his belly, would guard it
t hrough the day while a second invalid would stand sentry on the
archers" horses. WII Skeat ordered the wagon away, then cast an
eye over his assenbl ed archers. The bastards are coming," he
growm ed, if not today, then tonorrow, and there are nore of them
than there are of us, and they ain't hungry and they've all got boots
and they think their shit snmells of roses because they're bl oody
Frenchnmen, but they die just like anyone else. Shoot their horses
and you'll live to see sundown. And renenber, they ain't got proper
archers so they're going to lose. It ain't difficult to understand.
your heads, aimat the horses, don't waste shafts and listen for
orders. Let's go, boys."

They waded the shallow river, one of the nmany bands of archers

who energed fromthe trees to file into the village of Crecy where
kni ghts were pacing up and down, then stanping their feet and
calling on squires or pages to tighten a strap or |oosen a buckle to
make their armour confortable. Bunches of horses, tied bridle to
bridle, were being led to the back of the hill where, with the army's
worren, children and baggage, they would stay inside a ring of

wagons. The Prince of Wales, arnoured fromthe wai st down, was
eating a green apple beside the church and he nodded distractedly
when Skeat's nmen respectfully pulled off their helmets. There was
no sign of Jeanette, and Thomas wondered if she had fled on her

own, then decided he did not care.

El eanor wal ked beside him She touched his arrow bag. Do you

have enough arrows?"

Depends how many Frenchrmen conme, Thomas said.

How many Englishnen are there?" Runour said the arny had
ei ght thousand nen now, half of them archers, and Thonas
reckoned that was probably about right. He gave that figure to
El eanor, who frowned. And how many Frenchnen?" she asked
The good Lord knows," Thonas said, but he reckoned it had to
be far nore than eight thousand, a | ot nore, but he could do nothing

t he prai se was grudging,

keep



about that now and so he tried to forget the disparity in nunbers
as the archers clinbed towards the windmll.

They crossed the crest to see the long forward slope, and for an

i nstant Thomas had the inpression that a great fair was just begin-
ning. Gaudy flags dotted the hill and bands of nen wandered
between them and all it needed was some dancing bears and a few
jugglers and it would have | ooked just like the Dorchester fair.
W1l Skeat had stopped to search for the Earl of Northanpton's
banner, then spotted it on the right of the slope, straight down from
the mll. He led the nen down and a man-at-arnms showed them

the sticks marking the spot where the archers would fight. And
the Earl wants horse-pits dug," the nan-at-arns said.

You heard him" WII| Skeat shouted. Get digging!"

El eanor hel ped Thomas nmake the pits. The soil was thick and
they used knives to | oosen the earth that they scooped out with
t hei r hands.

Why do you dig pits?" Eleanor asked.

To trip the horses," Thomas said, kicking the excavated earth
away before starting another hole. Al along the face of the hil
archers were making simlar small pits a score of paces in front of
their positions. The eneny horsenen might charge at the full gallop
but the pits would check them They could get through, but only
slowy, and the inpetus of their charge would be broken and while
they tried to thread the treacherous holes they woul d be under
attack from archers.

There," El eanor said, pointing, and Thomas | ooked up to see a
group of horsermen on the far hill crest. The first Frenchnen had
arrived and were staring across the valley to where the English
arny slowy assenbl ed under the banners.

Be hours yet," Thomas said. Those Frenchmen, he guessed, were
t he vanguard who had been sent ahead to find the eneny, while
the main French army would still be marching from Abbeville. The
crossbowren, who would surely lead the attack, would all be on
f oot .

Of to Thomas's right, where the slope fell away to the river
and the village, a makeshift fortress of enpty wagons was bei ng
made. The carts were parked cl ose together to forma barrier against



hor senen and between them were guns. These were not the guns
that had failed to break Caen Castle, but were rmuch smaller

Ri bal ds," WII Skeat said to Thonas.

Ri bal ds?"

That's what they're called, ribalds." He Ied Thomas and El eanor
al ong the slope to | ook at the guns, which were strange bundl es of
iron tubes. Qunners were stirring the powder, while others were
undoi ng bundl es of garros, the long arrowlike iron mssiles that
were ramed into the tubes. Sonme of the ribalds had eight barrels,
some seven and a few only four. Usel ess bl oody things," Skeat spat,

but they might frighten the horses.” He nodded a greeting to the
archers who were digging pits ahead of the ribalds. The guns were
thick here, Thomas counted thirty-four and others were being

dragged into place, but they still needed the protection of bownren.
Skeat | eaned on a wagon and stared at the far hill. 1t was not
warm but he was sweating. Are you ill?" Thomas asked.

Quts are churning a bit," Skeat admtted, but nothing to nmake

a song and dance about." There were about four hundred French
horsenen on the far hill now, and others were appearing fromthe
trees. It might not happen,"” Skeat said quietly.

The battle?"

Philip of France isjunpy,"” Skeat said. He's got a knack of march-
ing up to battle, then deciding he'd rather be frolicking at hone.
That's what | hear. Nervous bastard." He shrugged. But if he thinks
he's got a chance today, Tom it's going to be nasty."

Thomas smi | ed. The pits? The archers?"

Don't be a bloody fool, boy," Skeat retorted. Not every pit breaks
a leg and not every arrow strikes true. W mght stop the first
charge and maybe the second, but they'll still keep coming and in
the end they' Il get through. There's just too many of the bastards.
They' Il be on top of us, Tom and it'll be up to the nmen-at-arns to
give them a hamering. Just keep your head, boy, and renenber
it's the men-at-arns who do the close-quarter work. [If the bastards
get past the pits then take your bow back, wait for a target and stay
alive. And if we lose?" He shrugged. Leg it for the forest and hide
there."

What is he saying?" El eanor asked.

That it should be easy work today."

You are a bad liar, Thonas."

Just too many of them" Skeat said, alnost to hinself. Tormy
Dugdal e faced worse odds down in Brittany, Tom but he had plenty
of arrows. We're short.”

W're going to be all right, WII."

Aye, well. Maybe." Skeat pushed hinself off the wagon. You
two go ahead. | need a quiet place for a second.”

Thomas and El eanor wal ked back north. The English |ine was
form ng now, the scattered flags bei ng swanped by men-at-armnms

who were forming into blocks. Archers stood ahead of each fornma-
tion while marshals, arned with white staffs, made sure there were
gaps in the line through which the archers could escape if the
horsemen canme too close. Bundles of |ances had been fetched from
the village and were being issued to the nen-at-arnms in the front
rank for, if the French did get past the pits and the arrows, the
| ances woul d have to be used as pikes.

By mi d-norning the whole arny was assenbled on the hill. It

| ooked far bigger than it really was because so nany wonen had
stayed with their men and now sat on the grass or else lay and
slept. A fitful sun came and went, racing shadows across the valley.
The pits were dug and the guns | oaded. Perhaps a thousand French-
men wat ched fromthe far hill, but none ventured down the sl ope.



At least it's better than marching," Jake said; gives us a chance for
a rest, eh?"

Be an easy day," Samreckoned. He nodded at the far hill. Not
many of the bastards, eh?"

That's only the vanguard, you daft bastard,"” Jake said.

There are nmore com ng?" Sam sounded genui nely surprised

Every goddamm bastard in France is com ng," Jake said.
Thomas kept quiet. He was inmagining the French army strung

al ong the Abbeville road. They would all know the English had
stopped running, that they were waiting, and doubtless the French
were hurrying in case they mssed the battle. They had to be confi-
dent. He made the sign of the cross and El eanor, sensing his fear
touched his arm

You will be all right," she said.



You too, ny love."

You renenber your promise to ny father?" she asked
Thomas nodded, but he could not persuade hinself that he woul d
see the lance of Saint George this day. This day was real, while the
| ance bel onged to some nysterious world of which Thomas really
wanted no part. Everyone el se, he thought, cared passionately about
the relic, and only he, who had as good a reason as any to discover
the truth, was indifferent. He w shed he had never seen the |ance,
he wi shed that the man who had called hinself the Harl equin had
never cone to Hookton, but if the French had not | anded, he
t hought, then he would not be carrying the black bow and woul d
not be on this green hillside and woul d not have net El eanor. You
cannot turn your back on God, he told hinself.

If | see the lance," he prom sed Eleaflor, | shall fight for it." That
was hi s penance, though he still hoped he would not have to serve
it.

They ate nouldy bread for their mdday neal. The French were

a dark nass on the far hill, too many to count now, and the first

of their infantry had arrived. A spit of rain nade those archers who
had their strings dangling froma bowip hurry to coil the cords and
shelter them under helnets or hats, but the small rain passed. A
wind stirred the grass.

And still the French cane to the far hill. They were a horde, they
had come to Crecy, and they had conme for revenge.

The English waited. Two of Skeat's archers played straw fl utes,
whi |l e the hobel ars, who were helping to protect the guns on the
arny's flanks, sang songs of green woods and runni ng streans.

Sone men danced the steps they would have used on a vill age

green back home, others slept, many played dice, and all but the

sl eepers continually | ooked across the valley to the far hill crest that
was thickening with nen.

Jake had a linen-wapped |unmp of beeswax that he handed round

the archers so they could coat their bows. It was not necessary, just
somet hing to do. Where did you get the wax?" Thomas asked him

Stole it, of course, off some daft man-at-arns. Saddle polish,
reckon. "

An argument devel oped over which wood nade the best arrows.

It was an old discussion, but it passed the tine. Everyone knew ash
made the best shafts, but sone nmen liked to claimthat birch or
hornbeam even oak, flew just as well. Al der, though heavy, was
good for killing deer, but needed a heavy head and did not have

the distance for battle.

Sam t ook one of his new arrows from his bag and showed

everyone how warped the shaft was. Must be nade of bl oody

bl ackt horn, " he conpl ained bitterly. You coul d shoot that round a
corner."

They don't make arrows like they used to ? WII Skeat said, and

his archers jeered for it was an ol d conpl aint. It's true," Skeat said.

It's all hurry up and no craftsmanship these days. Wo cares? The
bastards get paid by the sheaf and the sheaves are sent to London



and no one |ooks at themtill they reach us, and what are we goi ng
to do? Just look at it!" He took the arrow from Sam and twi sted it
in his fingers. That's not a bl oody goose feather! It's a goddam
sparrow feather. No bl oody use for anything except scratching your
arse." He tossed the arrow back to Sam No, a proper archer makes
his own arrows.

| used to," Thomas said.

But you're a |l azy bastard now, eh, Ton?" Skeat grinned, but the
grin faded as he stared across the valley. Enough of the goddamm
bastards,"” he grunbl ed, |ooking at the gathering French, then he
grimaced as a solitary raindrop splashed on his worn boots. I wish
it would damm well rain and get it over with. It wants to. |If it pisses
on us when the bastards are attacking then we mght as well run
for hone because the bows won't shoot."

El eanor sat beside Thomas and watched the far hill. There were
at least as many nen there as were in the English arny now, and
the French main battle was only just arriving. Mounted nmen-at -
arms were spreading across the hill, organizing thenselves into
conrois. A conroi was the basic fighting unit for a knight or nan-at-
arms, and nost had between a dozen and twenty men, but those

who formed the bodyguards of the great |ords were rmuch |arger
There were now so many horsenen on the far hilltop that sone

had to spill down the slope, which was turning into a spread of
colour, for the men-at-arnms were wearing surcoats enbroi dered
with their |ords" badges and the horses had gaudy trappers, while
t he French banners added nore blue and red and yel |l ow and green

Yet, despite the colours, the dull grey of steel and mail still predoni -
nated. 1In front of the horsenen were the first green and red jackets

of the Genoese crossbownen. There was only a handful of those

bowren, but nore and nore were streamng over the hill to join

their conrades.
A cheer sounded fromthe English centre and Thomas | eaned
forward to see that archers were scranbling to their feet. His first
t hought was that the French nust have attacked, but there were
no enemy horsenmen and no arrows flew
Up!" WII Skeat shouted suddenly. On your feet!™
What is it?" Jake asked.



Thomas saw the horsenmen then. Not Frenchmen, but a dozen

Engl i shmen who rode along the face of the waiting battleline, care-
fully keeping their horses away fromthe archers"” pits. Three of the
horsenen were carryi ng banners, and one of those flags was a huge
standard showi ng the hues and the | eopards franed in gold. It's
the King," a man said, and Skeat's archers began to cheer.
The King stopped and spoke with the nen in the centre of the

line, then trotted on towards the English right. H s escort was
mount ed on big destriers, but the King rode a grey nare. He wore
his bright surcoat, but had hung his crowned helnet fromhis saddle
pomrel and so was bare-headed. Hi s royal standard, all red, gold
and blue, led the flags, while behind it was the King' s persona
badge of the flam ng sun rising, while the third, which provoked
t he | oudest cheer, was an extravagantly |ong pennant which
showed the fire-spewi ng dragon of Wessex. It was the flag of

Engl and, of the nen who had fought the Conqueror, and the
Conqueror's descendant now flew it to show that he was of England
like the men who cheered himas he rode the grey horse.

He stopped close to WII Skeat's nmen and raised a white staff to
silence the cheers. The archers had pulled off their helnets and
some had gone on one knee. The King still |ooked young, and his
hair and beard were as gold as the rising sun on his standard.

| amgrateful,"” he began in a voice so hoarse that he paused and
started again. I amgrateful that you are here." That started the
cheering again and Thomas, who was cheering with the others, did
not even reflect on what choice they had been given. The King
rai sed the white staff for silence. The French, as you see, have
decided to join us! Perhaps they are lonely." 1t was not a great joke,
but it pronpted roars of laughter that turned to jeers for the eneny.
The King smiled as he waited for the shouts to subside. We cane
here," he then called, only to procure the rights and | ands and
privileges that are ours by the |aws of nan and of God. M cousin

of France challenges us, and in so doing he defies God." The nen

were silent now, listening carefully. The destriers of the King's escort
were pawi ng the ground, but not a man noved. God will not

endure Philip of France's impudence," the King went on. He will

puni sh France, and you," he cast a hand to indicate the archers,



will be Hs instrument. God is with you, and | prom se you, | swear

to you before God and on ny owmn life, that I will not |leave this
field till the last man of nmy arny has marched from here. W stay
on this hill together and we fight here together and we shall wn

toget her for God, for Saint George and for England!"
The cheers began again and the King snmiled and nodded, then
turned as the Earl of Northanpton strode fromthe Iine. The King
| eaned down in his saddle and listened to the Earl for a nonment,
t hen straightened and sm | ed again. Is there a Master Skeat here?"
Skeat inmedi ately reddened, but did not confess his presence.
The Earl was grinning, the King waited, then a score of archers
pointed at their |eader. He's here!"
Cone here!" the King conmanded sternly.
W1l Skeat |ooked enmbarrassed as he threaded through the bow
men and approached the King's horse where he went on one knee.
The King drew his ruby-hilted sword and touched it on Skeat's
shoul der. We are told you are one of our best soldiers, so from
henceforth you will be Sir WIIiam Skeat."
The archers shouted even | ouder. WII Skeat, Sir WIIiam now,
stayed on his knees as the King spurred on to give the sane speech
to the last nen in the Iine and to those who manned the guns in
the circle of farmcarts. The Earl of Northanpton, who had plainly
been responsi bl e for Skeat's kni ghthood, raised himup and | ed him
back to his cheering nen, and Skeat was still blushing as his archers
cl apped hi mon the back
Bl oody nonsense, he said to Thonas.
You deserve it, WII," Thomas said, then grinned, Sir WIlliam?"
Just have to pay nore bloody tax, won't |?" Skeat said, but he
| ooked pl eased anyway. Then he frowned as a drop of rain splashed
on his bare forehead. Bowstrings!" he shouted.
Most of the men were still sheltering their strings, but a handful
had to coil the cords as the rain began to fall nore heavily. One of
the Earl's nen-at-arns cane to the archers, shouting that the
worren were to go back beyond the crest. You heard him" WII
Skeat call ed. Wrren to t he baggage!”
Sone of the wonmen wept, but El eanor just clung to Thonas for
a nonent. Live," she said sinply, then wal ked away through the



rain, passing the Prince of Wales who, with six other nounted nen,
was riding to his place anmbng the nen-at-arns behind WIl Skeat's
archers. The Prince had decided to fight on horseback so he could
see over the heads of the dismunted nmen and, to mark his arrival
hi s banner which was bigger than any other on the right of the
field was | oosed to the heavy downpour.

Thomas coul d no | onger see across the valley because w de

curtains of heavy grey rain were sweeping fromthe north and
obscuring the air. There was nothing to do but sit and wait while the
| eat her backing of his mail becane cold and clamy. He hunched

m serably, staring into the greyness, know ng that no bow coul d

draw properly till this downpour ended.
What they should do," said Father Hobbe, who sat beside
Thomas, is charge now

They couldn't find their way in this nmuck, father," Thomas said.
He saw the priest had a bow and an arrow bag, but no other battle
equi prent . You should get sone nmail," he said, or at |east a padded
j acket . "
I"marnoured by the faith, ny son
Where' s your bowstrings?' Thomas asked, for the priest had
nei t her hel net nor cap.

| looped themround my . well, never mind. It has to be good
for sonething other than pissing, eh? And it's dry down there."
Fat her Hobbe seened indecently cheerful. I've been wal ki ng the
lines, Tom and |ooking for your lance. 1It's not here."

Hardl y goddamm surprising,"” Thomas said. | never thought it
woul d be."

Fat her Hobbe ignored the bl aspheny. And | had a chat with
Fat her Pryke. Do you know hi nf"

No, " Thomas said curtly. The rain was pouring off the front of

his hel met onto the broken bridge of his nose. How t he hell woul d
| know Fat her Pryke?"

Fat her Hobbe was not deterred by Thomas's surliness. He's con-
fessor to the King and a great man. He'll be a bishop one day soon
| asked himabout the Vexilles." Father Hobbe paused, but Thonas
sai d not hi ng. He renenbers the famly,"” the priest went on. He

says they had | ands in Cheshire, but they supported the Mrtinmers



at the beginning of the King's reign so they were outlawed. He said
somet hing el se. They were al ways reckoned pious, but their bishop
suspected they had strange ideas. A touch of gnosticism"”

Cat hars, " Thomas sai d.

It seens likely, doesn't it?"

And if it's a pious fanmly," Thomas said, then |I probably don't

belong. Isn't that good news?"

You can't escape, Thomas," Father Hobbe said softly. Hi s usually
wild hair was plastered close to his skull by the rain. You proni sed
your father. You accepted the penance."

Thomas shook his head angrily. There are a score of bastards

here, father," he indicated the archers crouching under the rain's
| ash, who've nmurdered nore nen than | have. Go and harrow
their souls and | eave m ne al one."

Fat her Hobbe shook his head. You' ve been chosen, Thonas, and

' myour conscience. It occurs to ne, see, that if the Vexilles
supported Mortimer then they can't love our king. |If they'll be
anywhere today, it'll be over there." He nodded towards the valley's
far side, which was still blotted out by the pelting rain.

Then they'll live for another day, won't they?" Thonas said.

Fat her Hobbe frowned. You think we're going to | ose?" he asked
sternly. No! "

Thomas shi ver ed. It nust be getting late in the afternoon, father

If they don't attack now they' Il wait till norning. That'll give them

a whol e day to slaughter us.

Ah, Thomas! How God | oves you

Thomas said nothing to that, but he was thinking that all he
wanted was to be an archer, to becone Sir Thomas of Hookton

as WIIl had just becone Sir Wlliam He was happy serving the
King and did not need a heavenly lord to take himinto weird

battl es agai nst dark | ords. Let me give you sone advice, father," he
sai d.

It's always wel cone, Tom"

First bastard that drops, get his helnet and nail. Look after
yoursel f."

Fat her Hobbe cl apped Thonas's back. God is on our side. You
heard the King say as much." He stood and went to talk with other



men, and Thormas sat by hinmself and saw that the rain was | essening
at last. He could see the far trees again, see the colours of the French
banners and surcoats, and now he could see a nass of red and

| green crossbownen at the other side of the valley. They were going
nowhere, he reckoned, for a crossbhow string was as susceptible to

t he danp as any ot her. It'll be tonorrow, he called down to Jake
We'll do it all again tonorrow

Let's hope the sun shines," Jake said.
The wi nd brought the last drops of rain fromthe north. It was

late. Thomas stood, stretched and stanped his feet. A day wasted,
he thought, and a hungry ni ght ahead.
And tonorrow his first real battle.

An excited group of mounted men had gat hered about the French

Ki ng, who was still a half-mle fromthe hill where the |argest
part of his army had gathered. There were at |east two thousand
men-at-arnms in the rearguard who were still marching, but those
who had reached the vall ey hugely out nunbered the waiting
Engl i sh.

Two to one, sire!" Charles, the Count of Alencon and the King's

younger brother, said vehenmently. Like the rest of the horsenen
his surcoat was soaking and the dye in its badge had run into the

white linen. H's hel net was beaded with water. We must kill them
now " the Count insisted.
But Philip of Valois's instinct was to wait. It would be w se, he

t hought, to let his whole arny gather, to make a proper reconnais-
sance and then attack next norning, but he was al so aware that

hi s compani ons, especially his brother, thought himcautious. They
even believed himto be tinmd for he had avoi ded battle with the
Engl i sh before, and even to propose waiting a nere day m ght make
them t hi nk he had no stomach for the highest business of kings.

He still ventured the proposal, suggesting that the victory would be
all the nore conplete if it was just del ayed by one day.

And if you wait," Al encon said scathingly, Edward will slip away
in the night and tonorrow we'll face an enmpty hill."



They're cold, wet, hungry and ready to be slaughtered," the Duke
of Lorraine insisted.

And if they don't leave, sire," the Count of Flanders warned,
they' Il have nore tine to dig trenches and holes."

And the signs are good," John of Hainault, a close conpanion of
the King and the Lord of Beaunpnt, added.

The signs?" the King asked.

John of Hainault gestured for a man in a black cloak to step

forward. The nman, who had a | ong white beard, bowed | ow The
sun, sire," he said, is in conjunction with Mercury and opposite
Saturn. Best of all, noble sire, Mars is in the house of Virgo.

victory, and could not be nore propitious."

And how nuch gold, Philip wondered, had been paid to the

astrol oger to come up with that prophecy, yet he was al so tenpted
by it. He thought it unwi se to do anything w thout a horoscope
and wondered where his own astrol oger was. Probably still on the
Abbevil | e road.

G now" Alencn urged his brother.

Quy Vexille, the Count of Astarac, pushed his horse into the
throng surrounding the King. He saw a green-and-red-jacket ed
crossbowran, evidently the conmander of the Genoese, and spoke
to himin Italian. Has the rain affected the strings?"

Badly," Carlo Gimaldi, the Genoese |eader, adnitted. Crossbow
strings could not be unstrung |like the cords of ordinary bows for
the tension in the cords was too great and so the men had sinply
tried to shelter their weapons under their inadequate coats. e
should wait till tonmorrow,”" Ginmaldi insisted, we can't advance
wi t hout pavi ses.

What ' s he sayi ng?" Al encon demanded.

The Count of Astarac translated for Hs Majesty's benefit, and
the King, pale and |ong-faced, frowned when he heard that the
crossbowren's long shields that protected themfromthe enenmy's
arrows while they rel oaded their cunbersonme weapons had stil

not arrived. How long will they be?" he asked plaintively, but
no one knew. Why didn't they travel with the bowren?" he
demanded, but again no one had an answer. VWo are you?" the

King finally asked the Count.

It spells



Astarac, sire," Quy Vexille said.
Ah." 1t was plain the King had no i dea who or what Astarac was,
nor did he recognize Vexille's shield that bore the sinple synbol
of the cross, but Vexille's horse and armour were both expensive
and so the King did not dispute the man's right to of fer advice.
And you say the bows won't draw?"

O course they'Il draw" the Count of Al encon nman interrupted.

The dammed CGenoese don't want to fight. Bastard Genoese." He

spat . The English bows will be just as wet," he added.

The crossbows will be weakened, sire," Vexille explained care-

fully, ignoring the hostility of the King' s younger brother. The bows
will draw, but they won't have their full range or force."

It would be best to wait?" the King asked.

It would be wise to wait, sire," Vexille said, and it would be
especially wise to wait for the pavises."

Tomorrow s horoscope?” John of Hainault asked the astrol oger.
The man shook hi s head. Nept une approaches the bendi ngs
tomorrow, sire. It is not a hopeful conjunction.

Attack now They're wet, tired and hungry," Al encon urged.
Attack now "

The King still | ooked dubious, but nost of the great |ords were
confident and they hamrered himwith their argunents. The

Engli sh were trapped and a del ay of even one day night give them
a chance to escape. Perhaps their fleet would come to Le Crotoy?
Go now, they insisted, even though it was late in the day. Go and
kill. Go and win. Show Christendomthat God is on the side of
the French. Just go, go now. And the King, because he was weak
and because he wanted to appear strong, surrendered to their
wi shes.

So the oriflamre was taken fromits | eather tube and carried to
its place of honour at the front of the nen-at-arnms. No other flag
woul d be allowed to go ahead of the Iong plain red banner that
flewfromits cross-staff and was guarded by thirty picked knights
who wore scarlet ribbons on their right arms. The horsenmen were
given their long | ances, then the conrois closed together so the
kni ghts and nmen-at-arns were knee to knee. Drummers took the
rain covers fromtheir instrunents and Ginaldi, the CGenoese



conmander, was perenptorily told to advance and kill the English
archers. The King crossed hinself while a score of priests fell to
their knees in the wet grass and began to pray.

The lords of France rode to the hill crest where their nailed
horsenen waited. By nightfall they would all have wet swords and
prisoners enough to break Engl and for ever.

For the oriflanme was going into battle.

God's teeth!™ WII| Skeat sounded astoni shed as he scranbled to his
feet. The bastards are coming!" H's surprise was justified, for it was
late in the afternoon, the tine when | abourers would think of going
home fromthe fields.

The archers stood and stared. The eneny was not yet advancing,

but a horde of crossbowren were spreadi ng across the valley

bottom whil e above themthe French kni ghts and nen-at-arns

were armng thenmsel ves with | ances.

Thomas thought it had to be a feint. It would be dark in another
three or four hours, yet perhaps the French were confident they
could do the business quickly. The crossbownen were at |ast starting
forward. Thomas took off his helnet to find a bowstring, |ooped

one end over a horn tip, then flexed the shaft to fix the other |oop
inits nock. He funbled and had to nmake three attenpts to string
the I ong bl ack weapon. Sweet Jesus, he thought, but they were
really coming! Be calm he told hinself, be calm but he felt as
nervous as when he had stood on the sl ope above Hookton and

dared himself to kill a man for the very first time. He pulled open
the | aces of the arrow bag.

The drums began to beat fromthe French side of the valley and

a great cheer sounded. There was nothing to explain the cheer; the
men-at-arnms were not noving and the crossbowren were still a

long way off. English trunpets responded, calling sweet and cl ear
fromthe windm |l where the King and a reserve of men-at-arms
waited. Archers were stretching and stanping their feet all along
the hill. Four thousand English bows were strung and ready, but
there were half as many crossbowren agai n com ng towards them



and behind those six thousand Genoese were thousands of nailed
hor senen.
No pavises!"™ WII Skeat shouted. And their strings will be danp."
They won't have the reach for us." Father Hobbe had appeared
at Thomas's side again.
Thomas nodded, but was too dry-nmouthed to answer. A crossbow
i n good hands, and there were none better than the Genoese, should
outrange a straight bow, but not if it had a danp string. The extra
range was no great advantage, for it took so long to rewind a bow
that an archer coul d advance into range and | oose six or seven
arrows before the eneny was ready to send his second bolt, but even
t hough Thomas understood that inbal ance he was still nervous. The
eneny | ooked so nunerous and the French drunms were great heavy
kettles with thick skins that booned |like the devil's own heart beat
in the valley. The eneny horsemen were edgi ng forward, eager to
spur their nmounts into an English line they expected to be deeply
wounded by the crossbows” assault while the English men-at-arms
were shuffling together, closing their line to make solid ranks of

shields and steel. The mail clinked and jangl ed.

God is with you!™ a priest shouted

Don't waste your arrows," WII| Skeat call ed. Aimtrue, boys, aim
true. They ain't going to stand long." He repeated the nessage as
he wal ked al ong his line. You | ook |ike you've seen a ghost, Tom™

Ten t housand ghosts," Thomas sai d.

There's nore of the bastards than that,” WII Skeat said He turned
and gazed at the hill. Maybe twel ve thousand horsenmen?" He

gri nned. So that's twel ve thousand arrows, lad."

There were six thousand crossbowren and tw ce as nmany nmen-

at-arms, who were being reinforced by infantry that was appearing
on both French flanks. Thomas doubted that those foot soldiers
woul d take any part in the battle, not unless it turned into a rout,
and he understood that the crossbowren coul d probably be turned
back because they were com ng w thout pavises and woul d have

rai n- weakened weapons, but to turn the Genoese back woul d need
arrows, a lot of arrows, and that would nean fewer for the mass

of horsemen whose painted | ances, held upright, made a thicket

along the far hilltop. We need nore arrows," he said to Skeat.



You'll make do with what you've got," Skeat said, we all wll.

Can't wish for what you ain't got."

The crossbownen paused at the foot of the English slope and

shook thenselves into line before placing their bolts into their bows"
troughs. Thomas took out his first arrow and superstitiously kissed
its head, which was a wedge of slightly rusted steel with a w cked
point and two steep barbs. He laid the arrow over his left hand and
slotted its nocked butt onto the centre of the bowstring, which was
protected fromfraying with a whipping of henp. He half tensed

the bow, taking confort fromthe yew s resistance. The arrow | ay

i nside the shaft, to the left of the handgrip. He released the tension
gripped the arrowwith his left thunb and flexed the fingers of his

ri ght hand.
A sudden blare of trunpets nade himjunp. Every French drum

nmer and trunpeter was wor ki ng now, maki ng a cacophony of noise

that started the Genoese forward again. They were clinbing the
English slope, their faces white blurs framed by the grey of their

hel mets. The French horsenen were com ng down the sl ope, but

slowy and in fits and starts, as though they were trying to anticipate
the order to charge.

God is with us!" Father Hobbe called. He was in his archer's
stance, left foot far forward, and Thomas saw the priest had no

shoes.

What happened to your boots, father?"

Sone poor boy needed themnore than | did. [1'Il get a French

pair."

Thomas snoot hed the feathers of his first arrow

Wait!" WIIl Skeat shouted. Wait!" A dog ran out of the English
battleline and its owner shouted for it to cone back, and in a

heartbeat half the archers were calling the dog' s nane. Biter! Biter
Cone here, you bastard! Biter!"
Quiet!"™ WIIl Skeat roared as the dog, utterly confused, ran

t owar ds the eneny.

Of to Thomas's right the gunners were crouched by the carts,
i nstocks smoking. Archers stood in the wagons, weapons hal f
braced. The Earl of Northanpton had conme to stand ampong the
ar chers.



You shouldn't be here, ny lord," WII| Skeat said.
The King nakes hima knight," the Earl said, and he thinks

he can give nme orders!" The archers grinned. Don't kill all the
men-at-arnms, WIIl," the Earl went on. Leave sone for us poor
swor dsnen. "

You'll get your chance,"” WII Skeat said griny. Wait!" he called
to the archers. Wait!" The Genoese were shouting as they advanced,

t hough their voices were al nost drowned by the heavy drunm ng
and the wild trunpet calls. Biter was running back to the English
now and a cheer sounded when the dog at last found shelter in
the battleline. Don't waste your goddamm arrows, W/II Skeat
cal | ed. Take proper aim |ike your nothers taught you."
The Genoese were within bow range now, but not an arrow flew,
and the red-and-green-coated crossbowren still came, bending for-
ward slightly as they trudged up the hill. They were not coning
straight at the English, but at a slight angle, which nmeant that the
right of the English line, where Thomas was, would be struck first.
It was al so the place where the sl ope was nost gradual and Thonas,
wi th a sinking heart, understood he was likely to be in the heart
of the fight. Then the Genoese stopped, shuffled into |ine and began
to shout their war cry.

Too soon," the Earl nuttered.
The crossbows went into the shooting position. They were angled
steeply upwards as the Genoese hoped to drop a thick rain of death
on the English line.

Draw " Skeat said, and Thomas could feel his heart thunping as

he pulled the coarse string back to his right ear. He chose a man
in the eneny line, placed the arrowtip directly between that nman
and his right eye, edged the bow to the right because that woul d
conpensate for the bias in the weapon's aim then lifted his left
hand and shifted it back to the | eft because the wi nd was comni ng
fromthat direction. Not much wind. He had not thought about
aimng the arrow, it was all instinct, but he was still nervous and
a nmuscle was twitching in his right leg. The English line was utterly
silent, the crossbownen were shouting and the French drums and
trunpets deafening. The Genoese |line |ooked |ike green and red
st at ues.



Let go, you bastards,” a man nuttered and the Genoese obeyed

him Six thousand crossbow bolts arced into the sky.

Now, " WI I said, surprisingly softly.
And the arrows flew

El eanor crouched by the wagon that held the archers" baggage.
Thirty or forty other wonen were there, many with children, and
they all flinched as they heard the trunpets, the drunms and the
di stant shouting. Nearly all the wonmen were French or Breton
t hough not one was hoping for a French victory, for it was their
men who stood on the green hill

El eanor prayed for Thomas, for WII| Skeat and for her father
The baggage park was beneath the crest of the hill so she could not
see what was happeni ng, but she heard the deep, sharp note of the
Engl i sh bowstrings being rel eased, and then the rush of air across
feathers that was the sound of thousands of arrows in flight. She
shuddered. A dog tethered to the cart, one of the many strays that
had been adopted by the archers, whinpered. She patted it. There
will be neat tonight," she told the dog. The news had spread that
the cattle captured in Le Crotoy would be reaching the arny today.
If there was an arny left to eat them The bows sounded agai n,
nore raggedly. The trunpets still screaned and the drunbeats were
constant. She glanced up at the hill crest, half expecting to see
arrows in the sky, but there was only grey cloud agai nst which
scores of horsemen were outlined. Those horsenmen were part of
the King's small reserve of troops and El eanor knew that if she saw
them spur forward then the main |line would have been breached.

The King's royal standard was flying fromthe topnost vane of the
windm |l where it stirred in the small breeze to showits gold, crim
son and bl ue.

The vast baggage park was guarded by a nere score of sick or
wounded sol di ers who would not |ast a heartbeat if the French
broke through the English line. The King' s baggage, heaped on

t hree white-pai nted wagons, had a dozen nen-at-arns to guard

the royal jewels, but otherw se there was only the host of wonen



and children, and a handful of pageboys who were armed with short
swords. The army's thousands of horses were al so there, picketed
close to the forest and watched by a few crippled nen. El eanor noted
that nost of the horses were saddl ed as though the nmen-at-arns

and archers wanted the animals ready in case they had to flee.

A priest had been with the royal baggage, but when the bows

sounded he had hurried to the crest and El eanor was tenpted to
follow Better to see what was goi ng on, she thought, than wait
here beside the forest and fear what m ght be happening. She patted
the dog and stood, intending to walk to the crest, but just then she
saw t he woman who had conme to Thomas in the danp night in

the forest of Crecy. The Countess of Arnorica, beautifully dressed
in ared gown and with her hair netted in a silver nesh, was riding
a small white mare up and down beside the prince's wagons. She
paused every now and then to gaze at the crest and then she woul d
stare towards the forest of Crecy-Gange that lay to the west.

A crash startled El eanor and made her turn to the crest. Nothing
explained the terrible noise that had sounded uncannily like a close
clap of thunder, but there was no lightning and no rain and the

mll stood unharned. Then a seep of grey-white snoke showed

above the mll's furled sails and El eanor understood that the guns
had fired. Ribalds, they were called, she renenbered, and she inag-
ined their rusting iron arrows slashing down the sl ope.

She | ooked back to the Countess, but Jeanette was gone. She had
ridden to the forest, taking her jewels with her. El eanor saw the red
gown flash in the trees, then disappear. So the Countess had fled,
fearing the consequences of defeat, and El eanor, suspecting that the
Prince's wonan nust know nore of the English prospects than the
archers" wonen, made the sign of the cross. Then, because she could
not bear the waiting any |longer, she walked to the crest. If her |over
di ed, she thought, then she wanted to be near him

O her worren foll owed her. None spoke. They just stood on the

hill and watched

And prayed for their men.



Thomas's second arrow was in the air before his first had reached
its greatest height and begun to fall. He reached for a third, then
realized he had shot the second in panic and so he paused and

stared at the clouded sky that was strangely thick with flickering
bl ack shafts that were as dense as starlings and deadlier than hawks.
He coul d see no crossbow bolts, then he laid the third arrow on his
I eft hand and picked a man in the Genoese line. There was an odd
pattering noise that startled himand he | ooked to see it was the
hail of Genoese bolts striking the turf around the horse pits.

And a heartbeat later the first English arrow flight slamred hone.
Scores of crossbownen were snatched backwards, including the

one Thomas had picked out for his third arrow and so he changed

his aimto another man, hauled the cord back to his ear and let the
shaft fly.

They're falling short!" the Earl of Northanpton shouted exult-
antly, and some of the archers swore, thinking he spoke of their
own arrows, but it was the Genoese bows that had been enfeebled
by the rain and not one of their quarrels had reached the English
archers who, seeing the chance for slaughter, gave a how ing cheer
and ran a few paces down the sl ope.

Kill them"™ WII| Skeat shouted.

They killed them The great bows were drawn agai n and agai n,

and the white-feathered arrows sl ashed down the slope to pierce

mail and cloth, and to turn the lower hill into a field of death. Sone
crossbowren |inped away, a few crawl ed, and the uninjured edged
backwards rather than span their weapons.

AimwelI!" the Earl call ed.

Don't waste arrows!" WII Skeat shouted.

Thomas shot again, plucked a new arrow fromthe bag and sought

a new target as his previous arrow seared down to strike a man in
the thigh. The grass about the Genoese line was thick with arrows
that had m ssed, but nore than enough were striking home. The
Genoese line was thinner, nuch thinner, and it was silent now
except for the cries of men being struck and the noans of the
wounded. The archers advanced again, right to the edge of their
pits, and a new flight of steel poured down the sl ope.

And the crossbowren fl ed.



One nonent they had been a ragged line, still thick with nmen
who stood behind the bodies of their conrades, and now t hey were
a rabble who ran as hard as they could to escape the arrows.

Stop shooting!" WIIl Skeat bell owed. Stop! ™

Hol d!'" John Armstrong, whose men were to the left of Skeat's
band, shout ed.

Vel |l done!™ the Earl of Northanpton call ed.

Back, |ads, back!"™ WII| Skeat notioned the archers. Sam  Davi d!
Go and col l ect sone arrows, quick," he pointed down the slope to
where, am dst the Genoese dying and dead, the white-tipped shafts
were thickly stuck in the turf. Hurry, lads. John! Peter! Go and
help them Go!"
Al along the Iine archers were running to salvage arrows from
the grass, but then a shout of warning cane fromthe nmen who
had remained in their places.

Get back! Get back!"™ WII Skeat shouted.
The horsenen were com ng
Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque led a conroi of twelve nen on the far left
of the French second |ine of horsemen. Ahead of himwas a mass
of French cavalry belonging to the first battle, to his left was a
scatter of infantrynmen who sat on the grass, and beyond themthe
small river tw sted through its water neadows beside the forest. To
his right was nothing but horsenmen cranmmed together as they
waited for the crossbowren to weaken the enemy line.
That English line | ooked pitifully small, perhaps because its nmen-
at-arnms were on foot and so took up nuch | ess roomthan nmounted
kni ghts, yet Sir Quillaune grudgingly acknow edged that the Eng-
lish King had chosen his position well. The French knights coul d
not assault either flank for they were both protected by a vill age.
They could not ride around the English right for that was guarded
by the soft |ands beside the river, while to circle about Edward's
left would nmean a | ong journey around Wadi court and, by the tine
the French canme in sight of the English again, the archers would
surely have been redeployed to neet a French force made ragged



by its long detour. VWich neant that only a frontal assault could
bring a swift victory, and that, in turn, neant riding into the arrows.
Heads down, shields up and keep close,” he told his nmen, before

cl angi ng down the face-piece of his helnet. Then, know ng he

woul d not charge for sonme time yet, he pushed the visor back up

H's men-at-arns shuffled their horses till they were knee to knee.

The wind, it was said, should not be able to bl ow between the

| ances of a chargi ng conroi
Be a while yet,"” Sir CGuillaume warned them The fl eeing cross-

bowren were running up the French-held hill. Sir Guillaunme had
wat ched them advance and nouthed a silent prayer that God woul d
be on the shoul ders of the Genoese. Kill sonme of those dammed

archers, he had prayed, but spare Thomas. The drunmers had been
hamrering their great kettles, driving down the sticks as if they
could defeat the English by noise alone and Sir Guillaune, el ated

by the nmonment, had put the butt of his lance on the ground and

used it to raise hinself in the stirrups so he could see over the
heads of the men in front. He had watched the Genoese | oose their
quarrels, seen the bolts as a quick haze in the sky, and then the
Engli sh had shot and their arrows were a dark smear agai nst

the green slope and grey clouds and Sir Cuill aune had wat ched

t he Genoese stagger. He had | ooked to see the English archers fall-
ing, but they were coning forward instead, still |oosing arrows, and
then the two flanks of the small English line had billowed dirty
white as the guns added their nmissiles to the hail of arrows that was
whi ppi ng down the slope. His horse had tw tched uneasily when the
crack of the guns rolled over the valley and Sir Guillaunme dropped
into the saddle and clicked his tongue. He could not pat the horse for
the ance was in his right hand and his left armwas strapped into its
shield with the three yell ow hawks on the bl ue ground.

The CGenoese had broken. At first Sir Cuillaume did not credit it,
bel i eving that perhaps their commander was trying to trick the
Engli sh archers into an undisciplined pursuit that would strand
them at the bottom of the slope where the crossbows could turn

on them But the English did not nove and the fleeing Genoese

had not stopped. They ran, leaving a thick |line of dead and dying
men, and now they clinbed in panic towards the French horsenen.



A grow sounded fromthe French nmen-at-arns. It was anger

and the sound rose to a great jeer. Cowards!" a man near Sir
Qui |l aune cal | ed

The Count of Al encon felt a surge of pure rage. They' ve been
paid!" he snarled at a conpani on. Bast ards have taken a bribe!™
Cut themdown!" the King called fromhis place at the edge of

t he beech wood. Cut them down!"

H s brother heard himand wanted nothing nore than to obey.
The Count was in the second line, not the first, but he spurred his
horse into a gap between two of the |eading conrois and shouted

at his nen to foll ow Cut themdown!" he call ed. Cut the bastards
down! "

The Genoese were between the horsenmen and the English line

and now they were doonmed, for all along the hill the French were

spurring forward. Hot-blooded nen fromthe second battle were
tangling with the conrois of the first line to forman untidy mass
of banners, |ances and horses. They should have wal ked their horses
down the hill so that they were still in close order when they
reached the clinb on the far side, but instead they raked back spurs
and, driven by a hatred of their own allies, raced each other to the
kill.

W stay!" CQuy Vexille, Count of Astarac, shouted at his nen.

Wait!" Sir Quillaume called. Better to let the first ragged charge
spend itself, he reckoned, rather than join the madness.
Per haps hal f the French horsenmen stayed on the hill. The rest,

led by the King's brother, rode down the Genoese. The cross-
bowren tried to escape. They ran along the valley in an attenpt

to reach the northern and southern ends, but the mass of horsenen
over | apped them and there was no way out. Sone Genoese, sen-

sibly, lay down and curled into balls, others crouched in the shall ow
ditches, but nost were killed or wounded as the horsenen rode

over them The destriers were big beasts with hooves |ike hanmers.

They were trained to run nen down and the Genoese screaned as

they were tranpled or slashed.

Sone knights used their |ances on the crossbowren and the

wei ght of a horse and arnmoured man easily drove the wooden

spears clean through their victinms, but those |ances were all |ost,
m



left in the mangled torsos of the dead nmen, and the knights had to
draw their swords. For a nonment there was chaos in the valley
bottom as the horsenmen drove a thousand paths through the scat-

tered crossbownen. Then there were only the mangl ed remants

of the Genoese nercenaries, their red and green jackets soaked with
bl ood and their weapons |ying broken in the nud.

The horsenen, one easy victory under their belt, cheered them

sel ves. Mon tjoie Saint Den is!" they shouted. Mont j oi e Saint Den is!"
Hundr eds

of flags were being taken forward with the horsemen, threatening

to overtake the oriflamre, but the red-ribboned kni ghts guardi ng

the sacred flag spurred ahead of the charge, shouting their challenge
as they started up the slope towards the English, and so cli nbed
froma valley floor that was now thick w th chargi ng horsenen.

The remai ning | ances were | owered, the spurs went back, but sone

of the nore sensible nmen, who had waited behind for the next

assault, noted that there was no thunder of hoofs coming fromthe
vast charge.

It's turned to nmud," Sir Quillaune said to no one in particular
Trappers and surcoats were spattered with the nud churned up
by the hoofs fromthe | ow ground that had been softened by the
rain. For a noment the charge seened to flounder, then the | eading
hor senen broke out of the wet valley bottomto find better footing
on the English hill. God was with themafter all and they screaned
their war cry. Montj oi e Saint Denis!" The druns were beating faster
than ever and the trunpets screanmed to the sky as the horses
clinbed towards the mill.

Fool s," CGuy Vexille said.

Poor souls," Sir Cuillaunme said.

What ' s happeni ng?" the King asked, wondering why his carefu
ordering of the battlelines had broken even before the fight proper
had begun.

But no one answered him They just watched.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph," Father Hobbe said, for it seemed as if half

t he horsenen of Christendom were coming up the hill



Into linel™ WII Skeat shouted.
God be with you!" the Earl of Northanpton called, then went
back to join his men-at-arnmns.

Aimfor the horses!"™ John Armstrong ordered his nen.

Bast ards rode down their own bowren!" Jake said in won-

der nent .

So we'll kill the goddamm bastards,"” Thomas sai d vengefully.
The charge was nearing the line of those Genoese who had died
inthe arrow storm To Thomas, staring down the hill, the attack

was a flurry of garish horse trappers and bright shields, of painted
| ances and streani ng pennants, and now, because the horses had
clinmbed out of the wet ground, every archer could hear the hooves
that were | ouder even than the eneny's kettledrums. The ground
was quivering so that Thomas could feel the vibration through the
worn soles of his boots that had been a gift fromSir Guillaume. He
| ooked for the three hawks, but could not see them then forgot
Sir Guillaume as his left leg went forward and his right arm haul ed
back. The arrow s feathers were beside his nmouth and he ki ssed
them then fixed his gaze on a man who carried a black and yel | ow
shi el d.

Nowt " WII Skeat shouted
The arrows clinbed away, hissing as they went. Thomas put a
second on the string, hauled and | oosed. A third, this time picking
out a man with a pig-snout helmet decorated with red ribbons. He
was aimng at the horses each tinme, hoping to drive the w cked-
edged bl ades through the padded trappers and deep into the

ani mal s" chests. A fourth arrow He could see clods of grass and soi
bei ng thrown up behind the | eading horses. The first arrow was
still flying as he haul ed back the fourth and | ooked for another
target. He fixed on a man without a surcoat in polished plate
arnmour. He |oosed, and just then the man in the plate arnour
tumbl ed forward as his horse was struck by another arrow and al

al ong the slope there were scream ng horses, flailing hoofs and
falling men as the English arrows drove honme. A | ance cartwheel ed
up the slope, a cry sounded above the beating hootbeats, a horse

ran into a dying aninmal and broke its I eg and kni ghts were thunpi ng
their knees against their horses to nake them swerve about the



stricken beasts. A fifth arrow, a sixth, and to the nmen-at-arns
behind the Iine of archers it seemed as though the sky was filled
with a never ending streamof arrows that were dark against the

dar keni ng cl ouds, white-tipped, and rising above the slope to plunge
i nto the churning nmen-at-arns.

Scores of horses had fallen, their riders were trapped in their high
saddl es and ridden over as they lay hel pless, yet still the horsenen
cane on and the men at the back could see far enough ahead to

find gaps between the twitching piles of dead and dyi ng. Mont j oi e
Sai nt Denis! Montjoie Saint Denis!" Spurs raked back to draw bl ood. To
Thomas the sl ope | ooked a nightmare of heaving horses with yell ow
teeth and white eyes, of long | ances and arrow stuck shields, of
flying mud, wild banners and grey helnets with slits for eyes and
snouts for noses. The banners flew, led by a ribbon-Ilike red
streamer. He shot again and again, pouring arrows into the nad-
ness, yet for every horse that fell there was another to take its place
and anot her beast behind that. Arrows protruded fromtrappers,

from horses, fromnen, even fromlances, the white feathers bob-
bi ng as the charge thundered cl ose.

And then the French front rank was anmong the pits, and a stal -
lion's | eg bone cracked, and the beast's scream soared above the
drums, trunpets, clang of mail and the beating of hoofs. Some nen
rode clean through the pits, but others fell and brought down the
horses behind. The French tried to slow the horses and turn them
asi de, but the charge was committed now and the men behi nd

pressed the ones in front onto the pits and arrows. The bow

t hunped in Thomas's hand and its arrow seared into a horseman's

throat, slitting the mail like linen and hurling the man back so that
his lance reared into the sky.
Back!" WII Skeat was shouting. The charge was too close. Mich

too cl ose. Back! Back! Back! Now Go!"
The archers ran into the gaps between the nen-at-arns, and the

French, seeing their tornentors vanish, gave a great cheer. Mont j oi e
Sai nt Deni s!"

Shields!" the Earl of Northanmpton shouted and the English men-
at-arnms | ocked their shields together and raised their own | ances
to make a hedge of points.



Sai nt Ceorge!" the Earl screaned. Sai nt Ceorge!"

Mon tjoie Saint Den is!" Enough horsenen had got through the arrows
and the pits, and still the nmen-at-arns streaned up the hill.
And now, at |ast, charged hone

If a plumwas thrown at a conroi, the experts said, it should be

i npal ed on a lance. That was how cl ose the horsemen were sup-
posed to be in a charge because that way they stood a chance of
living, but if the conroi scattered then each nman woul d end up
surrounded by enem es. Your neighbour in a cavalry charge, the
experienced nen told the younger, should be closer to you than
your wife C oser even than your whore. But the first French charge
was a crazed gallop and the men first becanme scattered when they

sl aughtered the Genoese and the disarray became worse as they

raced uphill to close on the eneny.

The charge was not supposed to be a crazed gallop, but an ordered,
dreadful and disciplined assault. The nen, lined knee to knee,
shoul d have started slowy and stayed close until, and only at the

very last mnute, they spurred into a gallop to crash their tight-
bunched | ances hone in unison. That was how the nmen were

trained to charge, and their destriers were trained just as hard. A
horse's instinct, on facing a packed line of nen or cavalry, was to
shy away, but the big stallions were ruthlessly schooled to keep
runni ng and so crash into the packed eneny and there to keep

nmovi ng, stamping, biting and rearing. A charge of knights was sup-
posed to be thundering death on hooves, a flail of netal driven by
t he ponderous wei ght of men, horses and armour, and properly

done it was a nmass nmaker of wi dows.

But the nen of Philip's arnmy who had dreaned of breaking

the enemy into ribbons and sl aughtering the dazed survivors had
reckoned w thout archers and pits. By the tine the undisciplined



first French charge reached the English nen-at-arns it had broken
itself into scraps and then been slowed to a wal k because the | ong,
snooth and inviting slope turned out to be an obstacle course of
dead horses, unsaddl ed knights, hissing arrows and | eg-cracking pits
concealed in the grass. Only a handful of men reached the eneny.
That handful spurred over the |last few yards and ainmed their
| ances at the di snmounted English nmen-at-arns, but the horsenen
were net by nore | ances that were braced agai nst the ground and
tilted up to pierce their horses" breasts. The stallions ran onto the
| ances, twi sted away and the Frenchnmen were falling. The English
men- at-arns stepped forward with axes and swords to finish them
of f.

Stay in linel™ the Earl of Northanpton shouted.
More horses were threading through the pits, and there were no
archers in front to slow themnow These were the third and fourth
ranks of the French charge. They had suffered | ess damage from
arrows and they cane to help the men hacking at the English line
that still bristled with lances. Men roared their battle cries, hacked
wi th swords and axes, and the dying horses dragged down the
English | ances so that the French could at |ast close on the nen-at-
arms. Steel rang on steel and thunped on wood, but each horseman
was faced by two or three nmen-at-arns, and the French were being
dragged fromtheir saddl es and butchered on the ground.

No prisoners!" the Earl of Northanpton shout ed. No prisoners!”
Those were the King's orders. To take a nan prisoner meant possible
wealth, but it also required a nonent of courtesy to enquire
whet her an eneny truly yielded and the English had no tinme for
such civility. They needed only to kill the horsemen who kept
streaming up the hill.

The King, watching frombeneath the mill's furled sails, which

creaked as the wind twitched their tethers, saw that the French had

br oken through the archers only on the right, where his son fought

and where the line lay closest to the French and the sl ope was
gentlest. The great charge had been broken by arrows, but nore

t han enough horsenen had survived and those nen were spurring

towards the place where the swords rang. Wen the French charge

began it had been spread all across the battlefield, but nowit shrank



into a wedge shape as the nen facing the English left swerved away
fromthe archers there and added their weight to the knights and
nmen-at-arns who hacked at the Prince of Wales's battle. Hundreds

of horsemen were still mlling about in the valley's nuddy bottom
unwilling to face the arrow storma second tine, but French mar-
shals were re-form ng those nen and sending themup the hil
towards the growl ng nel ee that fought under the banners of
Al encon and the Prince of Wles.

Let me go down there, sire," the Bishop of Durham | ooking

ungainly in his heavy mail and hol ding a massive spi ked nace,
appeal ed to the King.

They' re not breaking," Edward said mldly. Hs Iine of nmen-at-

arms was four ranks deep and only the first two were fighting, and
fighting well. A horseman's greatest advantage over infantry was
speed, but the French charge had been sapped of all velocity. The
horsenen were being forced into a walk to negotiate the corpses

and pits, and there was no room beyond to spur into a trot before
they were met by a vicious defence of axes, swords, naces and

spears. Frenchman hacked down, but the English held their shields
hi gh and stabbed their blades into the horses" guts or else sliced
swords across hanstrings. The destriers fell, scream ng and ki cki ng,
breaking men's legs with their wild thrashing, but every horse down
was an added obstacle and, fierce as the French assault was, it was
failing to break the line. No English banners had toppled yet, though
the King feared for his son's bright flag that was closest to the npst
vi ol ent fighting.

Have you seen the oriflame?" he asked his entourage.

It fell, sire," a household knight answered. The man pointed
down the slope to where a heap of dead horses and broken nen
were the remmants of the first French attack. Sonmewhere there,

sir. Arrows."
Cod bl ess arrows," the King said.
A conroi of fourteen Frenchnen managed to negotiate the pits
wi t hout harm Montj oi e Saint Denis!" they shouted, and couched their
| ances as they spurred into the nel ee, where they were nmet by the
Earl of Northanpton and a dozen of his nen.
The Earl was using a broken | ance as a pi ke and he ramed the



splintered shaft into a horse's chest, felt the lance slide off the
arnmour conceal ed by the trapper, and instinctively lifted his shield.
A mace cracked on it, driving one spike clean through the |eather

and willow, but the Earl had his sword dangling by a strap and he
dropped the | ance, gripped the sword's hilt and stabbed it into the
horse's fetl ock, making the beast twi st away. He dragged the shield
clear of the mace's spikes, swung the sword at the knight, was
parried, then a man-at-arns seized the Frenchnman's weapon and

tugged. The Frenchman pull ed back, but the Earl hel ped and the
Frenchman shouted as he was tunbl ed down to the English feet.
A sword ran into the arnmour gap at his groin and he doubl ed over
then a mace crushed his helmet and he was left, twitching, as the
Earl and his nmen clinbed over his body and hacked at the next

horse and man.
The Prince of Wales spurred into the nmel ee, nade conspi cuous

by a fillet of gold that circled his black helnmet. He was only sixteen
well built, strong, tall and superbly trained. He fended an axe away
with his shield and ranmed his sword through anot her horseman's

mai | .

of f the bl oody horse!™ the Earl of Northanpton shouted at the
Prince. Get off the bloody horse!™ He ran to the Prince, seized the
bridl e and tugged the horse away fromthe fight. A Frenchman
spurred in, trying to spear the Prince's back, but a man-at-arms in
the Prince's green and white livery slanmed his shield into the
destrier's nouth and the animal tw tched away.
The Earl dragged the Prince back. They see a nman on hor seback
sire," he shouted up, and they think he's French."
The Prince nodded. His own househol d kni ghts had reached him

now and t hey hel ped himdown fromthe saddle. He said nothing.

If he had been offended by the Earl, he hid it behind his face-piece
as he went back to the nel ee. Sai nt Ceorge! Saint George!" The Prince's
st andar d- bearer struggled to stay with his master, and the sight
of the richly enbroidered flag attracted still nore screan ng
Frenchnen.

In line!™ the Earl shouted. In line!" but the dead horses and
but chered nen made obstacles that neither the French nor English
could cross and so the nen-at-arms, |led by the Prince, were



scranbli ng over the bodies to reach nore enenies. A disenbowelled
horse trailed its guts towards the English, then sank onto its forel egs
to pitch its rider towards the Prince, who ramred the sword into

the man's helnmet, mangling the visor and starting blood fromthe

eyehol es. Sai nt Ceorge!" The Prince was exultant and his black arnour
was streaked with eneny blood. He was fighting with his visor

rai sed, for else he could not see properly, and he was | oving the
nmonent. The hours and hours of weapons practice, the sweating

days when sergeants had drilled himand beat at his shield and

cursed himfor not keeping his sword point high, were all proving

their worth, and he coul d have asked for nothing nore in this life:

a wonan in the canp and an eneny coming in their hundreds to

be kill ed.

The French wedge was w dening as nore nen clinbed the hill.

They had not broken through the line, but they had drawn the two

front English ranks across the tideline of dead and wounded, and

thus scattered theminto groups of men who defended thensel ves

against a welter of horsenmen. The Prince was anong them Sone
Frenchnmen, unhorsed but unwounded, were fighting on foot.

Forward!" the Earl of Northanpton shouted at the third rank. It
was no |l onger possible to hold the shield wall tight. Now he had
to wade into the horror to protect the Prince, and his nen foll owed
himinto the nael strom of horses, blades and carnage. They
scranbl ed over dead horses, tried to avoid the beating hooves of
dyi ng horses and drove their blades into living horses to bring the
riders dowmn to where they coul d be savaged.

Each Frenchman had two or three English footnen to contend

agai nst, and t hough the horses snapped their teeth, reared and

| ashed their hoofs, and though the riders beat left and right with
their swords, the unnounted English invariably crippled the destri-
ers in the end, and nore French knights were pitched onto the

hoof -scarred grass to be bludgeoned or stabbed to death. Sone
Frenchnmen, recognizing the futility, spurred back across the pits to
make new con roi s anpbng the survivors. Squires brought them spare

| ances, and the knights, rearned and wanting revenge, cane back

to the fight, and always they rode towards the prince's bright flag.
The Earl of Northanmpton was close to the flag now. He hamered



his shield into a horse's face, cut at its |l egs and stabbed at the rider's

thigh. Another conroi cane fromthe right, three of its nen stil
hol di ng | ances and the others with swords held far forward. They

sl ammed agai nst the shields of the Prince's bodyguard, driving those
men back, but other nmen in green and white canme to their help

and the Prince pushed two of them out of the way so he could

hack at a destrier's neck. The conroi wheel ed away, |eaving two of
its knights dead.

Formline!" the Earl shouted. Formline!™ There was a lull in the
fighting about the Prince's standard, for the French were
regr oupi ng.

And just then the second French battle, as large as the first, started
down their hill. They cane at a wal k, knee to booted knee, | ances
held so close that a wind could not have passed between them
They were showi ng how it shoul d be done.
The ponderous druns drove themon. The trunpets seared the
sky.
And the French were conming to finish the battle.
Ei ght," Jake said.
Three," Samtold WII Skeat.

Seven," Thomas said. They were counting arrows. Not one archer
had died yet, not fromWI| Skeat's band, but they were perilously
low on arrows. Skeat kept |ooking over the heads of the nen-at-
arnms, fearful that the French woul d break through, but the line
was holding. Once in a while, when no English banner or head
was in the way, an archer woul d | oose one of the precious arrows
at a horseman, but when a shaft wasted itself by glancing off a
hel met Skeat told themto save their supply. A boy had brought a
dozen skins of water fromthe baggage and the men passed the bags
ar ound.

Skeat lotted up the arrows and shook his head. No man had nore
than ten, while Father Hobbe, who adnmittedly had started with
fewer than any of the nmen, had none.
G up the hill, father," Skeat told the priest, and see if they're



keepi ng any shafts back. The King's archers m ght spare sonme. Their
captain's called Hal Crow ey and he knows ne. Ask him anyway."

He did not sound hopeful. Right, lads, this way," he said to the rest
and | ed themtowards the southern end of the English Iine where

the French had not closed, then forward of the nen-at-arns to
reinforce the archers who, as Iow on arrows as the rest of the arny,
were keeping up a desultory harassnment of any group of horsenen

who threatened to approach their position. The guns were still firing
intermttently, spewing a noisome stench of powder snoke on the
battle's edge, but Thomas could see little evidence that the ribal ds

were killing any Frenchmen, though their noise, and the whistle

of their iron mssiles, was keeping the enemy horsemen well away
fromthe flank. We'll wait here," Skeat said, then swore for he had
seen the French second line | eave the far hill crest. They did not
cone like the first, in ragged chaos, but steadily and properly. Skeat
made the sign of cross. Pray for arrows," he said.

The King watched his son fight. He had been worried when the

Prince had advanced on horseback, but he nodded sil ent approval

when he saw that the boy had possessed the good sense to dis-

mount. The Bi shop of Durham pressed to be allowed to go to Prince
Edward's hel p, but the King shook his head. He has to learn to

win fights." He paused. | did." The King had no intention of going
down into the horror, not because he feared such a fight, but

because once entangled with the French horsemen he woul d not

be able to watch the rest of his line. H's job was to stay by the nmill
and trickle reinforcements down to the nost threatened parts of

his army. Men of his reserve continually pleaded to be allowed into
the nel ee, but the King obstinately refused them even when they
conpl ai ned that their honour would be smirched if they m ssed

the fight. The King dared not let men go, for he was watching the
French second battle come down the hill and he knew he nust

hoard every man in case that great sweep of horsemen battered

t hrough his line.

That second French line, alnost a mile across and three or four

ranks deep, wal ked down the slope where its horses had to thread

t he bodi es of the slaughtered CGenoese. Formup!" the conroi |eaders
shout ed when the crossbowren's bodi es were behind them and



the nmen obediently noved knee to knee again as they rode into
the softer ground. The hooves made hardly any sound in the wet

soil so the I oudest noises of the charge were the clink of mail, the
t hunp of scabbards and the swi sh of trappers on the |ong grass.

The drumrers were still beating on the hill behind, but no trunpets
cal | ed.

You see the Prince's banner?" Quy Vexille asked Sir Sinon Jekyll
who rode beside him

There." Jekyll pointed his lance tip to where the ragged fight was
hottest. Al Vexille's conroi had baffles on their |ances, placed just
back fromthe tip so that the wooden spears did not bury thensel ves
in their victinms" bodies. A lance with a baffle could be dragged free
of a dying man and used agai n. The highest flag," Sir Sinon added.

Foll ow ne!" Vexille shouted, and signalled to Henry Coll ey, who
had been given the job of standard-bearer. Colley was bitter at the
assi gnment, reckoning he should have been allowed to fight with

| ance and sword, but Sir Sinmobn had told himit was a privilege to
carry the lance of Saint George and Colley was forced to accept the
task. He planned to discard the useless lance with its red flag as
soon as he entered the nelee, but for now he carried it high as he
wheel ed away fromthe well organized line. Vexille's nen followed
t heir banner, and the departure of the conroi left a gap in the
French formation and some nmen called out angrily, even accusing
Vexille of cowardice, but the Count of Astarac ignored the jibes as
he sl anted across the rear of the line to where he judged his horse-
men were precisely opposite the Prince's men and there he found
a fortuitous gap, forced his horse into the space and let his nen
foll ow as best they coul d.
Thirty paces to Vexille's left a conroi with badges showi ng yel | ow

hawks on a blue field trotted up the English hill. Vexille did not
see Sir Quillaunme's banner, nor did Sir Quillaune see his eneny's
badge of the yale. Both men were watching the hill ahead, wonder-

i ng when the archers would shoot and admiring the bravery of

the first charge's survivors who repeatedly w thdrew a few paces,
re-formed and recharged the stubborn English line. Not one man
threatened to break the eneny, but they still tried even when they
were wounded and their destriers were linping. Then, as the second



French charge neared the Iine of Genoese crossbownen killed by
the English archers, nore trunpets sounded fromthe French hil

and the horses pricked back their ears and tried to go into the
canter. Men curbed the destriers and twi sted awkwardly in their
saddl es to peer through visor slits to find what the trunpets meant
and saw that the last of the French knights, the King and his house-
hold warriors, and the blind King of Bohem a and his conpani ons,
were trotting forward to add their weight and weapons to the
slaughter. The King of France rode beneath his blue banner that
was spattered with the golden fleur-de-lis, while the King of
Bohem a's flag showed three white feathers on a dark red field.
Al'l the horsenen of France were conmitted now. The drummers
sweated, the priests prayed and the royal trunpeters gave a great
fanfare to presage the death of the English arny.
The Count of Al encon, brother to the King, had begun the crazed
charge that had left so many Frenchmen dead on the far slope, but
the Count was al so dead, his |leg broken by his falling horse and
his skull crushed by an English axe. The nen he had | ed, those that
still lived, were dazed, arrow stung, sweat-blinded and weary, but
t hey fought on, turning their tired horses to thrash swords, maces
and axes at nmen-at-arnms, who fended the blows w th shields and
raked their swords across the horses"” legs. Then a new trunpet
called nuch closer to the nelee. The notes fell in urgent triplets
that followed one after the other, and sone of the horsenen regis-
tered the call and understood they were being ordered to w thdraw.
Not to retreat, but to make way, for the biggest attack was yet to
cone.

CGod save the King," WIIl Skeat said dourly, for he had ten arrows
left and half France was conming at him
Thomas was noticing the strange rhythm of battle, the odd lulls in
the viol ence and the sudden resurrection of horror. Men fought

I i ke denmons and seened invincible and then, when the horsenen
wi thdrew to regroup, they would | ean on their shields and swords
and | ook like men close to death. The horses would stir again,



Engl i sh voi ces woul d shout warnings, and the men-at-arns

woul d straighten and lift their dented bl ades. The noise on the hil
was overwhel mi ng: the occasional crack of the guns that did

little except make the battlefield reek with hell's dark stench, the
screans of horses, the blacksmths" clangour of weapons, nen
panting, shouting and nmpani ng. Dying horses bared their teeth and
thrashed the turf. Thomas blinked sweat fromhis eyes and stared

at the long slope that was thick with dead horses, scores of them
hundr eds maybe, and beyond them approaching the bodies of the
Genoese who had di ed under the arrows" |ash, even nore horsenen
were com ng beneath a new spread of bright flags. Sir Quillaune?
Wiere was he? Did he live? Then Thomas realized that the terrible
openi ng charge, when the arrows had felled so many horses and

men, had been just that, an opening. The real battle was starting
now.

WII! WII!" Father Hobbe's voice called from sonmewhere behi nd
t he nen-at-arns. Sir Wlliam™"
Here, father!"

The nen-at-arns made way for the priest, who was carrying an
arm oad of arrow sheaves and | eading a small-frightened boy who
carried still nore. A gift fromthe royal archers," Father Hobbe said,
and he spilled the sheaves onto the grass. Thomas saw the arrows
had the red-dyed feathers of the King's own bowren. He drew

his knife, cut a binding |lace, and stuffed the new arrows into his
bag.

Into line! Into linel™ the Earl of Northanpton shouted hoarsely.

H s hel met was deeply dented over his right tenple and his surcoat
was spotted with blood. The Prince of Wales was shouting insults
at the French, who were wheeling their horses away, going back
t hrough the tangl ed spraw of dead and wounded. Archers!" The

Earl called, then pulled the Prince back into the men-at-arnms who
were slowy lining thenselves into formation. Two nen were pick-

ing up fallen eneny lances to re-armthe front rank. Archers!" the
Earl called again.
W1l Skeat took his nmen back into their old position in front of
the Earl. W're here, ny lord."

You have arrows?"



Sone. "

Enough?"

Sone, " Skeat stubbornly answered.
Thomas ki cked a broken sword fromunder his feet. Two or three
paces in front of himwas a dead horse with flies crawling on its
wi de white eyes and over the glistening blood on its black nose. Its
trapper was white and yellow, and the kni ght who had ridden the
horse was pi nned under the body. The man's visor was lifted. Many
of the French and nearly all of the English nen-at-arns fought
with open visors and this dead man's eyes stared straight at Thomas,
t hen suddenly bl i nked.

Sweet Jesus," Thomas swore, as if he had seen a ghost.

Have pity," the man whi spered in French. For Christ's sake, have
pity."
Thomas could not hear him for the air was filled with the drum
beat of hooves and the bray of trunpets. Leave them They're
beat!"™ WII| Skeat bawl ed, for sone of his nmen were about to draw
their bows agai nst those horsemen who had survived the first

charge and had withdrawn to realign their ranks well w thin bow
shot range. Wait!" Skeat shout ed. Wait!"
Thomas | ooked to his left. There were dead nen and horses for

a nmle along the slope, but it seened the French had only broken
through to the English Iine where he stood. Now they canme again
and he blinked away sweat and watched the charge conme up the
slope. They came slowy this time, keeping their discipline. One
knight in the French front rank was wearing extravagant white and
yel low plumes on his helnet, just as if he were in a tournanent.
That was a dead man, Thomas thought, for no archer could resist

such a flanmboyant target.

Thomas | ooked back at the carnage in front. Wre there any

Engli sh anmong the dead? 1t seemed inpossible that there should

not be, but he could see none. A Frenchman, an arrow deep in his
thi gh, was staggering in a circle anong the corpses, then sl unped
to his knees. His mail was torn at his waist and his helnmet's visor
was hanging by a single rivet. For a nonent, with his hands cl asped
over his sword's pommel, he | ooked just |ike a nman at prayer, then
he slowmy fell forward. A wounded horse whinnied. A man tried



to rise and Thomas saw the red cross of Saint George on his arm and
the red and yell ow quarters of the Earl of Oxford on his jupon. So
there were English casualties after all.

Wait!" WIIl Skeat shouted, and Thomas | ooked up to see that the
horsemen were cl oser, much closer. He drew the black bow. He

had shot so many arrows that the two calloused string fingers of
lhis right hand were actually sore, while the edge of his left hand
had been rubbed raw by the flick of the goose feathers whipping
across its skin. The long nmuscles of his back and arns were sore.
He was thirsty. Wait!" Skeat shouted again, and Thomas rel axed
the string a few inches. The close order of the second charge had
been broken by the bodies of the crossbowren, but the horsenen
were re-form ng now and were well w thin bow range. But WII

Skeat, knowi ng how few arrows he had, wanted themall to count.

Aimtrue, boys," he call ed. We've no steel to waste now, so aim
true! Kill the dammed horses.” The bows stretched to their full extent
and the string bit like fire into Thomas's sore fingers.

Now! " Skeat shouted and a new flight of arrows skinmed the

slope, this tine with red feathers anong the white. Jake's bowstring
snapped and he cursed as he funbled for a replacenent. A second
flight whipped away, its feathers hissing in the air, and then the
third arrows were on the string as the first flight struck. Horses
screanmed and reared. The riders flinched and then drove back spurs
as if they understood that the quickest way to escape the arrows

was to ride down the archers. Thomas shot again and agai n, not

t hi nki ng now, just |ooking for a horse, leading it with the stee
arrowhead, then releasing. He drew out a white-feathered arrow

and saw bl ood on the quills and knew his bow fingers were bl eedi ng
for the first time since he had been a child. He shot again and again
until his fingers were raw fl esh and he was al nbst weeping from

the pain, but the second charge had lost all its cohesion as the
barbed points tortured the horses and the riders encountered the
corpses left by the first attack. The French were stalled, unable to
ride into the arrow flail, but unwilling to retreat. Horses and nen
fell, the druns beat on and the rearward horsemen were pushing

the front ranks into the bl oody ground where the pits waited and

the arrows stung. Thomas shot another arrow, watched the red



feathers whip into a horse's breast, then funbled in the arrow bag
to find just one shaft left. He swore.

Arrows?" Sam call ed, but no one had any to spare.
Thomas shot his last, then turned to find a gap in the nen-at-arns
that would |l et himescape the horsemen who woul d surely cone

now the arrows had run out, but there were no gaps.

He felt a heartbeat of pure terror. There was no escape and the
French were conming. Then, alnost wthout thinking, he put his

ri ght hand under the horn tip of the bow and | aunched it high over
the English nen-at-arnms so it would fall behind them The bow
was an encunbrance now, so he would be rid of it, and he picked

up a fallen shield, hoping to God it showed an English insignia, and
pushed his left forearminto the tight loops. He drew his sword and
st epped back between two of the lances held by the nen-at-arns.
O her archers were doing the sane.

Let the archers in!l"™ the Earl of Northanpton shouted. Let them

inl" But the men-at-arnms were too fearful of the rapidly approachi ng
French to open their files.
Ready! " a man shout ed. Ready!" There was a note of hysteria

in his voice. The French horsenen, now that the arrows were
exhausted, were streanmi ng up the slope between the corpses and
the pits. Their lances were | owered and their spurs raked back as
t hey demanded a last spurt fromthe horses before they struck the
eneny. The trappers were flecked with nud and hung with arrows.
Thomas wat ched a | ance, held the unfamliar shield high and
t hought how nonstrous the eneny's steel faces | ooked.

You'll be all right, lad." A quiet voice spoke behind him Hol d
the shield high and go for the horse.
Thomas snatched a | ook and saw it was the grey-haired Reginald
Cobham the ol d chanpion hinmself, standing in the front rank

Brace yoursel ves!" Cobham shout ed.
The horses were on top of them vast and high, |ances reaching,
t he noi se of the hooves and the rattle of mail overwhel ning.
Frenchnmen were shouting victory as they | eaned into the |unge.

Now kill them ™ Cobham shout ed.
The | ances struck the shields and Thomas was hurl ed back and
a hoof thunped his shoul der, but a man behi nd pushed hi m upri ght



so he was forced hard against the enemy horse. He had no room

to use the sword and the shield was crushed against his side. There
was the stench of horse sweat and blood in his nostrils. Something
struck his helnet, making his skull ring and vision darken, then

m racul ously the pressure was gone and he glinpsed a patch of
dayl i ght and staggered into it, swi nging the sword to where he

t hought the eneny was. Shield up!"™ a voice screaned and he
instinctively obeyed, only to have the shield battered down, but his
dazed vi sion was sharpening and he could see a bright-col oured
trapper and a nailed foot in a big leather stirrup close to his left.
He ramed his sword through the trapper and into the horse's guts
and the beast tw sted away. Thomas was dragged al ong by the

trapped bl ade, but managed to give it a violent tug that jerked it
free so sharply that its recoil struck an English shield.

The charge had not broken the line, but had broken against it

like a sea wave striking a cliff. The horses recoiled and the English
nmen- at -arns advanced to hack at the horsenen who were relin-

qui shing lances to draw their swords. Thonas was pushed asi de by
the nen-at-arnms. He was panting, dazed and sweat-blinded. Hi s

head was a blur of pain. An archer was lying dead in front of him
head crushed by a hoof. Wy had the nan no helmet? Then the
men-at-arnms were reeling back as nore horsenen filed through

the dead to thicken the fight, all of them pushing towards the
Prince of WAl es's high banner. Thonmas banged his shield hard into

a horse's face, felt a glancing blow on his sword and skewered the
bl ade down the horse's flank. The rider was fighting a nan on

the other side of his horse and Thomas saw a small gap between the
saddl e's high pormel and the man's mail skirt, and he shoved the
sword up into the Frenchman's belly, heard the nan's angry roar

turn into a shriek, then saw the horse was falling towards him He
scranbl ed cl ear, pushing a man out of his path before the horse col -
| apsed in a crash of armour and beating hooves. English men-at-armnms
swar ned over the dying beast, going to neet the next eneny. A horse
with an iron garro deep in its haunch was rearing and striking with
its hooves. Another horse tried to bite Thomas and he struck it with
the shield, then flailed at its rider with his sword, but the man
wheel ed away and Thomas | ooked desperately for the next eneny.



No prisoners!" the Earl screamed, seeing a man trying to lead a
Frenchman out of the nelee. The Earl had discarded his shield and
was wi el ding his sword with both hands, hacking it |ike a wood-
man's axe and daring any Frenchman to cone and chal | enge hi m
They dared. More and nore horsenen pushed into the horror
there seened no end of them The sky was bright with flags and
streaked with steel, the grass was gouged by iron and slick with
bl ood. A Frenchman rammred the bottom edge of his shield down
onto an Englishman's hel met, wheel ed the horse, lunged a sword
into an archer's back, wheel ed again and struck down at the man
still dazed by the shield bl ow. Montj oi e Saint Den is!" he shouted.
Sai nt Ceorge!" The Earl of Northanpton, visor up and face streaked
wi th bl ood, ranmmed his sword through a gap in a chanfron to take
a horse's eye. The beast reared and its rider fell to be tranpled by
a horse behind. The Earl |ooked for the Prince and could not see
him then could not search nore, for a fresh conroi with white
crosses on bl ack shields was forging through the el ee, pushing
friend and foe alike fromtheir path as they carried their |ances
towards the Prince's standard
Thomas saw a baffled | ance com ng at himand he threw hinsel f
to the ground where he curled into a ball and let the heavy horses
crash by.
Mont j oi e Sai nt Denis!" the voices yelled above himas the Count of
Astarac's conroi struck hone
Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque had seen nothing like it. He hoped he
never saw it again. He saw a great army breaking itself against a
[ine of nen on foot.
It was true that the battle was not lost and Sir Guillaune had
convinced hinself it could yet be won, but he was al so aware of
an unnatural sluggishness in hinself. He |iked war. He loved the

rel ease of battle, he relished inposing his will on an eneny and he
had ever profited from conbat, yet he suddenly knew he did not
want to charge up the hill. There was a doomin this place, and

he pushed that thought away and ki cked his spurs back. Mont j oi e



Saint Den is!" he shouted, but knew he was just pretending the enthusi -
asm No one else in the charge seened afflicted by doubts. The

kni ghts were beginning to jostle each other as they strove to aim
their lances at the English Iine. Very few arrows were flying now,
and none at all were coming fromthe chaos ahead where the Prince
of Wal es's banner flew so high. Horsenmen were now chargi ng hone
all along the line, hacking at the English ranks with swords and
axe, but nore and nore nen were angling across the slope to join
the fury on the English right. It was there, Sir Quillaune told him
self, that the battle would be won and the English broken. It would
be hard work, of course, and bl oody work, hacking through the
prince's troops, but once the French horsemen were in the rear of
the English Iine it would collapse like rotted wood, and no ampunt
of reinforcenents fromthe top of the hill could stop that panicked
rout. So fight, he told hinmself, fight, but there was still the naggi ng
fear that he was riding into disaster. He had never felt anything
like it and he hated it, cursing hinself for being a coward!
A di smounted French knight, his helnet's face-piece torn away
and bl ood dripping froma hand hol ding a broken sword, while his

ot her hand gripped the remmants of a shield that had been split

into two, staggered down the hill, then dropped to his knees and
vomited. A riderless horse, stirrups flapping, galloped white-eyed
across the line of the charge with its torn trapper trailing in the
grass. The turf here was flecked by the white feathers of fallen
arrows that |ooked like a field of flowers.

Go! Go! Go!" Sir Guillaunme shouted at his nen, and knew he
was shouting at hinmself. He would never tell nen to go on a battle-
field, but to come, to follow, and he cursed hinself for using the
word and stared ahead, |ooking for a victimfor his [ance, and he
wat ched for the pits and tried to ignore the nelee that was just to
his right. He planned to wi den the nelee by boring into the English
line where it was still lightly engaged. Die a hero, he told hinself
carry the dammed | ance right up the hill and I et no man ever say
that Sir Guillaunme d' Evecque was a coward.
Then a great cheer sounded fromhis right and he dared | ook
there, away fromthe pits. He saw the Prince of Wales's great banner
was toppling into the struggling nmen. The French were cheering



and Sir Quillaune's gloomlifted magically for it was a French
banner that pressed ahead, going over the place where the Prince's
flag had flown, and then Sir uillaune saw the banner. He saw it
and stared at it. He saw a yale holding a cup and he pressed his
knee to turn his horse and shouted at his nmen to follow him To
war!" he shouted. To kill. And there was no nore sl uggi shness and
no more doubts. For Sir Quillaune had found his eneny.

The King saw the eneny knights with the white-crossed shields
pierce his son's battle and then he watched his son's banner fall.
He could not see his son's black arnour. Nothing showed on his
face.

Let me go!" the Bishop of Durham demanded.

The King brushed a horsefly fromhis horse's neck. Pray for him"
he instructed the bishop

What the hell use will prayer be?" the bishop demanded, and

hefted his fearful nmace. Let me go, sire!"

| need you here,"” the King said mldly, and the boy nust |earn
as | did." | have other sons, Edward of England told hinself, though
none |ike that one. That son will be a great king one day, a warrior
ki ng, a scourge of our enemies. |If he lives. And he nust learn to
live in the chaos and terror of battle. You will stay," he told the
bi shop firmy, then beckoned a herald. That badge," he said,
pointing to the red banner with the yale, whose is it?"

The herald stared at the banner for a long time, then frowned as
i f uncertain of his opinion

Vell?" the King pronpted him

| haven't seen it in sixteen years," the herald said, sounding
dubi ous of his own judgement, but | do believe it's the badge of
the Vexille famly, sire.”

The Vexilles?" the King asked.

Vexill es?" the bishop roared. Vexilles! Damed traitors. They
fled from France in your great-grandfather's reign, sire, and he gave
themland in Cheshire. Then they sided with Mortiner."

Ah," the King said, half smling. So the Vexilles had supported



hi s mother and her |over, Mrtimer, who together had tried to keep
himfromthe throne. No wonder they fought well. They were trying
to avenge the |l oss of their Cheshire estates.

The el dest son never left England,"” the bishop said, staring down
at the widening struggle on the slope. He had to raise his voice to
be heard above the din of steel. He was a strange fellow. Becane
a priest! Can you credit it? An eldest son!l Didn't like his father, he
clainmed, but we | ocked himup all the sanme."

On ny orders?" the King asked.

You were very young, sire, so one of your council made sure
the Vexille priest couldn't cause trouble. Sealed himup in a nonas-
tery, then beat and starved himtill he was convinced he was holy.
After that he was harmess so they put himinto a country parish
to rot. He nmust be dead by now. " The bishop frowned because the
English |ine was bendi ng backwards, pushed by the conroi of Vexille
kni ght s. Let me go down, sire," he pleaded, | pray you, let nme take
nmy men down.

| asked you to pray to God rather than to ne.

| have a score of priests praying," the bishop said, and so do the
French. We're deafening God with our prayers. Please, sire, | beg
you!"
The King rel ented. Go on foot," he told the bishop, and with

only one conroi."
The bishop howed in triunph, then slid awkwardly off his

destrier's back. Barratt!" he shouted to one of his men-at-arns.
Bring your fellows! Come on!" The bishop hefted his w ckedly
spi ked mace, then ran down the hill, bellow ng at the French that

the tine of their death had cone.
The herald counted the conroi that followed the bi shop down

t he sl ope. Can twenty men nake a difference, sire?" he asked the

Ki ng.

It will nmake small difference to ny son," the King said, hoping
his son yet lived, but a great difference to the bishop. | think
woul d have had an eneny in the Church for ever if I'd not rel eased
himto his passion.” He watched as the bishop thrust the rear English
ranks aside and, still bellow ng, waded into the nmelee. There was

still no sign of the prince's black arnour, nor of his standard.



The heral d backed his palfrey away fromthe King, who made

the sign of the cross, then twitched his ruby-hilted sword to make
certain the day's earlier rain had not rusted the blade into the
scabbard's netal throat. The weapon noved easily enough and he
knew he nmight need it yet, but for now he crossed his mail ed hands
on his saddle's ponmel and just watched the battle.

He would let his son win it, he decided. O else |lose his son

The herald stole a | ook at his king and saw that Edward of Eng-
land's eyes were closed. The King was at prayer.

The battle had spread along the hill. Every part of the English line
was engaged now, though in nost places the fighting was |ight.
The arrows had taken their toll, but there was none |eft and so the

French could ride right up to the dismounted nmen-at-arns. Sone
Frenchnmen tried to break through, but nbst were content to shout
insults in the hope of drawi ng a handful of the di snobunted English
out of the shield wall. But the English discipline held. They returned
insult for insult, inviting the French to cone and die on their bl ades.
Only where the Prince of Wales's banner had flown was the

fighting ferocious, and there, and for a hundred paces on either
side, the two armies had becone inextricably tangled. The English
line had been torn, but it had not been pierced. Its rear ranks stil
defended the hill while the front ranks had been scattered into the
eneny where they fought agai nst the surroundi ng horsenen. The

Earl s of Northanpton and Warwi ck had tried to keep the line

steady, but the Prince of Wales had broken the formation by his
eagerness to carry the fight to the eneny and the Prince's bodyguard
were now down the slope near to the pits where so many horses

lay with broken legs. It was there that Guy Vexille had | anced the
Prince's standard-bearer so that the great flag, with its hues and

| eopards and gilded fringe, was being tranpled by the iron-shod
hoofs of his conroi

Thomas was twenty yards away, curled into the bloody belly of a

dead horse and flinching every time another destrier trod near him
Noi se overwhel ned him but through the shrieks and hamering he



could hear English voices still shouting defiance and he lifted his head
to see WII Skeat with Father Hobbe, a handful of archers and two
nmen- at - ar ns def endi ng t hensel ves agai nst French horsenen.

Thomas was tenpted to stay in his bl ood-reeking haven, but he

forced hinself to scranble over the horse's body and run to Skeat's
side. A French sword gl anced off his hel net, he bounced off the

runp of a horse, then stunbled into the small group

Still alive, lad?" Skeat said.
Jesus, " Thomas swore.
He ain't interested. Cone on, you bastard! Come on!" Skeat

was calling to a Frenchman, but the eneny preferred to carry his
unbroken | ance towards the battle ragi ng about the fallen standard.

They're still coming," Skeat said in tones of wondernent. No end
to the goddamm bastards. "

An archer in the prince's green and white livery, w thout a hel net
and bl eeding froma deep shoul der wound, |urched towards Skeat's
group. A Frenchman saw him casually wheel ed his horse and
chopped down with a battl e-axe.

The bastard!" Sam said, and, before Skeat could stop him he ran
fromthe group and | eaped up onto the back of the Frenchman's
horse. He put an armround the knight's neck then sinply fel
backwar ds, dragging the man fromthe high saddle. Two eneny
nmen-at-arms tried to intervene, but the victinmls horse was in their
way.

Protect him" Skeat shouted, and led his group to where Sam
was beating fists at the Frenchman's arnmour. Skeat pushed Sam

away, lifted the Frenchman's breastplate just enough to let a sword
enter, then slid his blade into the man's chest. Bastard," Skeat said.
Got no right to kill archers. Bastard." He tw sted the sword, ranmed
it in further, then yanked it free.

Samlifted the battl e-axe and grinned. Proper weapon," he said,

then turned as the two woul d-be rescuers cane riding in. Bast ar ds,
bastards,"” Sam shouted as he chopped the axe at the nearer horse.

Skeat and one of the nmen-at-arms were flailing swords at the other
beast. Thomas tried to protect themw th his shield as he stabbed
up at the Frenchman and felt his sword deflected by shield or
arnmour, then the two horses, both bl eeding, wheel ed away.



Stay together," Skeat said,'s tay together. Watch our backs, Tom"
Thomas di d not answer.

Tom " Skeat shout ed.

But Thomas had seen the lance. There were thousands of |ances

on the field, but nobst of themwere painted in spiralling colours,
and this one was bl ack, warped and feeble. It was the |ance of
Sai nt CGeorge that had hung in the cobwebs of his chil dhood nave and
now it was being used as the pole of a standard and the flag that
hung fromthe silver blade was red as bl ood and enbroi dered wth

a silver yale. His heart lurched. The |ance was here! Al the mysteries
he had tried so hard to avoid were on this battlefield. The Vexilles
were here. Hs father's killer was probably here.

Tom " Skeat shouted again.

Thomas just pointed at the flag. I have to kill them™

Don't be a fool, Tom" Skeat said, then whi pped back as a horse-
man crashed in fromthe [ower slope. The man tried to veer away
fromthe group of infantry, but Father Hobbe, the only man stil
carrying a bow, thrust the weapon into the horse's front |egs, tan-
gling them and snapping the bow. The horse collapsed with a crash
by their side and Sam whacked the axe into the scream ng knight's
spi ne.

Vexille!™ Thomas shouted as | oud as he coul d. Vexille!"

Lost his bl oody head," Skeat said to Father Hobbe.

He hasn't," the priest said. He was wi thout a weapon now, but
when Sam had fi ni shed chopping his new axe through nmail and

| eather, the priest took the dead Frenchman's fal chion that he
hefted appreciatively.

Vexille! Vexille!™ Thomas screaned.
One of the knights about the yale standard heard the shout and
turned his pig-snouted helmet. It seened to Thomas that the man

stared at himthrough the snout's eye-slits for a long tine, though
it could only have been for a heartbeat or two because the nman

was assailed by footmen. He was defending hinmself skilfully, his
horse dancing the battle steps to keep itself from bei ng hanstrung,
but the rider beat down one Englishman's sword and sl ashed his

left spur across the face of the other before turning the quick horse
and killing the first man with a lunge of his sword. The second man



reel ed away and the pig-snouted knight turned and trotted straight
at Thonas.

Asking for bloody trouble," Skeat grow ed, but went to Thomas's
side. The knight swerved at the | ast monment and beat down with
his sword. Thomas parried and was shocked by the force of the
man's bl ow that stung his shield armto his shoulder. The horse
was gone, turned, came back and the knight beat at hi m again.

Skeat |unged at the horse, but the destrier had a mail coat under
its trapper and the sword slid away. Thomas parried again and was
hal f beaten to his knees. Then the horseman was three paces away,
the destrier was swivelling fast and the knight raised his sword
hand and pushed up his pig-snout, and Thomas saw it was Sir

Si non Jekyl I .

Anger rose in Thomas |ike bile and, ignoring Skeat's warning
shout, he ran forward, sword swinging. Sir Sinon parried the bl ow
wi t h contenptuous ease, the trai ned horse sidestepped delicately
and Sir Sinon's bl ade was com ng back fast. Thomas had to twi st
asi de and even so, fast as he was, the bl ade clanged against his
hel met with stunning force.

This time you'll die,” Sir Sinmon said, and he lunged with the
bl ade, thrusting with killing force on Thomas's nmail-clad chest, but
Thomas had tripped on a corpse and was already falling backwards.
The | unge pushed hi m down faster and he sprawl ed on his back
his head spinning fromthe blowto his helmet. There was no one
to help himany nore, for he had dashed away from Skeat's group
that was defending itself against a new rush of horsemen. Thomas
tried to stand, but a pain ripped at his head and he was w nded by
the blowto his chest. Then Sir Sinmon was |eaning down fromhis
saddl e and his | ong sword was seeki ng Thonas's unprotected face.

Goddamm bastard,” Sir Sinmon said, then opened his nouth w de
as though he was yawning. He stared at Thomas, then spewed a
stream of bl ood that spattered Thomas's face. A |ance had gone
clean through Sir Sinon's side and Thomas, shaking the bl ood from
his eyes, saw that a Frenchman had thrust the blue and yell ow
| ance. A horseman? Only the French were mounted, but Thomas
had seen the horseman let go of the lance that was hanging from
Sir Sinmon's side and now the Englishman, eyes rolling, was swayi ng



in his saddle, choking and dying. Then Thonas saw the trappers of
t he horsenen who had swept past him They showed yel | ow hawks

on a blue field
Thomas staggered to his feet. Sweet Christ, he thought, but he

had to learn howto fight with a sword. A bow was not enough

Sir Guillaunme's men were past himnow, cutting into the Vexille
conroi. WII Skeat shouted at Thomas to come back, but he stub-
bornly followed Sir Guillaune's nen. Frenchman was fighting
Frenchman! The Vexilles had al nost broken the English line, but
now they had to defend their backs while English men-at-arms

tried to haul themfromtheir saddles.

Vexille! Vexillel!™ Sir CGuillaume shouted, not know ng which vis-
ored man was his eneny. He beat again and again on a man's

shi el d, bending himback in his saddle, then he chopped the sword
down on the horse's neck and the beast dropped, and an Engli sh-

man, a priest, was slashing the fallen knight's head with a fal chion
A flash of rearing colour made Sir Cuillaunme look to his right.

The Prince of Wales's banner had been rescued and raised. He

| ooked back to find Vexille, but saw only a hal f-dozen horsenen
with white crosses on their black shields. He spurred towards them
rai sed his own shield to fend off an axe bl ow and | unged his sword
into a man's thigh, twisted it clear, felt a blow on his back, turned
the horse with his knee and parried a high sword blow. Men were
shouting at him demanding to know why he fought his own side,

then the Vexille's standard-bearer began to topple as his horse was
hanstrung. Two archers were slashing at the beast's |l egs and the

silver yale fell into the nmelee as Henry Colley let go of the old |ance
to draw his sword.
Bastards!" he shouted at the men who had hanstrung his horse.
Bastards!" He slashed the blade down, hacking into a man's mail ed

shoul der, then a great roar nade himturn to see a heavy man in
plate and mail and with a crucifix about his neck, w elding a nace.

Colley, still on his collapsing horse, swng at the bishop, who ham
nered the sword away with his shield and then sl ammed the mace
down onto Colley's hel net. In the name of God!" the bishop roared

as he dragged the spikes free of the mangled helnet. Colley was
dead, his skull crushed, and the bishop swung the bl oody nmace at



a horse with a yellow and bl ue trapper, but the rider swerved at
the last instant.
Sir Cuillaume never saw the bishop with his mace. Instead he

had seen that one of the Vexille conroi had finer armour than the
ot hers and he raked back his spurs to reach that man, but felt his
own horse faltering and he | ooked behind to glinpse, through the
constricting slits in his visor, that Englishnmen were hacking at his
horse's rear legs. He beat the swords back, but the ani mal was
si nki ng down and a huge voi ce was shouting, Cear ny way! |
want to kill the bastard. In the name of Christ, out of the way!" Sir
Qui Il aune did not understand the words, but suddenly an arm was
around his neck and he was being haul ed out of the saddle. He
shouted in anger, then had the breath driven fromhimas he
t hunped onto the ground. A man was hol ding hi m down and Sir
Guillaune tried to hit himwth his sword, but his wounded horse
was thrashing beside him threatening to roll on himand Sir CGuil -
| aume' s assail ant dragged himfree, then twi sted the Frenchnman's
sword away. Just lie therel™ A voice shouted at Sir Cuillaune.

I s the goddammed bastard dead?" the bishop roared.

He's dead!" Thomas shout ed.

Praise God! On! On!' Kill!"

Thomas?" Sir CGuillaunme squirned.

Don't nove!" Thonas said.
I want Vexillel™
They' ve gone!" Thomas shout ed. They' ve gone! Lie still!"

Quy Vexille, assailed fromtwo sides and with his red banner

fallen, had pulled his three remaining nmen back, but only to join
the Iast of the French horsenen. The King hinmself, with his friend
the King of Bohemia, was entering the nmelee. Although John of
Bohem a was blind, he had insisted on fighting and so his bodyguard
had tied their horses" reins together and put the King's destrier in

their centre so that he could not |ose them Prague!" They shout ed
their war cry. Prague!" The King's son, Prince Charles, was al so
tied into the group. Prague!” he shouted as the Bohem an kni ghts

led the I ast charge, except it was not a charge, but a blundering
advance through a tangle of corpses and thrashing bodies and terri-
fied horses.



The Prince of Wales still lived. The gold fillet had been half cut
fromhis helnmet and the top edge of his shield had been split in a
hal f - dozen pl aces, but now he | ed the countercharge and a hundred
men went with him snarling and scream ng, wanting nothing else

but to maul this last enenmy who cane in the dying light to the
killing place where so many Frenchnen had died. The Earl of North-
anpton, who had been nustering the rearward ranks of the prince's
battle to keep themin line, sensed that the battle had turned. The
vast pressure against the English nmen-at-arns had weakened and

t hough the French were trying again their best nmen were bl oodi ed

or dead, and the new ones Wre coming too slowy and so he

shouted at his footnen to follow him

Just kill them ™ he shouted. Just kill them™"
Archers, nen-at-arns, and even hobel ars, who had cone from

their place inside the wagon circles that protected the guns on the
flanks of the line, swarmed at the French. To Thomas, crouching
beside Sir @uillaune, it was |like the mndl ess rage at the bridge of
Caen all over again. This was nadness rel eased, a bl ood-crazed
madness, but the French would suffer for it. The English had
endured deep into the long sumrer eveni ng and they wanted

revenge for the terror of watching the big horses conme at them

and so they clawed and beat and sl ashed at the royal horsenen. The
Prince of Wales led them fighting beside archers and nen-at-arns,
hacki ng down horses and butchering their riders in a frenzy of

bl ood. The King of Majorca died and the Count of Saint Pol and the
Duke of Lorraine and the Count of Flanders. Then Bohemia's flag
with its three white feathers fell, and the blind King was dragged
down to be butchered by axes, maces and swords. A king's ransom
died with the King, and his son bled to death on his father's body,
as his bodyguard, hanpered by the dead horses that were still tied
to the living beasts, were slaughtered one after the other by English-
men no | onger shouting a war cry but screaming in a howing
frenzy like lost souls. They were streaked wi th bl ood, stained and
spattered and soaked in it, but the blood was French. The Prince
of Wal es cursed the dyi ng Bohem ans, blanmi ng themfor barring

hi s approach to the French King, whose blue and gold banner stil
flew Two English nen-at-arns were hacking at the King' s horse,



t he royal bodyguard was spurring to kill them nore nen in English
livery were running to bring Philip down and the Prince wanted
to be there, to be the man who took the eneny King captive, but

one of the Bohem an horses, dying, lurched on its side and the
Prince was still wearing his spurs and one of them becane caught

in the dying horse's trapper. The Prince |urched, was trapped, and
it was then that GQuy Vexille saw the bl ack arnour and the royal
surcoat and the broken fillet of gold and saw, too, that the Prince
was unbal anced am dst the dying horses.

So @Guy Vexille turned and charged.
Thomas saw Vexille turn. He could not reach the chargi ng horse-

man with his sword, for that would nmean cl anbering over the sane
horses where the Prince was trapped, but under his right hand was

a bl ack ash shaft tipped with silver, and he snatched up the | ance
and ran at the charging man. Skeat was there too, scranbling over
t he Boheni an horses with his old sword.
The [ ance of Saint George struck Guy Vexille on the chest. The silver
bl ade crunpled and tangled with the crimson banner, but the old

ash shaft had just enough strength to knock the horsenman back
and keep his sword fromthe Prince, who was being pulled free by
two of his nen-at-arns. Vexille hacked again, reaching far from

his saddle and WII| Skeat bellowed at himand thrust his sword

hard up at Vexille's waist, but the black shield deflected the |unge
and Vexille's trained horse instinctively turned into the attack and
the rider slashed down hard

No! " Thomas shouted. He thrust the |ance again, but it was a
feebl e weapon and the dry ash splintered against Vexille's shield.
W1l Skeat was sinking, blood showi ng at the ragged gash in his
helmet. Vexille raised his sword to strike at Skeat a second tine as
Thomas stunbl ed forward. The sword fell, slicing into Skeat's head,
then the bl ank mask of Vexille's dark visor swung towards Thomas.
W1l Skeat was on the ground, not moving. Vexille's horse turned
to bring its master to where he could kill nost efficiently and
Thomas saw death in the Frenchman's bright sword, but then, in

pani cked desperation, he ranmmed the broken end of the black |ance
into the destrier's open mouth and gouged the ragged wood deep

into the animal's tongue. The stallion sheered away, scream ng and



rearing and Vexille was thrown hard against his saddle' s cantle.
The horse, eyes white behind its chanfron and mouth dri ppi ng

bl ood, turned back to Thomas, but the Prince of Wil es had been
freed fromthe dying horse and he brought two nen-at-arns to
attack Vexille's other flank and the horseman parried the Prince's
sword bl ow, then saw he must be overwhel ned and so drove

back his spurs to take his horse through the nelee and away from
danger .

Calix meus inebrians!"™ Thomas shouted. He did not know why.
The words just cane to him his father's dying words, but they
made Vexille | ook back. He stared through the eye slits, saw the
dar k- hai red man who was hol di ng his own banner, then a new
surge of vengeful Englishnen spilled down the slope and he pricked
hi s horse through the carnage and the dying nmen and the broken
dreams of France
A cheer sounded fromthe English hilltop. The King had ordered
his mounted reserve of knights to charge the French and as those
men |l owered their |ances still nore horses were being hurried from
t he baggage park so that nore nen could nount and pursue the

beat en eneny.
John of Hainault, Lord of Beaunont, took the French King's reins
and dragged Philip away fromthe nelee. The horse was a renount,
for one royal horse had already been killed, while the King hinself
had taken a wound in the face because he had insisted on fighting
with his visor up so that his nen would know he was on the field.

It istine to go, sire," the Lord of Beaunont said gently.

Is it over?" Philip asked. There were tears in his eyes and incred-
ulity in his voice.

It's over, sire," the Lord of Beaunont said. The English were
how ing Ii ke dogs and the chivalry of France was twitching and

bl eeding on a hillside. John of Hainault did not know how it had
happened, only that the battle, the oriflame and the pride of
France were all |ost. Cone, sire," he said, and dragged the King's
horse away. G oups of French knights, their horses" trappers rattling
with arrows, were crossing the valley to the far woods that were
dark with the conmi ng night.

That astrol oger, John," the French King said.



Sire?"

Have himput to death. Bloodily. You hear me? Bloodily!" The
Ki ng was weeping as, with the handful of his bodyguard that was
left, he rode away.

More and nmore Frenchmen were fleeing to seek safety in the
gathering dark and their retreat turned into a gallop as the first
Engl i sh horsenmen of the battle burst through the remants of their
battered line to begin the pursuit.

The English slope seened to twitch as the nen at arnms wandered
anong the wounded and dead. The twi tching was the jerking of

the dying men and horses. The valley floor was scattered with the
Genoese who had been killed by their own paymasters. |t was
suddenly very quiet. There was no clang of steel, no hoarse shouts
and no drunms. There were npbans and weepi ng and sonetines a

gasp, but it seemed quiet. The wind stirred the fallen banners and
flickered the white feathers of the fallen arrows that had remn nded
Sir Guillaunme of a spread of flowers.

And it was over.

Sir WIliam Skeat lived. He could not speak, there was no life in
his eyes and he seened deaf. He could not wal k, though he seened
to try when Thomas lifted him but then his I egs crunpled and he
sagged to the bl oody ground.

Fat her Hobbe lifted Skeat's hel met away, doing it with an extra-
ordi nary gentleness. Blood poured from Skeat's grey hair and
Thomas gagged when he saw the sword cut in the scalp. There

were scraps of skull, strands of hair and Skeat's brain all open to
the air.

WI1?" Thomas knelt in front of him UARNYS
Skeat | ooked at him but did not seemto see him He had a half
smle and enpty eyes.

WIIl!" Thomas said.
He's going to die, Thomas," Father Hobbe said softly.
He is not! Goddamm it, he is not! You hear me? He will |ive.

You bl oody pray for him"



Il will pray, God knows how | WII| pray," Father Hobbe soot hed
Thomas, but first we nust doctor him"
El eanor hel ped. She washed WI| Skeat's scal p, then she and
Fat her Hobbe | aid scraps of broken skull Iike pieces of shat-
tered tile. Afterwards Eleanor tore a strip of cloth fromher blue
dress and gently bound the strip about WII Skeat's skull, tying it
beneath his chin so that when it was done he | ooked |ike an old
worman in a scarf. He had said nothing as El eanor and the priest
bandaged him and if he had felt any pain it did not show on his
face.

Drink, WIIl," Thomas said, and held out a water bottle taken
froma dead Frenchman, but Skeat ignored the offer. El eanor took
the bottle and held it to his nouth, but the water just spilled down
his chin. It was dark by then. Sam and Jake had nade a fire, using
a battle-axe to chop French lances for fuel. WII Skeat just sat by
the flames. He breathed, but nothing el se.

| have seen it before,” Sir Quillaune told Thonmas. He had hardly
spoken since the battle, but now sat beside Thomas. He had watched
hi s daughter tend Skeat and he had accepted food and drink from
her, but he had shrugged away her conversation

WIIl he recover?" Thonmas asked.
Sir Cuillaume shrugged. | saw a man cut through the skull. He
lived another four years, but only because the sisters in the abbaye
| ooked after him"

He will live!" Thomas sai d.
Sir Guillaume |ifted one of Skeat's hands, held it for a few seconds,
then let it drop. Maybe, " he sounded sceptical . You were fond of
hi "

He's like a father," Thomas sai d.
Fathers die," Sir Cuillaume said bleakly. He |ooked drained, Iike
a man who had turned his sword against his own king and fail ed
in his duty.
He will live," Thomas said stubbornly.
Sleep," Sir Guillaume said, | will watch him™"
Thomas sl ept anong the dead, in the battle |line where the
wounded noaned and the night wind stirred the white feathers
flecking the valley. WII| Skeat was no different in the norning. He



just sat, eyes vacant, gazing at nothing and stinking because he had
foul ed hinsel f.

| shall find the Earl," Father Hobbe said, and have himsend WII
back to Engl and."
The arny stirred itself sluggishly. Forty English nmen-at-arns and
as many archers were buried in Crecy's church yard, but the hun-
dreds of French corpses, all but for the great princes and nobl est
lords, were left on the hill. The folk of Crecy could bury themif
t hey wi shed, Edward of England did not care.

Fat her Hobbe | ooked for the Earl of Northanpton, but two thou-
sand French infantry had arrived just after dawn, conming to
reinforce an arny that had already been broken, and in the nisty
light they had thought the nounted nen who greeted them were
friends and then the horsemen dropped their visors, couched their
| ances and put back their spurs. The Earl |ed them
Most of the English knights had been denied a chance to fight
on horseback in the previous day's battle, but now, this Sunday
nmorni ng, they'd been given their nmonent and the great destriers
had torn bl oody gaps in the marching ranks, then wheeled to cut
the survivors into ragged terror. The French had fled, pursued by
t he i npl acabl e horsenen, who had cut and thrust until their arms

were weary with the killing
Back on the hill between Crecy and Wadicourt a pile of eneny
banners was gathered. The flags were torn and some were still danp

with blood. The oriflame was carried to Edward who folded it

and ordered the priests to give thanks. Hi s son lived, the battle
was won and all Christendom woul d know how God favoured the
Engl i sh cause. He declared he would spend this one day on the
field to mark the victory, then march on. His arny was still tired,
but it had boots now and it would be fed. Cattle were roaring as
archers slaughtered them and nore archers were bringing food from
the hill where the French arny had abandoned its supplies. O her
men were plucking arrows fromthe field and tying theminto
sheaves while their wonen plundered the dead.

The Earl of Northanmpton came back to Crecy's hill roaring and

gri nni ng. Li ke sl aughtering sheep!™ he exulted, then roanmed up
and down the line trying to relive the excitenents of the last two



days. He stopped by Thomas and grinned at the archers and their
Wonen.

You | ook different, young Thomas!" he said happily, but then

| ooked down and saw WIIl Skeat sitting like a child with his head
bound by the blue scarf. WII?" the Earl said in puzzlenent. Sir
WIIlianP"

Skeat just sat.

He was cut through the skull, ny lord," Thonas said.
The Earl's bonbast fled like air froma pricked bl adder. He
slunped in his saddl e, shaking his head. No," he protested, no.

Not WII!"™ He still had a bl oody sword in his hand, but now he
wi ped the bl ade through the mane of his horse and pushed it into
t he scabbard. I was going to send himback to Brittany," he said.

WII he live?"
No one answer ed.

WIl?" the Earl called, then clunsily dismounted fromthe cling-
i ng saddle. He crouched by the Yorkshireman. WIIl? Talk to ne,
AN

He must go to England, ny lord," Father Hobbe said.

O course," the Earl said.

No, " Thonas sai d.

The Earl frowned at him No?"

There is a doctor in Caen, ny lord," Thomas spoke in French
now, and | would take himthere. This doctor works mracles, ny
lord."

The Earl smiled sadly. Caen is in French hands again, Thonas,"
he said, and | doubt they'Il welcone you
He will be welcone,"” Sir Guillaunme said, and the Earl noticed

the Frenchman and his unfamliar livery for the first tinmne.

He is a prisoner, ny lord,"” Thomas expl ained, but also a friend.
W serve you, so his ransomis yours, but he al one can take WI I
to Caen."

Is it a large ranson?" the Earl asked.

Vast," Thonas sai d.

Then your ransom sir," the Earl spoke to Sir Guillaume, is WII
Skeat's life." He stood and took his horse's reins froman archer
then turned back to Thomas. The boy | ooked different, he thought,



| ooked like a man. He had cut his hair, that was it. Chopped it,

anyway. And he | ooked |ike a soldier now, |ike a nman who could

| ead archers into battle. | want you in the spring, Thomas," he said.
There' |l be archers to lead, and if WII can't do it, then you nust.
Look after himnow, but in the spring you'll serve ne again, you

hear ?"

Yes, ny lord."

| hope your doctor can work mracles," the Earl said, then he
wal ked on.

Sir Cuillaume had understood the things that had been said in
French, but not the rest and now he | ooked at Thonmas. W go to
Caen?" he asked

W take WII to Doctor Mrdecai," Thomas said.

And after that?"

| go to the Earl," Thomas said curtly.

Sir @uillaune flinched. And Vexille, what of hin®"

What of hinP" Thomas asked brutally. He's |l ost his dammed

| ance."” He | ooked at Fat her Hobbe and spoke in English. Is ny
penance done, father?"

Fat her Hobbe nodded. He had taken the broken |ance from
Thomas and entrusted it to the King's confessor who had prom sed
that the relic would be taken to Westm nster. You have done your
penance," the priest said.
Sir Cuillaume spoke no English, but he nust have understood

Fat her Hobbe's tone for he gave Thonmas a hurt | ook. Vexille stil
lives," he said. He killed your father and ny famly. Even God
wants himdead!" There were tears in Sir Quillaune's eye. Wul d

you | eave me as broken as the | ance?" he asked Thonas.
What woul d you have ne do?" Thomas demanded.
Find Vexille. Kill him" He spoke fiercely, but Thonas said noth-

i ng. He has the Grail!" the Frenchman insi sted.
W don't know that," Thomas said angrily. God and Christ, he
t hought, but spare me! | can be an archers" leader. | can go to Caen

and | et Mordecai work his miracle and then | ead Skeat's nmen into
battle. W can win for God, for WIIl, for the King and for Engl and.
He turned on the Frenchman. I am an English archer,"” he said
harshly, not a knight of the round table."



Sir Guillaune smled. Tell me, Thomas,'

your father the el dest or a younger son?"

Thomas opened his mouth. He was about to say that of course

Fat her Ral ph had been a younger son, then realized he did not
know. His father had never said, and that neant that perhaps his
father had hidden the truth as he had hi dden so many t hings.
Think hard, ny lord," Sir Quillaune said pointedly, think hard.

And renenber, the Harlequin mainmed your friend and the Harle

quin lives."

I am an English archer, Thomas thought, and | want not hing

nor e.

But God wants nore, he thought, but he did not want that

bur den.

It was enough that the sun shone on summer fields, on white
feathers and dead nen.

And that Hookton was avenged.

he said gently, was



H storical Note



Only two actions in the book are pure invention: the initial attack
on Hookton (though the French did nake many such | andi ngs on

the English coast) and the fight between Sir Sinon Jekyll's knights
and the men-at-arms under Sir Ceoffrey de Pont Bl anc outside

La Roche-Derrien. Qher than those all the sieges, battles and
skirm shes are lifted fromhistory, as was Sir Geoffrey's death in
Lannion. La Roche-Derrien fell to escal ade, rather than an attack
fromits riverside, but | wanted to give Thomas somet hing to do,

so took liberties with the Earl of Northanpton's achievenent. The
Earl did all that he is credited with in the novel: the capture of La
Roche-Derrien, the successful crossing of the Somme at

Bl anchet aque ford, as well as his exploits in the battle of Crecy.
The capture and sack of Caen happened very nmuch as described in

the novel, as did the famous battle of Crecy. It was, in brief, an
horrific and terrifying period of history which is now recogni zed as
t he begi nning of the Hundred Years War.

| thought, when |I began readi ng for and researchi ng the novel, that

| would be nuch concerned with chivalry, courtesy and knightly gal -
lantry. Those things nmust have existed, but not on these battlefields,
whi ch were brutal, unforgiving and vicious. The book's epigraph,
gquoted fromKing Jean Il of France, serves as a corrective; nany
deadly battl es have been fought, people slaughtered, churches
robbed, souls destroyed, young women and virgi ns defl owered,
respect abl e wi ves and wi dows di shonoured; towns, manors and
bui | di ngs burned, and robberies, cruelties and anbushes comitted

on the highways." Those words, witten sone fourteen years after



the battle of Crecy, justified the reasons why King Jean was surren-
dering alnost a third of French territory to the English; the humli-
ation was preferable to a continuation of such ghastly and horrid
war f ar e.

Set - pi ece battles Iike Crecy were conparatively rare in the |ong
Angl o- French wars, perhaps because they were so utterly destruc-
tive, though the casualty figures for Crecy show that it was the
French who suffered and not the English. Losses are hard to com
pute, but at a mininmmthe French | ost two thousand nmen and

the figure was probably nearer four thousand, nost of them knights
and nen-at-arnms. The CGenoese | osses were very high, and at |east
hal f of themwere killed by their own side. The English |osses were
paltry, perhaps fewer than a hundred. Mbst of the credit nmust go

to the English archers, but even when the French did break through
the screen of arrows, they lost heavily. A horseman who had | ost

t he nmonentum of the charge and was unsupported by other horse-

men was easy prey to footmen, and so the cavalry of France was
butchered in the nelee. After the battle, when the French were
seeki ng expl anations for their loss, they blamed the Genoese, and
there were massacres of Genoese nercenaries in many French

towns, but the real French m stake was to attack in a hurry late on
the Saturday afternoon instead of waiting until Sunday when they
could have arranged their arny nore carefully. And, having made

the decision to attack, they then | ost discipline and so threw away
their first wave of horsenen, and the remmants of that charge
obstructed the better conducted second wave.

There has been a great deal of discussion about the English dispo-
sitions in the battle, npbst of it centring on where the archers were
pl aced. Mbst historians place themon the English wi ngs, but | have
foll oned Robert Hardy's suggestion that they were arrayed all al ong
the line, as well as on the wings. Wen it comes to matters about
bows, archers and their exploits, M Hardy is a good man to heed.
Battles were rare, but the chevauchee, an expedition that set out
deliberately to waste the eneny's territory, was common. It was,

of course, economic warfare, the fourteenth-century equival ent of
car pet bonbing. Contenporaries, describing the French countryside
after the passage of an English chevauchee, recorded that France was



overwhel med and tranpled under foot', that it was on the verge

of utter ruin" or tormented and war-ravaged". No chivalry there,
little gallantry and | ess courtesy. France would eventually recover
and expel the English from France, but only after she had | earned
to cope with the chevauchee and, nore inportantly, the English (and
Wl sh) archers.
The word | ongbow does not appear in the novel, for that word
was not used in the fourteenth century (it is for the same reason
that Edward of Wodstock, the Prince of Wales, is not called the

Bl ack Prince, a later coinage). The bow was sinmply that, the bow,
or perhaps the great bow or the war bow. Mich ink has been
wast ed di scussing the origins of the |ongbow, whether it is Wl sh

or English, a medieval invention or stretching back to the neolithic,
but the salient fact is that it had energed in the years |eading up
to the Hundred Years War as a battle-w nni ng weapon. What nade

it so effective was the nunber of bownen who coul d be assenbl ed

in an arny. One or two |ongbows m ght do damage, but thousands
woul d destroy an arny and the English, alone in Europe, were
capabl e of assenbling those nunbers. Wy? The technol ogy coul d

not be sinpler, yet still other countries did not produce archers.
Part of the answer is surely in the great difficulty it took to becone
an expert archer. It needed hours and years of practice, and the

habit of such practice took hold in only sone English and Wl sh
regions. There had probably been such experts in Britain since the
neolithic (yew bows as long as the ones used at Crecy have been
found in neolithic graves), but equally probably there were only a
few experts, but for sonme reason or another the Mddl e Ages saw

a popul ar enthusiasmfor the pursuit of archery in parts of Engl and
and Wales that led to the rise of the | ongbow as a mass weapon of
war, and certainly once that enthusiasmwaned then the bow

qui ckly di sappeared fromthe English arsenal. Comon w sdom has

it that the | ongbow was replaced by the gun, but it is nore true to
say that the | ongbow w thered despite the gun. Benjam n Franklin,
no fool, reckoned the American rebels would have won their war

much nore swiftly had they been practised | ongbowren and it is
quite certain that a battalion of archers could have outshot and
beaten, easily, a battalion of Wllington's veterans armed with



snoot hbore nmuskets. But a gun (or crossbow) was nuch easier to
master than a | ongbow. The |ongbow, in brief, was a phenonenon
probably fed by a popul ar craze for archery that translated into a
battl e-wi nni ng weapon for England's kings. It also raised the status
of the infantryman, as even the dullest English nobleman cane to
realize that his |life depended on archers, and it is no wonder that
archers out nunbered nen-at-arns in the English armies of the

peri od.
| have to record an enornous debt to Jonat han Sunption, author
of Trial hy Battle, the Hundred Years War, Volune I. It is a rank

offence to full-tinme authors Iike nyself that a man who successfully
practices as a | awer can wite such superb books in what is,
presumably, his's pare" tine, but | amgrateful he did so and
recommend his history to anyone who wi shes to |l earn nore of the
period. Any nistakes that renmain are entirely my own.



