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Winter, 1361

After two decades of conflict, Edward III has finally agreed a treaty with the captive French King, John II. In return for his freedom, John has ceeded vast tracts of territory to the English. But for five long years mercenary bands and belligerent lords have fought over the carcass of his kingdom. They will not give up their hard-won spoils to honour a defeated king’s promises.

If the English want their prize, they’ll have to fight for it.

As he battles to enforce Edward’s claim, Thomas Blackstone will see his name blackened, his men slaughtered, his family hunted. He will be betrayed and, once again, he’ll face the might of the French army on the field. But this time there will be no English army at his back. He’ll face the French alone.
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After twenty-three years of fighting King Edward III has agreed a treaty and released the French monarch from captivity in England, allowing him to return home. France is in chaos, flayed by mercenary bands, a situation which initially suits Edward as it keeps the French King from regaining control. But the vast tracts of territory gained by the English need to be claimed – by force if necessary. French cities’ and towns’ loyalties cleave them to their own King but reluctantly, one by one, they succumb and agree to be ruled by the English. However, not all towns are so easily convinced. Belligerent lords and self-serving mercenary captains refuse. Thomas Blackstone and the renowned knight and King’s negotiator, Sir John Chandos, are tasked with bringing the recalcitrant defaulters under English control.

Outnumbered and still hunted by the French, Thomas Blackstone and his men face betrayal and a final suicidal mission.
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PROLOGUE

Leicester, England

March 1361

King Edward III stood at the entrance to the room where Henry of Grosmont, Duke of Lancaster, his lifelong friend and adviser, lay dying. Lancaster raised his hand to stop the King from entering his bedchamber, fearing that the plague, which had once again started its journey of death across Europe, had now reached him.

Edward hesitated. He was blessed by God in victory and peace: should he challenge his own divine good fortune? He strode into the room and pulled an embroidered stool towards his friend’s bed. The servants had been dismissed the moment the King mounted the stairs. The words exchanged between these two old warriors would be as private as any confessional. No whispers were to filter down towards waiting servants.

‘No, my lord. I beg you. I know not what ails me but it will take me. Step away.’

Edward reached out a hand and clasped his friend’s. ‘Age will bear us all away when it is good and ready, Henry. It is all in God’s hands.’

The dying man wheezed, ‘I am glad it takes me before you, sire. I would not bear the grief were it otherwise.’

Edward squeezed his friend’s cold fingers. ‘So many battles, so many victories and so many of us leaving less than our own shadow on the land,’ he said.

‘You’re wrong.’

‘We are never wrong. We are the King,’ said Edward, smiling.

‘Ah, were it so, eh? No struggle with our own conscience or with those who would try to defeat us by fair means or foul.’ Lancaster relented and reached out to grip the King’s arm. ‘You bless the realm with a burning sunlight that will cast your shadow across this great nation for lifetimes to come.’

Edward’s gaze settled with compassion on his ailing friend. How much time was there for any of them? The peace with France was barely delivered; more trials and contests would come their way. But those who had been at Edward’s side since he seized the throne as a boy were becoming fewer and fewer in number. The Duke was one of those few.

‘What is it we can do for you?’

Lancaster shook his head. ‘Nothing for me, Edward. Everything for England.’ Even lying on his deathbed the renowned Duke’s abiding concern was for the nation he had helped Edward build. ‘A month past we saw the portents, the lights in the sky, the eclipse. They say the rain turned to blood in Boulogne. It heralds hard times again, Edward. The pestilence comes more quickly than the dawn. You must look to who can control the territories you have fought so hard for.’

‘Our firstborn, Edward, will govern Aquitaine. Lionel will go to Ireland. The Scottish already give us their allegiance.’

‘And your sons and those they command will serve you well, but our old fraternity is lost. Brave Northampton is dead; Thomas Holland and Reginald Cobham are ailing and many others are frail, taken one by one as night steals away the day. All gone. And I soon to follow. You have pursued your ambition, Edward. You have achieved greatness for this kingdom and such an inheritance must have its guardian. When the time comes who among the many leads by common consent? A man of loyalty who will speak his mind even at great risk to himself?’

Lancaster gave Edward a querying look. The King knew full well of whom he spoke.

‘Blackstone,’ said the King quietly.

Lancaster smiled. ‘As you said, dear friend. You are never wrong.’
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FROM SAINT-AUBIN-LA-FÈRE TO CALAIS
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PART ONE

IN THE KING’S NAME

Limousin France

December 1361


CHAPTER ONE

Thomas Blackstone’s men rode to their deaths.

As they eased their horses through the town’s narrow streets Sir Gilbert Killbere watched the townspeople who moments before had cheered their arrival. Now, their faces filled with panic, some quickly turned away; others scuttled behind pillars. Killbere knew immediately that he and his men had been lured into a trap by the ill-named Breton lord, Bernard de Charité, who commanded the citadel of Saint-Aubin-la-Fère. Before he could call out a warning crossbowmen appeared on the walls and the first bolts struck home. Horses reared; men fell. An animal-like cry then soared up from the citizens as lust for the Englishmen’s death twisted their features anew. Some dared to dash forward onto the bloodied ground and seize the fallen men’s weapons. Soldiers appeared from the side streets and shop doorways and roughly pushed the townsmen aside to plunge sword and knife into Blackstone’s wounded and dying men.

Killbere heeled his mount as his sword slashed two soldiers reaching up for him. Swinging the blade in swift practised arcs he slew three more as his war horse kicked and turned. Killbere was no stranger to the mêlée of war. He had fought at Blackstone’s side since the boy became a man and together they had taken part in every great battle and victory the English had secured in France and Italy. Now he was going to die in a piss-stinking alleyway.

Swordsmen, jabbing low, thrust their blades deep into his horse’s flanks and chest. The wild-eyed animal bellowed in pain and Killbere cursed as he crashed down into the mud. Desperately trying to parry the blows that assaulted him, he ripped his shield free from its saddle ties and rammed his sword upwards into the groin of one of his attackers. In his agony the man barged into the others while Killbere, twisting, managed to haul the shield across his body. He felt the heavy impact as a mace slammed into it. A blade jabbed at his side; slithering away, he struck out at the man’s ankles and felt the steel cut deeply through unprotected flesh. The man fell, writhing, further obstructing the attackers, his screams joining the cacophony that echoed off the town’s walls.

One of the attackers threw himself across Killbere’s shield, smothering him with his weight as others grabbed his arms and yanked him upright. They had him now. Sweat and blood stung his eyes. He saw Blackstone’s men going down from the overwhelming assault. Jack Halfpenny’s archers had had no chance to unsheathe their war bows so the battle-hardened men, the backbone of King Edward’s army, fought with archer’s knife, sword and raw courage. An English archer’s bow was of little use in such a confined place. Crossbowmen were better suited to close-quarter ambush and de Charité had used them well. Killbere saw the young ventenar jig left and right, crying out for the twenty archers he commanded to fall back, but most were already dead or dying so Halfpenny made one last desperate assault on the two men who cornered him. His archer’s strength gave him the advantage and he smashed his left fist into one man’s face, half turned on his heel and slashed the long archer’s knife across the other’s throat. Killbere struggled, brought up an elbow and felt bone break in his captor’s face. In that split second he saw Halfpenny take a stride towards him. The lad was already wounded in his side but, seeing Killbere being held, was coming to his aide.

‘No!’ bellowed Killbere. ‘Get Thomas!’ The warning shout was barely out when those who held him clubbed him to the ground. The last thing Killbere saw before a sickening darkness engulfed him was Jack Halfpenny running for his life. If anyone had a chance to escape it was the lithe archer. That, at least, gave the old fighter a sense of satisfaction.

* * *

By nightfall the lifeless bodies of Thomas Blackstone’s men hung from the gibbet in the town’s square. Every man displayed evidence of the wounds resulting from the betrayal and ambush by the town’s lord. Shadows danced in the torchlight as Saint-Aubin’s men and women, relieved from the usual curfew, were permitted to desecrate the dead with knives and staves, making the corpses sway from the assault. Nineteen more of Blackstone’s fighters dangled outside of the high town walls as a warning from Bernard de Charité.

Halfpenny had escaped the slaughter amid a hue and cry that echoed around the walls. Clasping a hand over the wound in his side he had forced himself to run hard and fast despite the pain through the labyrinthine alleys until he found a niche in a wall that he could just squeeze into. When darkness fell he had concealed his bow in a narrow crevice between pillar and lintel. It had been his father’s war bow and its heartwood that had bent beneath father and son’s hand was as precious to Jack Halfpenny as the memory of the man who had taught him to use it. Pushing aside his regret he made his way through the shadows until he reached the high walls. Once the night watch had turned their backs to cheer the brutality being inflicted on the corpses in the square below, he skirted the parapet. Grasping the hemp rope that held the dangling body of one of his men on the outside wall he lowered himself twenty feet down. The corpse sagged as Halfpenny clutched at its clothing. Dried blood soiled the gaping mouth and swollen tongue, half severed by its teeth when the noose tightened. Halfpenny turned his face away from the man he had once commanded, hoping his weight would not tear the man’s head from his neck as he slithered down the body, using it to gain extra length before having to release his grip and plunge into the dense briar patch thirty feet below. He prayed that the scattered moonlight did not conceal rocks beneath the thick foliage as he let go of the dead man and fell into the night.

* * *

The following day’s weak sun failed to burn away the mist that clung to the frost-covered land. Ignoring the morning chill and the skin-splitting roughness of the stone they handled, Perinne and Meulon worked alongside their men to heft stone onto the defensive wall of a ruined building. The rising ground gave the derelict barn a commanding position over the surrounding countryside. They were twelve miles from where the ambush took place in Saint-Aubin-la-Fère and even though the shelter was temporary Blackstone had demanded a low defensive wall be built. He and his men were tasked by the King’s negotiator, Sir John Chandos, with securing towns ceded to King Edward in the peace treaty. At each village or town the burghers were called upon to pledge their allegiance to the English King. Some bemoaned what was asked of them, but eventually agreed when they gazed down from their walls at the battle-hardened men who made the demand. Others quickly saw the advantage of being under the protection of a strong warrior king while their own recently released monarch languished in Paris, bankrupt and sorely pressed to keep control over what was left of his kingdom. France was soured by destroyed crops, poisoned wells and the bitterness of defeat. Mercenaries who had fought on both sides of the war ravaged what little food and supplies remained. There were some French lords who resisted handing over their towns to Blackstone and Chandos until money was exchanged, at which point French loyalties were switched with remarkable ease. Those who resisted most fiercely were mercenaries who served the Breton lords. A civil war was raging in Brittany and lands as far south as the Limousin and Poitou were held by each of the warring factions. Saint-Aubin-la-Fère was one such town. Payment had been agreed for the Breton lord to turn over the town and for the burghers to swear allegiance to the English Crown. Sir Gilbert Killbere had taken twenty archers and as many hobelars into the fortified town to deliver the payment and receive their signed agreement.

‘Look!’ said Perinne, squinting into the morning sun, pointing to a lone figure emerging from the mist and stumbling across the open ground a half-mile away. The men stopped work and watched the man stagger, raise an arm and then fall. Caution made the wall builders hesitate. The woodland that lay three hundred paces to the man’s flank might conceal an enemy. Whoever it was that had fallen could be bait for a trap. A war horse jumped the low wall, scattering the men. Its dappled black coat looked as though it had been singed by a fire’s embers, part of the reason for its reputation of having been sired in hell.

‘It’s Jack!’ cried Blackstone as he spurred the bastard horse on. Meulon and Perinne grabbed their weapons and ran after him. The fluttering wings of a raptor caught Perinne’s eye as it suddenly beat its way skywards from the forest. It made no sound until it found an up-draught that spiralled it above Blackstone’s race towards the fallen Halfpenny. Perinne’s heart shuddered, not from exertion but from a long-held belief that the screech of a buzzard beckoned death as it called for a man’s soul. And now it circled above Blackstone.

As the two men ran forward, Blackstone’s centenar Will Longdon rallied the others behind the defensive wall. ‘Stand ready!’ he ordered. Archers and men-at-arms swiftly prepared themselves for any attack that might surge from the woodland.

Feet crunching on the hard frost, their breath billowing, Meulon and Perinne reached the fallen man at the same time as Blackstone’s squire. John Jacob had caught up to them with one of the pack horses. Blackstone’s belligerent mount would never allow another to be put onto its back and if Jack Halfpenny lived then he’d need a horse to bring him into the protective wall of the old barn.

‘He’s alive,’ cried Blackstone. He picked up the unconscious man as if he were a child. John Jacob steadied the pack horse as Blackstone draped the wounded man over its withers. Meulon and Perinne had gone twenty paces beyond them, ready to guard against anyone who might have been in pursuit of their fallen comrade. If the buzzard’s alarm was a portent of death for Thomas Blackstone then the forest might cloak the enemy.

Blackstone led his horse alongside John Jacob’s slow-moving mount, which now carried Halfpenny. Once Perinne and Meulon were satisfied there was no ambush they rejoined the others. Perinne kept glancing skyward but the raptor had disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. As the five men made their way back to safety the squire glanced at Blackstone.

‘If Jack has made it back what of Sir Gilbert?’

Blackstone looked around at the gentle undulating landscape. The countryside was plagued with routiers and it was easy to be caught in the open. ‘Meulon, you and Perinne run ahead and take ten men back a couple of miles,’ he said. ‘Scout out the foresters’ tracks through the woods. If there’s no sign of Sir Gilbert and the others get back here quickly. And tell Will to ready a bed for Jack. He needs his wound attending to.’

The hulking Norman spearman ran off with Perinne at his side. The air from the big man’s breath freckled his beard with frost.

Blackstone laid a hand on the unconscious man as the horse swayed. ‘They might have run into skinners,’ he said. Some of the mercenary bands numbered in their hundreds and a small detachment of men such as that led by Killbere could have been overwhelmed. France was more dangerous now than when the English had fought the French armies. Violence swept across the unprotected towns and villages and the slaughter would continue until King Edward claimed what was rightfully his, and until the French King had reached a settlement with those who committed such carnage without fear of retribution. Or were foolish enough to believe they could cause harm to any of Thomas Blackstone’s men with impunity. ‘But if those bastards at Saint-Aubin have betrayed us I swear I’ll burn it to the ground and kill every last one of them.’


CHAPTER TWO

Jack Halfpenny had quickly regained consciousness when nurtured with Will Longdon’s broth and the gash in his side had been treated and bound. Those who served with Blackstone no longer packed their wounds with cow dung and grass because they had learnt better ways to treat their injuries from a woman who had once been thought a witch. She had been a herbalist and accompanied Blackstone when, a year before, he had gone into Milan to kill the man responsible for ordering the death of his wife and child. The so-called Witch of Balon had taught the men well and shown them how to gather plants and herbs, even in winter, and to dress wounds without bleeding the wounded. That she had died under her own hand to save Blackstone made the men honour her memory. Halfpenny had insisted the slash in his side be bound tightly and that he ride with Blackstone despite his hurt. Once Halfpenny had recounted the betrayal anger swept through Blackstone’s camp. Men seethed with desire for vengeance. They wanted Saint-Aubin razed to the ground. Blades were sharpened and talk was of the slaughter to come. They waited, alert and impatient, at the camp while Blackstone took his captains to reconnoitre the town’s defences.

Blackstone and his captains were lying on the cold ground on the edge of a forest in the shade of its bare branches. They ignored their discomfort as they studied the walls of Saint-Aubin. Their friends’ bodies still hung there in a grotesque symbol of defiance against the English King. Halfpenny squatted next to Blackstone and Will Longdon.

Blackstone had questioned him carefully about Killbere’s fate but the archer had only been able to tell what he saw. Killbere had been beaten into the dirt. ‘We rode in through the east gate. Bernard de Charité stood on the gatehouse wall and welcomed us. Said he accepted the payment for the town and would sign the treaty himself.’

Will Longdon spat. ‘Now the whoreson has taken the payment and killed my archers.’

‘And the men-at-arms,’ said Blackstone quietly, without censure, keeping his attention on the high walls behind which half of his force had been betrayed and slaughtered.

‘Aye, I wasn’t forgetting them,’ admitted Blackstone’s centenar, who despite his rank had had only sixty archers under his command, a number now reduced to forty. Those twenty dead men who could loose a dozen and more yard-long bodkin-tipped shafts in rapid succession were precious resources lost to any group of fighting men. The men-at-arms who laboured in hand-to-hand combat stank of sweat and piss as they took the fight to their enemy, but an archer – merciful Christ, Will Longdon crossed himself – an archer was worth his weight in gold and no other man’s stench ever smelled sweeter. ‘But our bowmen, Thomas, they can’t be replaced as easily as a man-at-arms.’

Blackstone looked back at him. Longdon shrugged. The truth was the truth. ‘A man like Sir Gilbert was worth ten men-at-arms, Will, let’s not forget that,’ said Blackstone and then crawled back deeper into the woodland to receive the reports from Perinne and Meulon’s scouts.

One of the captains, the German man-at-arms Renfred, shook his head. ‘There is no way to scale those walls, Sir Thomas. Fifty feet high at least and over there’ – he gestured to where he had just returned from his reconnaissance – ‘they have cut the forest back even further. Open ground for at least four hundred yards. If they don’t invite us in then I cannot see how we breach the walls. There’s a lake that covers the other half of the town. No drawbridge. No postern gate to give access to the water.’

John Jacob studied the battlements and took the twig he was chewing to point out the irregular shape of the town’s defences. ‘And even if we got under their walls with ladders they would have us in enfilade. Their crossbowmen would cut us down as we assembled the ladders.’

‘And we cannot get close enough to mine the walls,’ said Meulon.

‘This is why Chandos wanted it under the King’s control. It’s a stronghold worth depriving his enemies of,’ said Blackstone. His stonemason’s eye studied the walls. They were of recycled stone, a usual means of building up fortifications over the years. Such construction didn’t require the skill of a stonemason’s cut, but of sufficiently experienced men to lay the stone with mortar. The walls at Saint-Aubin were well built. The expertise of earlier stonemasons who once cut stone for another building nearby, probably a manor house or convent, benefited those who came later. Demolish the old and rebuild the new. Good walls, but once Blackstone was inside them he knew how to bring them down, even though John Chandos and the King wanted the fortress to remain intact.

‘Jack?’ he said, turning to the bandaged archer who sat propped against a tree, his hand pressing the wound, which still seeped blood. ‘What can you remember about the layout? How do we get to de Charité’s keep?’

Halfpenny’s brow furrowed. He shook his head. ‘Like a whore’s heart, Sir Thomas. Impossible to reach. A portcullis after the main gate, winding streets. Alleyways and small cloisters running along the street. Some of the merchants plied their wares under them. Stalls and suchlike. I remember them selling bread off one. That smell of baked bread was the last thing I remember before the killing started.’

‘Then they’ve enough grain and fuel for their ovens,’ said Will Longdon. ‘They’ll have months’ worth to withstand a siege.’

‘No one’s going to lay siege,’ said Blackstone. ‘I want to get inside the whore’s heart and cut it out. Jack?’

Halfpenny nodded, knowing the more he could recall the better their chance would be of successfully storming the town. He also knew from experience that his archer’s eye always took in more than at first he realized. ‘The houses are tightly packed on one side of the street they took us down. That’s where they ambushed us,’ he said. ‘We couldn’t turn the horses. We had no chance and Sir Gilbert had men swarming over him. We fought as best we could but when I tried to reach him he commanded me to escape. I hid in a small overhang, that’s where I left my bow.’ He glanced at Will Longdon. ‘I don’t want any barrel bow,’ he insisted, disdain for the army’s replacements, all painted white and packed in barrels, in his voice. ‘Mine belonged to my father and I want it back.’

Blackstone placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘And you will, but we need to know more.’ He turned back into the forest. ‘Renfred, take me to the north walls. I want to see for myself.’

The men skirted Saint-Aubin along foresters’ tracks. What they saw convinced Blackstone that an assault would be impossible without a greater force prepared to suffer casualties. By the time they reached the edge of the lake it was obvious that the Lord of Saint-Aubin had been blessed with a surrounding landscape that offered him maximum security. As Renfred had said, the open ground was cleared back to the forest by four hundred yards, and from where the men now huddled in the dank gloom of the forest, the frozen lake stretched the same distance to the base of the sheer walls.

Halfpenny pointed towards those imposing walls. ‘Where I hid there were steps close by that took me up to the wall head. They hanged the lads from the walkways behind the parapets. I looked over those walls when I escaped but knew I couldn’t drop down into the lake. I’d have died under the ice. That’s why I went over the south wall.’ He turned to look at the bodies that still hung there. ‘There’s a kitchen window in the north wall, forty feet up. It’s a big place and on the other side is a walkway like a narrow bridge across the street below. It connects the kitchen to the main house. It leads through the pantry on this side and the buttery on the other. Once you’re through that passage you’re into the great hall.’

‘How could you know that?’ said John Jacob.

‘I was lying in an alcove beneath that walkway. I could hear everything that was being said by the servants. I could smell the food and heard what was to be taken where. They were laughing, talking about how de Charité had fooled us. They were leaving their duties to go down into the square. They took ladles, kitchen knives and cleavers. Sir Thomas, I saw what they did to the men they hanged. The lord of the town let the people mutilate and beat them. Two of my wounded men, Haskyn and Fowler, were chased around the square until they were hacked to death. The crowd pissed on their bodies before they died. Those bastards in Saint-Aubin hate the English.’

‘And I will give them an even greater reason,’ said Blackstone. ‘But you didn’t see Sir Gilbert’s body?’

‘No. I saw him struck down, but nothing more.’

‘The King wants that town, Sir Thomas,’ said Meulon. ‘It’s important to him. Him and Sir John.’

‘Aye, well, the King can’t always have what he wants,’ added Will Longdon. ‘And Sir John Chandos might be a Knight of the Garter and the King’s negotiator with these scum but he can kiss my arse if he thinks we’ve ladders long enough to clamber up any of them walls with their crossbowmen picking us off. And that ice wouldn’t take the weight of a fairy’s fart let alone men and ladders.’

‘Your arse could be offered to them as a target while we assault the south walls. What say you, Sir Thomas?’ said Meulon.

‘Sir Gilbert kicked Will’s backside often enough and I suspect he’d like to do it again. If he still lives. So we had better keep Will’s arse in his breeches.’ Blackstone and his captains eased back into the trees where the horses were tethered. ‘We have to take the town and Sir John is due to join us tomorrow. We need his men.’

A coldness gripped Blackstone’s chest which had nothing to do with the chilled air. To picture his men butchered filled him with a bitterness eased only by the desire to avenge them, but to think of Killbere being slain in such a fashion put steel into his heart. His mind’s eye saw the French Oriflamme, the great war standard raised in battle against the English. He wished he had seized it when he struck out at the French King at Poitiers. He would raise it now. It signalled no quarter.


CHAPTER THREE

What keeps a man alive when he is held prisoner alone without the comfort of comrades or the chance of escape is his own courage and a silent contempt for his captor. When the same man is strapped to a post in the town square, surrounded by the stench of his hanged and mutilated men, it is a determination to somehow find a way to strike back and kill his enemy. They had stripped the injured Killbere down to his breeches and roped him to a post. He had been pelted with human and animal excrement. The chilled air had dried the blood from the blow to his head, encrusting it onto his scalp and beard. No knife or cleaver had been used against him but they had doused him with water and let it freeze on him so that it shrank the ropes that held him even tighter. His muscles had stiffened but he had kept his head raised and stared at his persecutors as they darted forward and struck him with switches. The slender, flexible tree shoots stung as they nicked his flesh.

The children tormenting Killbere scattered when their Breton warlord strode into the square on the third day of his capture to give the veteran knight water.

‘You’re my ransom, old man,’ said de Charité. ‘When Chandos comes knocking at my gates I will make even more money from your King. I know you by name and reputation. You’re worth more alive than dead.’ The Breton nodded to his soldiers, who grabbed Killbere’s hair and pulled back his head so that another could ladle water into his mouth. Killbere choked and gasped, but the water would revive him enough to put strength back into his muscles.

‘You do not taunt the King of England by betraying him, you stupid bastard. I’ll die here at this stake before that happens,’ Killbere gasped. ‘And you’ll be hunted like a sewer rat.’

The Breton was immune to the threat. ‘Killbere, you’re a fool. Chandos will pay. Your King Edward backs John de Montfort to rule Brittany, my King John arms and supports Charles de Blois. I will stay here at Saint-Aubin and hold the roads north to Paris and west to the Breton March. There are hundreds of routiers riding from the east. Some go south to seize what’s left of this country; others ride here to reinforce us. Both Kings seek to bribe the routiers to fight for them and if they cannot be bought then they must be defeated. Chandos needs men who can command. He’ll pay to get you back and he will pay for me to convince those who come to support us that their fortune lies elsewhere.’

Crows fluttered overhead, settling onto the decaying corpses of Killbere’s men. ‘Take down my men and bury them, you vile dog turd,’ said Killbere.

One of the soldiers punched Killbere’s stomach. The veteran knight’s head doubled over the ropes that bound him. He spewed what water he had taken. Sucking air into the pain he forced his head back against the post and sneered. ‘Your men must be used to squeezing a whore’s tit. They hit like parlour maids.’

The soldier raised his arm to strike Killbere across the face but de Charité gestured him to stop. ‘Sir Gilbert, I’ve seen English arrogance before in the face of an overwhelming enemy. It gives you false courage.’

‘We don’t need false courage against murdering scum. And we fought your perfume-sniffing King no matter how big his army and won. Look at me, you Breton whoreson. You spill your seed into whores and breed bastards. One chance is all I need and my face will be the last thing you will see before you die. I will take you limb from limb and then spill your guts while you still live. Your head will be sent to Paris with your puny cock shoved into your ear.’

Bernard de Charité took a couple of quick strides, and grabbed Killbere’s throat. ‘Then perhaps I should take your head now and deliver that to your king!’ he hissed, spittle flecking Killbere’s face.

‘Do it. Send him my head and then by all that is holy you will burn alongside every other wretch in this town. Now take the stench of your dog’s arse breath out of my face.’

De Charité slapped Killbere hard. The blow split his lip, blood spilling onto his beard. The Breton turned on his heel. ‘No more water for him!’

Killbere raised his head and roared in defiance of pain and death. Children scattered as women darted forward to snatch at them. The sooner their lord put him to death the safer they would all feel. The Englishman was possessed.

* * *

Blackstone and his surviving men waited for the mist to clear on the lower slopes of his encampment. The morning sun’s valiant efforts to break through the stubborn shroud were once again defeated. The coldest winter for years froze the droplets of mist onto the bare branches; crystals of light glittered. Men wrapped their rotting boots in torn cloth and bound their hands to keep the skin from splitting and their fingers agile. The muffled sound of approaching horses and the creak of leather filtered through the mist. Will Longdon and the archers had already nocked their arrows. If it was an enemy then many would die in their saddles before Blackstone’s fighters put them to the sword. Indistinct voices complaining of being lost told Blackstone and the others that at least some of the unseen men were English, but it was no reason to lower their guard because there were notorious bands of English mercenaries across France. Men like James Pipe, Robert Knolles: hardened leaders of tough men released from military service, many of whom were felons granted pardons by King Edward to fight in his army, and now the war was won these killers roamed freely across France. Edward did not encourage the brigands, but it had seemed preferable that they harass the French rather than return home and become outlaws on English roads. However, if they threatened Edward’s peace treaty and the towns that now belonged to him they would need to be defeated.

A horse appeared and its rider’s shield bore a gash of red, a downward-pointing diamond blazon.

‘Sir John!’ Blackstone cried out.

The leading horseman, startled by the sudden challenge, pulled up his horse, and like ghosts emerging from a haunted marshland others drew up alongside him. The horseman called out. ‘Thomas? Merciful Christ, you could have killed us.’ He urged his horse forward to where Blackstone and his men-at-arms stood ready to fight. John Jacob took the horse’s reins as the renowned knight and negotiator dismounted. Blackstone eased Wolf Sword into its scabbard as Chandos glanced at the line of bowmen. He extended his gloved hand in greeting. ‘Thomas, a man’s bowels turn to water when suddenly confronted by English bowmen. I praise God I was not born a Frenchman,’ he said, his eyes twinkling with humour. He was ten years older than Blackstone and his grip told of strength forged from a lifetime of swordsmanship.

More of Chandos’s men rode forward into the clear air. Meulon, Perinne and John Jacob ushered them to where their mounts could be corralled within the ruins to one side of the camp.

‘We saw signs of horsemen yesterday; we didn’t know whether they were friendly or not,’ said Blackstone as he escorted Chandos into a makeshift shelter: half-broken walls screened with cut branches and covered with bracken. It served to keep some of the rain and chill out and from a distance afforded a degree of camouflage.

Blackstone bent and put flint to his archer’s knife, sparking the fire that waited to be lit. ‘We went without warmth and food this morning in case whoever it was came upon us was unfriendly. I didn’t want our smoke or the smell of food to bring down an enemy on our heads. Better to have an empty stomach than our throats cut.’

The dry kindling took quickly and Blackstone swung a small cast-iron pot over the flames.

The fire offered little warmth but Chandos pulled free his gloves and held his hands near the flames. ‘It might have been our tracks you saw, Thomas. I swear we have been going round in circles these past days, but there’s a large band of routiers cutting across the Limousin, so perhaps they are closer than I thought. But I have news. You were close to the Harcourt family in Normandy, weren’t you?’

‘I was. When I was wounded at Crécy I was taken there and nursed back to health. Godfrey de Harcourt served Edward and although his nephew Jean de Harcourt fought on the opposite side, he became my closest friend.’

‘And he was slain by the French King because he and the Norman lords were planning treason, and you swore vengeance. Your life was turned upside down because of it.’

‘My King and my Prince forgave me.’

‘Aye, well, be that as it may, Jean de Harcourt’s brother, Louis, has come over to us. He’s helping us seize towns and stop the routiers.’

Blackstone kept his surprise to himself. Louis de Harcourt was Lieutenant of Normandy and in the years before had refused every request from his uncle, Godfrey, to fight for the English. ‘If that’s true then more French noblemen will join him. They’ll realize at last that France has lost its power.’

‘That and the fact that half of them have been promised lands in England. But I am glad of their help. There are thousands of these damn routiers to stop. I wish to God Edward and the Prince had left the army intact to fight them. But that costs money and the last campaign took much out of the King’s purse.’ Chandos scratched a crude map of France into the dirt and pointed with the stick. ‘They swarm, Thomas, and we face an ongoing contest between them and us.’ He drew a zigzag on the bottom of the map. ‘These are the Pyrenees. The routiers were due to go and fight in Spain.’ He circled two areas. ‘But here the Princes of Aragon and Castile have forged a truce in their private war and that has stopped the routiers from crossing over. A French army has been raised by taxes in the south; they’re going to try and slow them but we are to block any escape further into the heartland of France. Once the routiers reach the central massif they’ll find shelter and the riches of Burgundy will feed them. Now, though, they have no food or supplies and have turned back into Provence to lay waste to the Languedoc. Between them in the south, and war in Brittany here in the north, we might be caught between the two. The Bretons are the immediate problem, Thomas. They are gathering in ever greater numbers and they pay no heed to Edward’s demands because they fight on behalf of King John over the disputed territory.’

‘And we are supposed to stop them?’

‘Aye, before we deal with the other brigands, but we also have to take back the towns that have been ceded in the treaty. Some of these towns, however, are proving stubborn.’

Blackstone stirred the pot. He had been commissioned by the King to retrieve, with Chandos, the towns agreed in the peace treaty, but there was still a frisson of rancour between the two men. During Edward’s last campaign they had fought together to seize a town and Chandos had wanted the town’s nobleman taken for ransom, but, realizing that the citizens lived in fear of the tyrant, Blackstone had slain him. If a ransom had been paid the harsh ruler would have returned to terrorize the town afresh. Blackstone’s actions gave the town its freedom and secured its loyalty to Edward. Nothing had been said about the incident when Chandos and Blackstone were thrown together by King Edward after the signing of the treaty but it had not been forgotten – and now Blackstone needed Chandos’s help to seize Saint-Aubin.

‘Where’s Sir Gilbert?’ said Chandos as the scent of herbs reached his nostrils from the pottage being slowly cooked.

‘Sir John, I lost half my men and Gilbert might be dead for all I know. Bernard de Charité in Saint-Aubin reneged on the treaty deal. He has the money we paid for the release of the town but he ambushed my men. Twenty archers and twenty men-at-arms.’

Sir John grimaced. He and Blackstone had done their King’s bidding for several months and this was the first time a town had turned on them. Most had been relieved the fighting was over and that the routiers would be brought to heel. Chandos or Blackstone would arrive at the gates of a town where the French King’s letters were read out commanding his subjects to offer their allegiance to the English Crown. The gates would be opened, the keys handed over and then in the town square a garrison commander appointed. Once the arms of King Edward III were painted above the town gates then Edward’s men would ride on to the next town. ‘Breton bastard,’ said Chandos. ‘See what I mean, Thomas? The damned war in Brittany reaches here where we least need it. All right, I can leave you ten archers and the same number of men-at-arms.’

‘If Gilbert is alive then I want to get him out.’

‘How? Saint-Aubin is a fortified town. Two hundred burghers and at least forty fighting men inside the walls. You’ll lose the other half of your men. No, Thomas, Gilbert’s fate is his own. We cannot risk more men: we have too much to achieve. I am gathering troops for an assault on the routiers. I have near enough a thousand encamped with de Harcourt and Sir William Felton. He’s been made Seneschal of Poitou. They’ll hold and wait for my return, and I expect your men to join mine. I’ll have a hundred and sixty men after those I leave with you but we need hundreds more. The further south I can go before swinging east the more I’ll recruit. The Prince of Wales will soon be given Aquitaine to govern and as always the Gascons have pledged their support.’

Blackstone kept his simmering anger under control but the edge in his voice was enough to alert Chandos. ‘Sir John, I have known Sir Gilbert since I was a boy. He took me and my brother to war in ’46. I will not leave him to rot – alive or dead.’

‘You will obey your King, Thomas, and I am his voice here. If Gilbert is alive de Charité will ask for ransom. We will negotiate. Saint-Aubin needs to be in our hands by whatever means possible.’

‘It can be ours if we storm the place and kill the treacherous bastard. I need your help.’

‘No!’ Chandos turned his back and paced, trying to calm his own temper. ‘Thomas, he and your men are casualties of war. There might be a peace treaty in place but we both know the fighting goes on. The civil war in Brittany pits us against those backed by the French and the Bretons who swarm across the land. There are few enough of us doing our King’s bidding but we must do it with the resources we have.’ He took a breath and gazed at Blackstone, who had not moved from stirring the pot. ‘I forbid it,’ he said and then, knowing Blackstone’s reputation: ‘Do not defy me on this.’

Blackstone remained silent. He ladled pottage onto a tin plate and handed it to Chandos. ‘No friend of mine dies abandoned, Sir John. Do you want salt?’


CHAPTER FOUR

Within hours the mist had lifted from the valley floor and Sir John Chandos, belly full but heart clutched with anger, took his leave of Blackstone’s camp. Their parting words barely disguised each man’s antagonism. Blackstone was needed in ten days further east to stop the advance of the routiers who defied King John and made claim to the disputed Breton territory in the Limousin. Men like de Charité who would ignore a treaty and disobey a king. But these Bretons were gathering in strength and the handful of trusted men who rode with Blackstone would be useful reinforcements for Chandos. If Blackstone did not arrive in time then Chandos would know that he and the rest of his men were dead.

By the time Chandos and his soldiers had gone from sight Blackstone had gathered his captains. They squatted around the same fire that had warmed the King’s negotiator, but the crude scratch in the dirt that was France had been scuffed away. In its place were pieces of stone laid out in an irregular fashion to denote the walls of Saint-Aubin. The gatehouse, the kitchen, the pantry, buttery and the walkways were shown with pieces of twig. Spilled water soaked into the dirt became the lake and handfuls of torn grass the forest from where Blackstone and his men would launch their attack.

‘Across the ice?’ said Will Longdon.

‘The night watch are on the other walls. No one will expect an attack from that side. It’s their blind spot.’

‘With good reason,’ insisted Longdon.

‘If we get across the lake how do we scale the walls?’ asked John Jacob.

‘We don’t,’ said Blackstone. ‘Grappling hooks will alert them. We need one scaling ladder twenty feet long. We go through the kitchen window.’

‘One at a time? That’s asking for trouble,’ said Meulon. ‘The servants will be sleeping there and I don’t know if either of us can fit through.’

Will Longdon grinned. ‘I can see you stuck like a swollen cork in a bottle, Thomas, but trying to fit Meulon’s shoulders in there might be like trying to push through a barrel of lard. If he gets stuck even a prod up his arse with a spear won’t shift him.’

‘Perhaps we should ram a spear in your skinny arse and shove you up the latrine tower. You’d smell sweeter,’ countered Meulon.

Blackstone raised a hand to silence them. ‘Whoever goes through that window first kills the servants. You heard what Jack said: they mutilated our friends; they deserve no mercy. Perinne? You can fit through, so can Renfred and John here.’

John Jacob looked at Jack Halfpenny. ‘How many servants in there?’

‘Six or seven.’

Blackstone’s squire nodded. ‘Three of us can deal with them.’

‘And in the main building? The hall, the chambers? What, another ten or twelve?’

‘Aye, but they’ll either be in the stables or sleeping in any doorway they can find,’ said Will Longdon.

Blackstone nodded. The main force of arms would more likely be billeted away from the main building with quick access to the main gate and square. Once he and his men breached the walls they could be contained and killed. ‘Meulon, pick three men-at-arms to go through behind them. Each man with sixty feet of rope to lower from the ramparts for the rest of us. Will, I need you and at least three of your archers on the walls with them before the rest of your men join them. You’ll fit through that window. Choose two more.’ He pointed to where the walls angled away from what he hoped would be the blind side of the defences. ‘Each corner, left and right. If the night watch sees us you have to kill them quickly. Once we are inside the walls, I will go through the great hall with John and Perinne to find de Charité, Meulon will secure the square, archers will take the walls. Their crossbowmen’s billets will be by the main gate. Renfred and six men seize the gatehouse and its chapel.’

The men grunted their approval. A gatehouse chapel served two purposes. It gave succour to the ruling lord needing the solace of prayer but also, being at the entrance of a town, was believed to keep ill fortune at bay. A belief soon to be dispelled by Blackstone’s men.

‘We don’t know where Sir Gilbert is,’ said Jack Halfpenny. ‘If he’s still alive then they’ll kill him the moment the alarm is raised.’

Blackstone nodded. ‘It’s a risk but if he’s alive I’m hoping they’ll use him as hostage. They’ll try and buy their lives with his.’ He looked from man to man. ‘Any questions?’

‘There’s no moon if these clouds don’t blow over,’ said Perinne. ‘It will be blacker than putting your head up a nun’s habit.’

‘He’s right,’ said Longdon. ‘It’ll be pitch black out there even with the ice on the lake.’

Blackstone thought for a moment. The frozen lake would reflect what light there might be but forty-odd men trying to negotiate across it in the darkness would be slow going. To have them scattered with the risk of going through the ice would put an end to the attack. ‘All right,’ he said finally, pointing the twig at Longdon. ‘Will, have the men cut pieces of the linen we use for bandages. A square of it to be stitched onto the back of every man’s collar. I will lead the way, ladder men behind me, and then the others; we follow the white patch of the man in front.’

The men murmured their agreement. The white cloth would show up sufficiently for them not to get separated and be able to follow a straight line to beneath the window.

‘Anything else?’ said Blackstone.

The attack would be fraught with danger. If the kitchen servants were not silenced quickly then the alarm would be raised before any of Blackstone’s men could get inside. It could all go wrong in those first, vital moments. Providing they simply didn’t fall through the ice first. The men shook their heads to answer his question.

Blackstone snapped the twig. ‘We attack before dawn.’

* * *

Blackstone’s captains took their men to the crude model that represented Saint-Aubin. The place had once been nothing more than a fortified keep surrounded by peasants’ hovels. A hundred years of change had made it a high-walled town with a gatehouse and a population of two hundred. Small by comparison to many but a stronghold that had proved itself valuable to whoever held it. The surrounding area was rich in agriculture and the town was self-sufficient. It had escaped the ravages of King Edward’s war. No army would bog itself down with a siege for such a place. And that is why the people of Saint-Aubin thought themselves immune from attack. They were safe behind the walls and they were protected by a knight renowned for his fighting skills.

Each captain outlined Blackstone’s plan and the few questions asked were answered; then they prepared themselves for the attack. They had to return twelve miles to the safety of the forest where a long night lay ahead. Muscles would stiffen and there would be no hot food or fires to comfort them. They ate whatever food remained in their cooking pots and prepared to break camp. Men-at-arms cast aside their scabbards and slid their swords into a simple ring on their belt. They tore strips of cloth and tied them to their bridles to deaden the sound of their approach, in case Bernard de Charité had scouts beyond his walls. Will Longdon’s archers cut and sewed strips of linen onto the collars of men’s jupons. He went among the archers given to them by Chandos. Of the ten men he knew that no more than four had seen any serious fighting. Their chaff and banter told him so. The others were youngsters. Strong lads who had been arrayed and brought under Chandos’s command but who looked nervous. When they tried to join in with the veterans’ talk of killing fields they were mostly scorned and driven back to silence. One of them diligently stitched a white patch but Longdon saw his fingers were trembling. He knelt next to him and without a word eased the cloth and the needle from his fingers.

‘You’ll be with me on the walls, lad. Do as I tell you and you’ll come through it well enough,’ he said quietly.

‘I will, Master Longdon,’ said the archer.

Longdon deftly stitched one side of the patch. ‘Not enough thread. Cut me more. Your name?’

‘Peter Garland,’ the boy answered.

‘All right then, lad. You’ll do fine. You have been blessed with serving the bravest man I have ever known. He was once as nervous as you but he learnt his lessons well.’

‘Sir Thomas?’ said Garland, breaking off more thread.

‘Aye. When we went ashore at Normandy back in ’46, we took the beach and settled on the cliffs in case the French were ready for us. Thomas was a sixteen-year-old boy who protected his young brother: an ox of a lad, malformed, deaf and mute. But as courageous and as big as bear. Bigger than Thomas even. And Sir Gilbert, well, he’s always been a hard man. He was Thomas’s sworn lord, not that that meant he was privileged in any way, other than having his protection. We teased Thomas about his father’s war bow because it had a draw weight on it that few of us could pull and we got him to loose an arrow at a crow in a tree. Sir Gilbert struck Thomas for wasting an arrow. He was a harsh master, was Killbere. Hard as nails. Hanged men who failed in their duty. But that day, back then, when Thomas could have pointed the finger at us archers who had taunted him into wasting that arrow, he didn’t. He took the blow and curses from Sir Gilbert and kept his mouth shut. I reckon whatever angels there are for the likes of us, they had Thomas Blackstone ready to be a leader of men even back then.’

He tied off the stitching and bit through the thread. ‘You just do as the other lads do, Peter Garland, and you will see the light of day.’ He handed the jupon back to the youngster and patted his shoulder.

‘Thank you, Master Longdon.’

Will Longdon got to his feet and stepped away. Perinne glanced his way. Will Longdon smiled. Here he was mothering youngsters. Those who had served with Blackstone over the years cared for those in their charge even though many would also know the lash of Blackstone’s tongue. He pushed aside the embarrassment of being overheard by Perinne and looked at the wall builder’s men: they had felled a young tree and tapped wedges into its length to split it. They had drilled holes and hammered in hewn rungs. The assault ladder was light enough for two men to carry but it had to bear the weight of a dozen fighting men clambering up it at the same time. Perinne had built many defensive walls and assault ladders over the years; as the men stood back from their labours he lifted the end of the ladder and, using nails for shoeing horses, hammered three into each of the ladder’s feet to stop it slipping when it was set against the town’s walls.

Perinne caught his friend’s arm. ‘Will,’ he said quietly. ‘When Thomas rode out to rescue Jack a buzzard circled. It hovered over him. For a moment I feared for his life in case there was an ambush.’

Longdon frowned. It was unusual to hear the veteran soldier express such heartfelt concern but every man understood how an unexpected sign could be a forewarning. ‘Perhaps it called for Jack. He looked half dead when you brought him in.’

Perinne shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’

Will Longdon hesitated. How many times had Blackstone been close to death since he had known him? More times than he could remember. They were all mortal and if the forest spirits had beckoned Blackstone’s soul then there was nothing any of them could do to stop it. ‘It can happen to any of us, Perinne,’ he said. ‘And you know wherever Thomas is then death is always at his shoulder. I swear there are many others who will die before him.’

Longdon heard his attempt at comforting them both ring hollow. But it was the best he could do. ‘Your men have finished the ladder. They’re waiting.’

He turned away and let Perinne join his men, who righted their ladder and leaned it against another tree. Perinne pointed to two of his heaviest men and gestured them to test the ladder’s strength. When the attack began he, Renfred and John Jacob would race up the ladder with others at their heels. Any fault in its construction meant they would die before breaching the walls. The two men clambered up the twenty feet, followed by another two. Satisfied that the ladder could bear the men’s weight Perinne signalled them to take it and return to the camp. He scrubbed a hand across the crow’s feet scars on his close-cropped head. A night attack brought its own fears. Thomas Blackstone had taken him and the men into battle many times and not so long past had been trapped behind an enemy’s city’s walls and had had to fight their way through the streets of Milan. They had been outnumbered and lost good men yet some kind of divine hand had shielded Blackstone.

Will Longdon’s storytelling had reminded him of what he knew of Blackstone when Blackstone and other young men like him had stormed the walls of Caen. A dying Welsh archer had bequeathed Blackstone a pendant of the silver goddess Arianrhod. The pagan Celtic charm had not spared Blackstone from personal tragedy but she watched over him, of that Perinne was certain. He wished he had such a charm himself but knew in his heart he would prefer a priest to give him absolution. No man wanted to die unshriven. If they survived the ice then he would go through that window and in the fight that followed stay close to Blackstone. Perhaps some of the goddess’s blessing would also shield him.

Perinne spat and buckled on his sword. The time for idle thought was over.


CHAPTER FIVE

Blackstone ran across the ice towards the dark shape of Saint-Aubin-la-Fère’s walls. A dull glow emanated from the small window. The cooking fires in the kitchen had been bedded down for the night, the embers deep in the grate’s ash ready to be brought to life the next morning. The glimmer, though barely visible, guided the attackers, who had lain throughout the night hours on the frozen ground and then, slowly at first, forced their stiffened limbs to follow the whispered commands of their captains, who in turn rose up after Blackstone. It was pitch black. The clouds had settled low in the sky. No moon, no stars. Only the bobbing white patch on the collar of the man in front.

In the silence of the night all Blackstone heard was the men’s rasping breath and the crunch of their weight on the ice. Each footfall sounded like a warning to the night watch on the walls, but he and his men were more than halfway and no alarm had been raised. Men gasped for air as they tried to keep up with Blackstone’s long strides and at every step, as they felt the ice give a little more, they became more desperate to reach the black curtain of the wall that lay ahead. And then they were there. In silence, other than their heaving breath, the men went down on one knee, making themselves less of a target should they be seen. No commands were given. Every man knew what role he played. Raising their eyes they saw the blind gaze of their dead comrades hanging from the walls. Contorted in death, their frozen faces told their own story. They had choked to death. No quick release. No snap of the neck. A heel-kicking agony. The ladder went up. Men spat phlegm. Got to their feet. Gripped their swords, slung their shields across their backs. No longer any need to follow the white patch in front. Shuffling forward they spread themselves out at the base of the wall. Waiting for the ropes to drop. Waiting for John Jacob to start the killing.

Blackstone’s squire went through the window first, knife in hand. The smell of cooked meat lingered in the air. His mouth watered. A sudden pang of hunger, tinged with envy that there was abundant meat for the Lord of Saint-Aubin even in winter. He settled his feet onto the kitchen floor. There was enough fire glow to show the servants’ sleeping bodies. Their backs were pressed against the huge hearth, arms tucked into their chests, curled in on themselves for warmth. As in most kitchens the cooks and servants were men. He took three paces into the room, rolling each step onto the side of his foot to lessen any sound of his footfall. There was no need to check whether Perinne and Renfred were behind him; they moved silently but he could hear their shallow breathing. He stepped past the sleeping bodies and went to the furthest man. Six men would be dead in seconds.

John Jacob’s first victim rolled in his sleep. Jacob stopped. Was the man about to wake? The figure coughed and turned to face the hearth. Jacob darted forward, sensed the others do the same behind him, then bent, smothered the man’s nose and mouth and cut his blade deep across the man’s throat. Warm, sticky blood spurted across his cutting hand. The body bucked. It made no difference. The gurgles of death were each followed by a swift knife to the heart. As the silent killers despatched the servants another three of Blackstone’s men quickly passed them. They ducked out of the door, turned left onto the walkway, up six steps to the wall-head defence to drop their ropes to the waiting men below.

Perinne ushered Will Longdon through the kitchen. His bow was unstrung, the cord tucked below his skullcap helmet. His sheaf of arrows was still in the waxed cotton bag that the archers had tugged behind their belts into the small of their backs. Once on the walls the bows would be strung and arrows nocked.

The ropes unfurled down the walls. Blackstone and Meulon each took a handhold; one of the men-at-arms took the third. They found purchase and clambered up the roughly hewn stone. Sixty feet of heaving effort brought them to the parapet. Sweat soaked their linen shirts beneath their mail despite the freezing air. Callused hands cracked from the hardened, rough hemp. The rope men guarded the walkway but there was no sign of town guards. Blackstone crouched, making his way towards the bridge that would take them across the street below and into the great hall. Men followed him quickly but as he passed Will Longdon, who was guarding the approach, the archer pointed silently below. The curfew demanded the citizens of Saint-Aubin be off the streets in the hours from sunset to sunrise but a night lantern and four flickering torches spilled light into the square. Their glow cast long shadows from the hanged men and revealed in the middle of the square the half-naked figure of Killbere. Head slumped on his chest, his knees bent, the unconscious man was bound to a stake by ropes. Blackstone’s heart raced. Was Killbere still alive? That possibility would drive his determination to save his friend. And kill the butcher who had slain so many good men.

Blackstone resisted the urge to run down and release his friend. Movement in the torchlight would alert the guards on the other walls. The darkness and the low temperature were Blackstone’s best friend. He hoped that the sentries on watch would be huddled in their cloaks, most of them asleep.

‘Protect him, Will. Once the alarm is raised kill anyone who goes near him.’ With that simple command he ran across the walkway above the street and plunged into near darkness as he entered the passageway leading to the great hall. Dim cresset lamps gave enough light for him to see the iron-studded door ahead. He grasped the iron ring latch, turned it slowly and pressed his shoulder against the door. There were still no cries of alarm from outside, which meant that Blackstone’s men had secured the walls. Blackstone, Perinne and John Jacob moved quickly across the vast expanse of the great hall. The hearth held large logs, which were burning slowly. A long table and benches straddled the room, but no servants slept on the floor or corridor. There was no knowing where de Charité’s bedchamber might be but, as in many older fortifications, Blackstone guessed it would be in a wing off the hall where the latrine tower was built.

Blackstone pointed to a handful of torches stacked by the vast stone fireplace. John Jacob and Perinne pushed the oil-soaked torches into the flames. They flared brightly. Flanking Blackstone they reached the end of the great hall, turned down a passage and saw stairs winding their way up. This had to be where de Charité’s bedchamber was located. The steps curved right to left and if there were guards at the top then they had the advantage because the wall on Blackstone’s right hand prohibited the use of a sword. No challenge was issued, however, and at the top of the stairwell the torchlight revealed the bedchamber’s door. Blackstone didn’t hesitate as he pushed the door open.

The canopied bed was fit for a nobleman, not a Breton warlord. Fresh reeds on the floor cushioned a woven carpet and a tapestry hung from the walls. There was warmth in the room from a smouldering fire and the smell of stale sweat and sex. The wooden bedframe was decorated with blue and red paint and the feather mattress’s bed coverings were of embroidered cloth. Bernard de Charité had plundered far and wide and lived the life of a wealthy merchant.

There was still no movement from the two bodies on the bed. A naked woman lay on her back, arm outstretched, the bedsheets twisted around her torso. Four empty wine bottles lay on the floor and a burnt-down candle’s congealed wax dribbled over a wooden table. The remains of a meal made a squalid mess that spilled onto the floor. Next to the woman a man lay face down, mouth open, snoring, with spittle dribbling into his beard. His back muscles rose and fell with his heavy breathing. There was no need for Blackstone and the others to be cautious; the butcher of Saint-Aubin was deeply asleep. The three men relaxed their guard.

‘He’s a hairy bastard,’ said Perinne as he found a bottle that still held some wine. The man’s back was smothered in a mat of dark hair, in contrast to his close-cropped head. Perinne offered the bottle to Blackstone, who took a mouthful, passed it back and then went to the window where he could see the first hint of daylight creeping into the darkness.

‘Like a bear,’ said John Jacob, lifting the drunken man’s sword away from the bench that held his clothing. ‘And I’ll wager he stinks like one. He lives well,’ he said, admiring the sword.

‘Not for long,’ said Blackstone.


CHAPTER SIX

The town awoke slowly as daylight fought its way through the threatening clouds. The chapel bell for matins clanged tonelessly as men and women, hunched and shivering, staggered into the narrow streets to relieve themselves. There were still many weeks until warmer weather would break up the hard ground underfoot and water butts would not need their ice broken. It couldn’t come soon enough. Sentries on the night watch who had huddled at their stations throughout the night shrugged off their cloaks. If the guard commander saw them still hunched when he clambered up the steps to the parapet then they would be flogged. A woman squatted in the street, her bladder heavy from the long night’s curfew. She yawned and blew snot from her nose. Stiff from the unyielding floor that served as her bed she eased the crick from her neck, her eyes raised towards the high walls. Something dark fell from the sky. Her eyes widened in horror when she saw it was one of the night watch with an arrow through his chest. By the time she had screamed and soiled herself scrambling to her feet others had fallen dead into the narrow street.

Will Longdon had set his men in the perfect position to kill the sentries and as voices raised in panic echoed around the walls Blackstone’s men-at-arms had surged into the barracks next to the town’s gate. There, de Charité’s soldiers were being roused from their sleep and most died desperately reaching for their weapons as Meulon and Renfred’s men hacked their way through their ranks. A handful of the Breton warlord’s men ducked and weaved their way clear of the slaughter. Naked, grasping weapons, they ran into the square – where Will Longdon and six of his archers had already run down to form a defensive line between the unconscious Killbere and the soldiers’ quarters. With practised ease they bent their bodies, pushing their bow staves away from their chests, hauled back the yard-long bodkin-tipped arrows and loosed their deadly shots into the hapless men.

Peter Garland did as commanded and killed with the same relentless efficiency as the others and as the surge of excitement settled he felt the elation of being part of the elite group of men. Jack Halfpenny had retrieved his war bow and stood with his centenar. Ignoring the wound in his side he refused to let the pain from bending the bow stop him from shooting the men who had slain his archers in the ambush.

Within minutes of the town’s awakening Blackstone’s men had killed most of the sixty men under de Charité’s command. The townspeople barricaded their doors but those who had been too slow were forced into the square at sword point while others had their doors broken down and were dragged into the streets. By the time Blackstone had kicked the naked de Charité from his drunken slumber Jack Halfpenny had cut Killbere free. Meulon carried him under one of the arches where others dragged a straw mattress. Renfred and his men seized food and blankets and took them to where Killbere would be tended.

Amid the screams women ran, dragging their children through the streets littered with de Charité’s men into the charnel house of the square, where Blackstone’s dead men still hung. Their men were forced at spear and sword point to follow. The hapless citizens of Saint-Aubin saw roughly dressed figures shouting at each other in English, and stocky men with war bows taller than themselves pulling bloodied arrows from the soldiers who only hours before had made the townspeople feel safe from any attack. Now that illusion had been wrenched from them by sudden violence inflicted by an invader who seemed to have appeared from nowhere. The terrified people were herded ever closer together by Blackstone’s men and watched as a tall, rugged-looking man with a scar on his face dragged the naked Breton warlord into the square.

Blackstone clutched de Charité by the flesh of his cheek, painfully twisting his face. Despite the Breton’s obvious strength he could not resist because the Englishman would have torn his face from him. With a hefty shove and a kick the naked man was plunged into the cowering townspeople. Blackstone stood amidst them and looked around at the desecrated bodies of his men hanging from the gibbets. He knew every man’s name. He had depended on each of them in battle. Every man had been ready to bleed for the man next to him. His heart thumped hard as if trying to break through the constraints of his leather jerkin. He looked at Meulon, whose glowering expression told him he would cut the throats of every living creature in the town if Blackstone so wished it. Tears stung Blackstone’s eyes. He could not express his loss at seeing how his men had died. His voice was no more than a tormented whisper but its tone carried every threat imaginable to those close enough to hear him: ‘Get them down, Meulon. And use these bastards to do it.’

Meulon kicked the men nearest to him and then, seeing their captain haul terrified townsmen to their feet, the men-at-arms went into the crowd and did likewise.

Blackstone pointed at the Breton. ‘Watch him!’ he commanded Perinne and John Jacob. ‘He moves, put a sword to his leg.’ Blackstone strode on to where Will Longdon attended Killbere. The veteran knight was now wrapped in a blanket and propped up against the wall; Jack Halfpenny had a rag and a bucket and was finishing wiping the detritus from Killbere’s chest. Killbere, for his part, was eating a piece of cooked meat and bread and swilling it down with wine. He stared up when Blackstone knelt next to him.

‘Don’t kill him, Thomas. He’s mine. I told that dog turd I would kill him and now I will. I prayed hard for you to come. I knew you would.’

‘Did you doubt it?’

‘No, but I knew that if Chandos had anything to do with it I’d have been left to rot.’ He saw the shadow of the truth cross Blackstone’s features. Killbere grunted. ‘Aye, I thought as much. Though I hold no ill will towards him. I’d have done the same if I were him.’

Blackstone placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. He had minor wounds, cuts and rope burns from the coarse restraints, and the matted blood on his scalp had been gently bathed away by Halfpenny. ‘Rest first, Gilbert, and then you shall have him.’

Killbere snapped irritably at the attentive Halfpenny. ‘Mother of Christ, lad, I’m not a newborn calf to be rubbed down with straw. Away from me before I take a fist to you,’ he spluttered, showering those who attended him with bits of food and spittle. He tossed aside the blanket and forced himself to sit up.

Blackstone was unable to suppress a smile. ‘It seems being tied to that stake for four days was enough of a rest.’

‘And you took your time. I damn near froze to death half naked out there for these inbred peasant scum to hurl shit at me. What were you doing? Whoring? Where’ve you been?’

The welcome relief of seeing Killbere’s antagonistic spirit again soothed Blackstone’s grief.

‘Aye, you’re right. We were drinking and whoring. And then we had to decide whether to come and see if you were still alive and worth saving.’

Killbere grunted. He watched the townspeople being forced to cut down the men he had lost in the ambush. ‘We had no chance, Thomas. We fought as hard as we could but they overwhelmed us. Christ, they shot down our lads in one fell swoop.’

Blackstone helped his friend to his feet as Halfpenny stepped forward clutching Killbere’s sword belt and clothes. ‘Sir Gilbert, we found these in the guard commander’s billet. It must have been his reward for launching the ambush.’

‘Bring him to me, lad. I’ll pay him what he deserves.’

‘Will put an arrow through his eye. Him and his men, they’re all dead,’ said Halfpenny.

Killbere spat. ‘Good riddance, then.’ He took the clothes without thanks. ‘Get yourself away and prod more of those bastards to getting our men off the walls.’

The young archer turned away.

‘Jack,’ Killbere called after him.

Halfpenny turned.

‘You fought well and I thank you for trying to reach me in the fight. I’m pleased you lived. Now get off with you and once our lads are brought down attend to your own wound. There’s blood seeping.’

Halfpenny grinned. Killbere’s gratitude meant more than he would admit.

‘And take that stupid grin off your face before these inbreds think you a village idiot,’ Killbere demanded.

Killbere’s body shook as he dressed himself but he pulled back from the help offered by Blackstone. ‘I’m not a mewling infant, Thomas. I was dressing myself when you were not yet a seed in your father’s balls.’

‘You can’t fight him now, Gilbert. He’s strong. And he has twenty years on you. Young men move fast.’

There was still a tremor in Killbere’s fingers as he struggled to close his jupon. ‘Thomas, leave me be,’ he said. He was concentrating on the task at hand but his tone of voice left no doubt it was more of a command than a request. ‘And get that bastard dressed and armed.’
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