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1346


The eve of the Battle of Crécy


 


Fowles in the frith,


The fishes in the flood,


And I must go mad


Much sorrow I walk with


For beast of boon and blood.


Traditional song




1


The count of Gâtinais was leaving, going to answer King Philip’s call to arms. The count was not a warlike man, and he was old – though his sons who sat mounted at his side were strong boys, good in the jousts, better in the mêlée.


The late summer morning was pleasant, the dew still on the grass outside the great church, the sun calling light from the wet land. He did not want to go. This was a blessed land, its people’s fingers stained yellow with the saffron they picked, the bees ambling among the flowers that grew from the turfed roofs of the cottages, the children fat and bonny.


‘Why must kings want things?’ Gâtinais asked his son Michel. ‘Why must they move and change? Why not doze through life, by the sun in summer, by the fire in winter?’


‘The English king wants our lands.’


‘Not our lands. Aquitaine, a little around Calais.’


‘Granted those, he will look for more.’


‘I suppose you’re right.’


He patted his horse’s neck. It was a good horse, a courser he’d ridden on many a pleasant ride through the gentle fields around his castle. He didn’t want it shot, spiked by English arrows, blown to bits by their guns or, worse, devoured by devils or demons or whatever strange infernal creatures the English had struck bargains with now.


‘We have displeased God by allowing the English to prosper in France,’ said Michel.


‘How do you know? Wouldn’t it please God more just to make a truce? Turn the other cheek and all that.’


‘Those that turn the other cheek get kicked twice in the arse.’ Robert, big burly Robert who’d nearly killed his mother coming into the world, smiled down at him, a head taller than his father. The boy was a credit, it had to be said. He favoured the war axe over the sword and was famous for his skill.


‘Blasphemy, boy, blasphemy.’


‘Less blasphemous than to allow the English and their devils to burn our churches, steal the relics of our saints.’


‘Indeed. You’ve had your axe blessed?’


‘And my armour, my dagger, my shield and my cock.’


‘You’re going to kill a devil, not swive one, brother,’ said Michel.


‘It’s the bit I’d like least to lose.’


‘Why?’ said Gâtinais. ‘You have four fine boys. One of them will make it to succeed you. Why do you need it more than your arm?’


‘For fun, Father.’


‘Oh, that,’ said Gâtinais. ‘All sounds rather tiring to me.’


‘My Lord Gâtinais!’


Pushing through the crowd that surrounded the war party, through the villeins at the back, the merchants in front of them, through the wealthier peasants in front of them, the clergy in front of them and the wives and young children of the nobility at the very front, were two men. The first was tall and gangling and wore a paint-spattered felt cap. The second could only just be seen behind him. A short, squat man who looked as though a giant had pressed a thumb on top of his head before his face was quite set.


For an instant Gâtinais thought the short man might be a devil. He’d had the borders of his land blessed but they covered a huge area and he was aware there was only so much blessing even the most hard-working priests could achieve. Then he recognised the tall one. A man who had been doing a little business for him.


‘Gâtinais! Noble Gâtinais!’ said the tall man.


‘Do not address yourself to the lord so boldly!’ A man-at-arms pointed towards the man.


‘Tancré?’ said Gâtinais.


‘It’s me, Lord, Tancré, at your service.’


‘Approach me, approach me.’


The crowd parted and the man came forward. He was dressed in a tunic that might once have been quite fine but now looked as though it had lain a while on the floor of a chicken house. The fellow beside him, he led by the hand. He was barelegged and barefooted, just a long tunic to cover him – a piece of rough cloth with a hole for the head, no more. A few in the crowd threw insults and made jokes as Tancré raised the man’s hand to display him to the lord. The people loved a simpleton and this man clearly appeared to be one.


‘I have him, sir – Jean the Idiot.’


‘We already have a fool, father,’ Robert spoke.


‘This man isn’t a fool, he’s a simpleton.’


‘There’s a difference?’


‘Yes – what kind of idiot are you?’


‘I thought the question was “What kind of idiot is he?”’ Robert laughed. He liked jokes like that.


‘A useful one. Try to copy his example.’ Gâtinais gave his son a wink and then dismounted.


‘Hold a while,’ he said. ‘I have an hour’s business to attend to.’


‘I can never guess summer hours. How long are they?’ asked Michel.


‘Long enough to have a drink,’ said Robert.


‘You might want to come with me,’ said Gâtinais.


Gâtinais led the two low men to the entrance of the great church. His sons followed on, with country folk’s easy disregard for the privileges of rank that said they should enter the church before the paupers.


‘This is the man?’


‘Yes, sir. He restored the windows at Lafage after the mob smashed the church.’


‘When did that happen?’ said Robert.


‘A while ago,’ said Gâtinais. ‘The low men in that area had an outbreak of the Luciferian disease. They set themselves about their masters!’


Robert crossed himself. ‘God save us from that.’


‘He has done,’ said Gâtinais. ‘Good masters need not fear men trying to upend God’s order. I am your protection.’ He turned to Tancré. ‘Didn’t the men of Lucifer burn half that church?’


‘They did, sir. But he rebuilt the window out of the heat-cracked pieces. He has a gift for it, sir. He is blessed by God to do His work.’


‘Another one?’ said Gâtinais. ‘Him and half the world nowadays, it seems, if you believe them.’


‘You can believe him, sir.’


From the darkness of the church porch a figure took form, black against the summer light. A priest.


‘Ah, Father,’ said Gâtinais. ‘I have a present for you.’


The priest, a man who had done his best to bring severity and penance to the jolly county of Gâtinais but had largely given up owing to the abundance of very good mead, smiled.


‘Sir?’


‘Explain, Tancré.’


The priest gave Tancré the sort of look he normally reserved for peasants caught shitting in the apse – a look he had to employ far too often for his liking – but inclined an ear anyway out of deference to his count.


‘My great Lord,’ said Tancré. ‘This is the man who can fix your window.’


The priest looked around him, at something of a loss.


‘What window?’


‘I thought you’d ask that,’ said Gâtinais.


‘You were correct, My Lord. Our windows seem to be in an excellent state of repair.’


‘Not the bricked-in one behind the altar.’


‘I feel that was bricked in for a reason. The church sits with the altar facing west. It’s confusing for the parishioners to see the evening light behind it.’


‘It was bricked in because a devil flew through it!’ said Gâtinais. ‘The count of Anjou’s wife, mother of the Plantagenets!’


‘That is an old legend spread by the enemies of England to discredit its royal line.’


‘I’m an enemy of England, and I don’t remember spreading it,’ said Robert.


‘Did it not perform miracles, this window, before that?’ said Gâtinais.


‘So it is said.’ The priest gave an exaggerated shrug. ‘The glass fragments certainly work none.’


‘No, but they might were they restored.’


‘No one even knows what it looked like.’


‘The idiot doesn’t need to know, sir,’ said Tancré. ‘He has a feel for it. He’s your man to repair anything broken.’


‘Set him to repair France,’ said the priest. ‘We have had enough of miracles. There are Devils abroad. The English army bristles with them, so it’s said.’


‘We will raise our angels,’ said Gâtinais. ‘And that will be the end of English devils. Let him see the remnants of this window, priest. I may not be long for this world and I would like to leave something to it. The miracle window restored would be a fitting monument, I think.’


‘As you instruct, sire.’ The priest didn’t roll his eyes but only, suspected Gâtinais, because he was making the effort not to.


They followed the priest down the long apse of the church to a door by the side of a shrine to Mary.


The priest, rather sacrilegiously in the view of Gâtinais, took a small votive candle from the shrine and opened the door. They progressed down a dark and winding stair, the light bobbing before them.


‘The crypt?’ said Gâtinais, who had never been in this part of the church before.


‘A store,’ said the priest.


At the bottom of the stair was a short corridor with three doors coming off it.


‘Look away, common men,’ said the priest. Tancré and Jacques did as they were bid and the priest reached his hand into a crack in the wall to pull out a key. He used it to open the door to their right.


There was a waft of damp and the smell of long disuse as the door scraped open. The priest went within with the light.


‘Follow, follow,’ said Gâtinais, to the two common men, who were still looking away.


Inside was a large box, as long as a coffin but as wide again. It had a rough wooden lid on it, which the priest lifted away. It seemed to Gâtinais that the box was full of sparkling jewels, blue and amber in the candlelight. But among them he saw bigger pieces of what he knew to be glass.


‘This is no place to keep a holy window,’ said Gâtinais.


‘The remains of one,’ said the priest. ‘It’s said an angel stepped from this window and shattered it. God sundered it.’


‘I thought a devil flew through it.’


‘It was a long time ago,’ said the priest. ‘You believe what you like. As you can see it’s some way beyond repair.’


So it seemed. Though the odd larger piece remained, most of the window was in tiny bits, dust some of it. Perhaps it had been ambitious. He should have looked at the window as soon as Tancré had suggested restoring it. He’d been so busy, though, organising the response to the king’s call.


‘Not beyond repair, sir. I promised you.’


‘You are a miracle worker?’ The priest raised a doubtful eyebrow.


‘No, sir, but the idiot is. You watch. He can repair anything.’


‘Beautiful,’ said Jean. His voice was thick and guttural, a peasant to his core.


‘Anything beautiful,’ said Tancré. ‘Let him show you.


‘No,’ said the priest, as Gâtinais said ‘Yes’.


‘If it pleases you,’ said the priest, adjusting his opinion to match that of his lord.


Tancré gestured for Jean to take up a piece of the glass. Jean put his hand over the box, as if uncertain which to choose. Then he withdrew one of the larger fragments, a sliver of blue the length of a finger. He held it up to the candle.


‘What’s he doing?’ said the priest.


‘Looking at it,’ said Tancré.


‘I can see that.’


Jean reached into the box again. Once more his hand hovered and then he withdrew a piece the size of a thumbnail. He studied that too, holding it to the candle.


‘I don’t think we can let this fool go heating up this glass,’ said the priest. ‘In some senses it might be seen as a holy relic. In some senses—’


He stopped short. The idiot drew a line with the glass across the back of his hand, drawing blood. Gâtinais exchanged glances with the priest.


‘Is this devilry? Blood magic?’ said the priest.


‘No more than the Communion,’ said Tancré.


‘Blasphemy,’ said the priest, without any great outrage.


The idiot smeared the blood across the edge of the bigger piece of glass. Then he put the smaller piece to it, as if expecting to use the blood as glue. He folded his hand over the two pieces and said:


‘At times the enormity of my sins overcame me, and I sighed with confusion and wondered at the long-suffering patience and goodness of God. It seemed to me that I saw Him depute some good guardian to defend me from the attacks of the evil demons … Meditating often about this, I desired greatly to know the name of my guardian, so that I could, when possible, honour his memory with some act of devotion. One night I fell asleep with this thought and behold, someone stood by me saying my prayer was heard, and that I might know without doubt that the name I desired to know was Gabriel.’


‘God’s knees, what a mouthful!’ said Gâtinais.


A very strange thing happened. Gâtinais only had eyes for the poor man’s hands. The candle, the glitter of the glass in the box, the eyes and teeth of his companions, no longer seemed to shine from the darkness. Only the hands cupped a glow, as if concealing a taper, as if all the light in the little space had condensed into Jean’s hands. Jean opened his grip and the light expanded to fill the room again. The two pieces of glass were whole.


‘Swipe me!’ said Gâtinais.


‘It’s a marketplace conjurer’s trick, no more,’ said the priest.


‘Well if it is, it’s a blessed good one. Where did he learn to talk like that? I’ve never known anyone outside a monastery gabble on so.’


‘How did you do it?’ said the priest. ‘You could be tried for witchcraft.’


‘Not by me,’ said Gâtinais, ‘so not at all.’ The Church was always trying to encroach on the rights of the nobility, and trials for witchcraft were strictly a secular affair.


‘It’s the light, sir, he can use the light,’ said Tancré.


‘The light wants,’ said Jean.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said the priest.


‘He knows what the light wants, sir, he always says so.’


‘More trickery. Mark me, Count, these men learn a few mystical lines that ensnare the credulous and use it to try to gull their way to fortunes. This is a trick, like the nut that vanishes.’


Gâtinais took the piece and studied it. It was whole, no line, no fracture, just a deep and perfect blue glittering in the candlelight.


‘Well, we’ll soon see, won’t we?’ he said. ‘Allow him to begin the repair. If he can’t do it, it will soon become obvious.’


‘And then?’


‘He’s either rewarded or—’


‘Cut off his hands?’ said the priest.


‘Let’s taste the ale before deciding it’s spoiled. Give the man a chance.’


‘You can’t let him go unpunished if he’s a fraud.’


‘No, no. But we think too much on harshness nowadays. Let us try to do a good thing.’


‘Is it a good thing to allow a fool to sully holy relics?’


‘Is he a fool?’


‘A man who has been taught to ape a few lines of his betters. You will suffer, man, when your tricks are exposed.’


Jean spoke:


Et in misericordia tua disperdes inimicos meos et perdes omnes qui tribulant animam meam quoniam ego servus tuus sum.


‘What, what?’ said Gâtinais.


The priest crossed himself.


‘A psalm,’ he said.


‘What the devil does it mean?’


‘Do you not know Latin?’


‘About as well as you know the use of lance and sword. Of course I don’t know Latin – what’s the use of you lot if the nobility are going to stick their heads into books?’


‘“And in thy loving kindness cut off mine enemies, And destroy all them that afflict my soul; For I am thy servant.”’


The idiot nodded and pointed. Clearly he didn’t mind making enemies of churchmen, which marked him out as an idiot indeed.


‘He has learned these things for the benefit of clergy,’ said the priest. ‘He seeks to be tried by a Church court rather than face the punishment due to him as a common man.’


‘Well, that alone means he’s not as green as he is cabbage-looking,’ said Gâtinais. ‘Let him try, priest. The country is full of devils, called by kings. Then there are the demons that whisper treachery in the ears of the poor. We have been lucky not to see these things amongst us. The window is a blessed object and would provide protection. Even word that it was being restored might keep dark forces away.’


The priest took up the piece of glass. ‘How long would this take?’


‘No more than five years, sir,’ said Tancré. ‘He is a marvellous fast worker.’


‘A blink,’ said Gâtinais, ‘a blink in the life of this great church. Let him try.’


‘How much does this rogue want paying?’


‘Food only, sir. I have come to a financial arrangement with the count. Food only. He will sleep in the church or where you tell him, it’s a more comfortable spot than any he has known.’


‘We’ll have to move good brick.’


‘He will screen the gap, sir.’


‘Come on,’ said Gâtinais. ‘If an angel dwelt in that window once, perhaps it could again.’


The priest handed the glass back to Gâtinais.


‘Very well, though it’s against my best instincts. I’ve seen enough marketplace conjurers and charlatans in my time. But if it’s only going to cost me some bread and ale, then let’s try. And if he doesn’t restore it, I have your permission to punish him?’


‘You churchmen are zealots for pruning a fellow, aren’t you?. Yes. Clip away if you must but give him a fair chance. Nothing before I return from the wars.’


‘And if you do not return?’


‘Then it shall fall to my sons to take my place.’


‘And if they do not return?’


‘Then God is gone from the world and we are all damned. Now let’s get back into the light. I have a useless king to follow.’


So saying, he turned to the steps, to lead his sons to war and all of their deaths on Crécy field.




2


The count of Eu pulled up the visor on his pig-faced helmet, wiped the smoke from his eyes and surveyed the disaster unfolding before him at Caen.


The English were massing all around the island town. He steadied his horse as a flight of ympes, tiny winged men no bigger than crows, swept over him, their swords and arrows like a glint of rain. By God, he was facing a strange alliance. The English, with their angel Chamuel, their hordes of devils under God and their swooping demons, the damned of Hell, servants of Lucifer. He thanked Christ he was French. Their army only contained angels and devils, who bowed the knee to God on high. But where were they? King Philip had to send an angel or a flight of stoneskins or something to help him. It was the king who had engineered this catastrophe in waiting.


Eu’s footmen massed against the barricade on the bridge, mail clashing against mail, lances bristling. Behind them priests sang blessings, swung incense burners, flicked holy water over the troops. A formidable force, but the bridge would not hold. None of the bridges would hold. The barricades had been built too hastily, too few and not substantial enough. He had two hundred men on every barricade and a further nine hundred spread along the banks of Caen. Not enough, not enough.


Over the broken body of a cart on top of the barricade rose a grinning skull atop a man’s body. The body was waving a sword. Later, he would know this to be one of the bone-faced men, 3rd Legion of the Devils of Gehenna. One of the many. His men jeered and jabbed at it but it was safely above their spears.


Soon, though, the barricades would be rendered useless. They’d had no time to remove the boats from the river banks. The English archers and men-at-arms were swarming into them, loosing arrows as they went, ducking beneath shields to avoid the returning fire. This was going to be a test.


He drew his own sword, Joyeuse, letting the blessed weapon’s light shine out. The sacred king Charlemagne had wielded that sword to build the empire of the Franks and to wet the desert with unbelievers’ blood and every Constable of France had borne it since. That gave the bone-faced man pause for thought and he ducked back behind the cart.


Robert Bertrand drew up beside Eu, magnificent on his white horse, his armour polished to brilliance, his surcoat embroidered with golden stars – almost an angel himself, he appeared.


‘Not good, Raoul,’ he said.


‘Not good,’ said Eu. ‘How many of them?’


‘Nine, ten thousand, excluding the diaboliques.’


‘Six to one.’


‘In the castle we could have held them.’


‘If my aunt had a dick, she’d be my uncle.’


‘We shouldn’t be on this island. Are we throwing away France to protect the plate of a few hundred grubby buyers and sellers? Men of trade? My God, what a pass we have come to?’


‘Apparently it’s God’s will.’


‘The will of Prince John!’


‘Same thing,’ said Eu.


He meant it, too. Given his choice Eu would have knocked down a few of the city’s houses and used the rubble to block the way. But no, strings had been pulled, favours called in. The town was to be defended unscathed. So instead of bogging the English down in a protracted siege, thumbing his nose at them from the island castle walls, that idiot Prince John had insisted he defend the second island of the town, to protect the merchants and their houses. He had told the messenger that he could protect the merchants but could not protect their houses. The prince had said that he could. Still, the prince was divinely appointed, his army backed by angels. To disobey him was to disobey God. So do and be damned, don’t do and actually be damned. The castle was now crammed with the rich and influential of Caen, while anyone who had any idea at all about how to actually conduct a siege was out in the streets waiting for the English to destroy them.


As constable, he had the right to be in the tower. He had given it up. If his men were to stand any chance at all he needed to be with them. The English angel had recognised his royal blood, agreed to hold back its fire until God made His will known in the direction of the battle. It was strange indeed to talk to that thing, an enormous shining man, armoured and shielded, floating above the parapets, its voice intoxicating, sending Eu’s head spinning. Eu had done his job, though, convinced it of his piety, or the sacrifices and godliness of the people of Caen, had asked it to look at the churches they had built, the art they had commissioned to God’s glory. It had lost interest in raining fire down on his men.


Where were his angels? Where were his devils? All with the main army. Couldn’t angels be anywhere? He’d heard it said. Well, if they could, they chose not to be at Caen.


An awful roar and the warhorse beneath him shivered. The English were discharging their cannon. Good. Those things were more of a peril to the men operating them than to his troops.


‘If I should die …’ said Bertrand.


‘What?’


Bertrand shrugged, his armour so well made that it moved on his shoulders as easy as a cloak.


‘It’s a possibility. Devils. These low men, these servants of Lucifer who travel with the English king. They cannot be relied upon.’


‘You’re not going to die, Robert, my God, you’re a marshal of France. Do you think the English have taken leave of their senses?’


‘I think some of them may never have had any. These are new times, Raoul. The old certainties of battle do not apply.’


A great cry from the bank. Their troops were showering arrows on the English, the English returning fire from the bank. A thud as an arrow glanced off Eu’s breastplate. He paid it no notice. There was no way an English bodkin would get through his armour at ten paces. At a hundred the arrows were but summer midges.


A great cry and a bristling mass of men came streaming into the barricade.


‘There’s one certainty,’ said Eu. ‘French knights fight harder than any devil. Your sword is blessed?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then let’s cry havoc and stain these streets with our enemies’ blood!’


Bertrand smiled. ‘I’ll see you in Heaven.’


‘More likely England,’ said Eu. ‘Though we may be in irons. Squires, attend me!’


His young knights closed in, his page Marcel running behind carrying a teeter-tottering lance so much bigger than him it was a wonder the boy could lift it. He was no more than nine years old.


‘Cheaper to get killed than pay your ransom!’ said Bertrand.


‘I’ll remember that when the English come for me! Hold the barricades! Hold them!’


Swarms of devils hit the bridges. Giant beetles winging in, bone-faced men crawling over the piled barricades, streams of stoneskins dropping boulders and logs. A volley of blessed arrows from his own men saw the flight of gargoyles turn. Over the river he could hear a terrible roaring. That was no cannon. He told his squires to stand where they were. He wheeled his horse down to the waterfront to see on the other bank a monstrous lion, erect like a man on its back paws. It wore dull grey armour and its mane was like a brush of steel rods. Lord Sloth, Satan’s ambassador. Eu had heard that good servant of God had thrown his lot in with the English.


His men were exchanging bow fire with the enemy, so he left his horse behind a house. Its caparison was thick but, at such range, the arrows might get through. He, however, was impervious in his armour.


He held up Joyeuse for the lion to see. Sloth roared again, its breath almost palpable across the river.


‘God’s sword!’ shouted Eu. ‘God’s wrath for you, Sloth!’


‘I serve Satan, and he serves God.’


‘We all say we serve God nowadays. Perhaps this battle will see who the Almighty favours.’


Arrows peppered the bank. ‘Your angel hasn’t engaged, Sloth. It seems it thinks the day is in question.’


‘I’ll give you question!’ roared the lion. ‘I’ll—’


A mighty noise, like a great sigh from behind him. ‘The East Bridge is lost!’ came a cry.


The lion turned away and ran along the riverbank.


Eu ran back, mounted and spurred his horse towards the fray.


His men were in flight, the low bowmen of Lucifer at their backs. The town was falling. He felt a delicious shiver go through him, like the first kiss of wine on a summer’s afternoon. Men like him were born for days like these. He held high his sword and trotted towards the foe, his knights falling in beside him, the fleur-de-lys fluttering from their pennants.


‘France! France!’ he screamed.


Men stopped, turned, their courage renewed by the sight of such a leader. How many English? It didn’t matter. The bridge was narrow, packed like a marketplace, the invaders disordered, bowmen, bone-faces and men-at-arms, not a lance among them. He levelled his sword and charged, six knights behind him, lances fixed.


Panic, utter and complete, as they hit the English line at the trot. Such a crush, such a glorious crush. My God, he caused his share of havoc but the English did the rest themselves, panicking, turning, trying to run over the barricade they had so recently overwhelmed, stamping down the fallen, tripping and being stamped. Such terror gripped them that they forgot to fight. His horse reared, but not in panic. Like him, it was trained for this. Its hoof came crashing down on a bone face’s skull, reducing it to powder. He’d had the animal’s shoes rubbed with the blood of St Cuthbert, an anathema to things of Hell.


Men hit the water, leaping for their lives. He cut and slashed, not really seeing who he hit, registering success by the judder of his sword. The charge had done its job, numbed minds, broken wills. The enemy didn’t even bother to fight. Yes, you can kill a warhorse if you hold your nerve and present your sword, but say your prayers, for they will be your last. The mind may cry hold but the heart screams run. Weapons were flung down, shields cast aside in the panic to be away.


‘To me, France! To me!’


His men followed his standard into the rabble, casting the English down, forcing them scrambling back across the barricades.


‘Reform the picket!’ shouted Eu. ‘They’ll not come so boldly again!’


Screams from behind. He wheeled. The shiny black beetle devils were engaging his men on the West Bridge, Bertrand’s white horse among them, death in a circle around it. Another roar from the East Bridge. Oh God, Sloth! He’d forgotten about him. And then a sound he had heard before but hoped never to hear again. People shut in burning buildings screamed like that, men on sinking ships. Something was coming across the North Bridge and his men, veterans of the English wars, were crying like children.


He spurred his horse towards the noise to find his troops in a mad flight. A noise like a monstrous drum. The shaking of the earth. A cry in an English voice:


‘“He moveth his tail like a cedar: the sinews of his stones are wrapped together. His bones are as strong pieces of brass; his bones are like bars of iron.”’


Eu lifted his visor to address the fleeing men.


‘What? What?’


No sense, just panic. Why were they running? There was nowhere to run to.


He rode on to the North Bridge. A shiny black beetle flew before him, big as a dog, flapping and biting but Joyeuse cut it down, its body smacking to the stones.


And then there it was, lumbering on, accompanied by priests, who chanted and sang. It was like an enormous man, four times taller than the biggest knight, fat as the elephant of legend and wielding a headsman’s sword, a long triangle, thick at the end. What strength did it need to swing that as a weapon? Its belly was huge and distended but ridged with muscle and a monstrous cock swung beneath its legs. Its upper body was bloated too – long arms as thick as trees. Its head was like a turnip, purple and yellow, a wide mouth full of cruel teeth. Behind it, cautious and creeping, was a mass of men-at-arms. Eu guessed the devil might not be too careful about who it swiped with that great sword.


‘Behemoth!’ it shrieked, its voice like the scream of a thousand birds. ‘Behemoth! I am sin’s reward!’


There were no defenders around it, all had fled.


Eu’s throat went dry; he steadied himself on his horse, though he did not need steadying. It was as if he stood alone on a mummers’ stage, he the knight, it the monster, acting out the old story. He crossed himself. The thing stank of sulphur and in one hand it carried the body of a knight. It bit off his head like a man might bite the top off a carrot.


He wanted to turn his horse and run but that was not part of the bargain. Serfs toil, churchmen pray, nobles fight. That was the deal and the higher the noble, the bigger the fight. He felt a tap at his leg. Marcel, his little page, had his lance. He took it.


‘Thank you, Marcel. Retreat to the castle if you can.’


‘My place is with you, sir.’


‘Not here, boy. Tell my story.’


‘I can’t if I don’t watch.’


‘Make it up. That’s what you do with knights’ stories.’


‘I must fetch more lances.’


‘That won’t be necessary.’


‘They’ll make you a saint for this.’


‘No. They’ll make me a saint for the deeds I do after I’ve killed it.’


‘Then you will live to tell your own story!’


‘That’s not the way it’s done. I would be compelled to be honest. Go. Now!’


‘Behemoth! Sinners beware! Lord Satan punishes those who break God’s law!’


The priests before the creature stopped as they saw Eu. They crossed themselves, one dropping his incense burner. A fully armoured knight on a warhorse could do that to an unwarlike man – scare him so much he couldn’t think. Eu had done it to a few warlike men in his time, too. In his plumes and his surcoat, his great shield and his shining armour, he knew what he looked like. Death. Good. He was creating the intended impression.


A moment of silence, as sometimes happens even among the fury of battle. In an instant Eu was somewhere else – at home in his lands in Champagne, the summer evening and the honey bee lazy on the violets.


A wet smack on the stones next to him. The creature had thrown the corpse of the knight at him.


‘Behemoth! Behemoth! Behemoth!’


‘For God, St Denis and for France!’ shouted Eu. He fixed his lance and charged, swiping in at an angle.


The creature screamed and raised its great sword, but Eu drove the lance into its armpit, releasing it as he went. The point stuck and went in but the creature seemed unfazed, wheeling to strike Eu’s horse across the rump with the headsman’s sword.


The animal didn’t even cry out, though Eu felt it stagger and collapse. He’d had enough horses killed under him to know when it was time to dismount and he stepped neatly out of the saddle, light as a dancer, as the horse collapsed to the floor, its back legs severed. He drew Joyeuse, and turned to face Behemoth, the horse’s blood washing over his ankles.


Two English men-at-arms had rounded the great devil, leaping in with spears to stab at him but one slipped in the horse’s blood and fell, Joyeuse dispatching him quickly. But Eu too slipped and the other man jabbed his spear into him. It bounced uselessly off his breastplate and Eu cut his opponent down at the leg from his position on his arse. On his feet again, quick! A shadow like a bird above him and he threw up his shield. The blow was so hard it collapsed him to his knees. Again, that boiling shriek, like pigs in a barn fire but incomparably louder. Eu rolled, turned. The sword came down once more, sparking off the cobbles beside him. A third time. He threw up his shield and straight away knew his arm was broken. He vomited into his mouth with the pain of it.


Behemoth was above him, its great paunch rubbing the floor, the stink of its tree of a cock in his nostrils. He stabbed up with Joyeuse and the creature screamed, wobbled and, oh no, sat down like a landslide. Oh God, his legs were trapped, his sword arm too, though he would not release his sword. He pulled and pulled on the holy weapon, tearing at the thing’s belly, engulfed in a tide of blood, hot entrails dropping around him like serpents. Behemoth howled and struck down with its sword, catching his helmet a glancing blow and skittling his senses.


He’d taken worse blows in tournaments or in the mêlée, been thrown from horses, smashed by maces, and all that good practice came to bear. Another man might have ceased to fight; another man might have been rendered stone by the force of the blow. Eu shook it off. Why do knights bash each other’s brains out in tournaments? So, come the real fight, they have no more brains to bash. Tear, rip. He thought he would pass out with the pain but he couldn’t afford to do that. A footman was above him, grinning, a cruel dagger in his hand. He drew a finger across his throat and split in two, from the centre of his skull down to his waist as Behemoth swiped at Eu and missed.


A beetle devil landed, clicking its mandibles. He twisted to get his sword free but the bulk of the devil would not allow him. The beetle approached, fitted its jaws around his helm, and bit. The steel creaked and groaned. Behemoth stood up. Eu tried to pull out his sword but it was still stuck in the creature’s belly. He found his misericord and drove it into the beetle’s eye, but the weapon bounced away. He’d forgotten to have it blessed! His vision blurred; his head felt as though it would burst as the beetle’s crushing jaws clamped down. The giant teetered above him, ready to fall.


‘Goodbye, Marie, goodbye, Celeste, goodbye—’ He was halfway through his farewell to his family when something struck Behemoth like a stone from a siege engine. A warhorse had come in at the charge. The giant fell back onto the cowards who still hid at its back, expiring with a great sigh echoed by the men beneath it. He felt the pressure on his head release. More agony as he was dragged across the cobbles.


‘Robert!’


It was Bertrand and a party of his men, the men-at-arms driving around the monster to force the English back with cries and jabs.


‘Can you move?’


Eu shook his legs and then stood. He had to get to his feet. His men could not see their leader down.


‘Very well, very good,’ said Eu. ‘Well, don’t just stand there looking as though you’ve been stuffed, Robert, get my sword! It’s in the creature.’


‘You killed it, sir, you killed it.’ It was his page Marcel.


‘I told you to go.’


Bertrand ran to the fallen Behemoth and grabbed Joyeuse. ‘Give it, give it,’ said Eu. ‘Boy, unstrap my shield.’


The page did as he was bid while more French poured in around them. The death of the giant had renewed the courage of his men and made that of the English falter. Fighting was all around them, the clash of arms, cries of exultation and of pain rending the air. Englishmen were already robbing the houses, emerging with fine carpets, clothes and what other plunder they could get while not ten paces away other men fought mortal duels.


‘And fetch a horse,’ said Eu. ‘A horse, now. Get one!’ The boy ran away into the mêlée.


Eu had been prepared for this. His old tutor Chevalier De Tares had specialised in running him into the ground, beating him with a stave and pulling such tricks as tying an arm behind his back or putting a patch across one eye in his schooling with the sword and lance. Hard in the yard, easy in the fight was the way of it. He recalled the old man’s words: ‘One eye, one arm, one leg. A knight will always be better than ten ordinary men’. He took a breath and looked around. The bridge was holding but men were pouring over the river now, some wading, some in boats.


The town was lost – no point in denying it. The castle on the other island was the only choice. The houses were forfeit and they had been idiots to try to defend them with so little preparation. He should have burned the lot of them to deny the English shelter.


The page arrived with a horse. He recognised it – Chevalier Malpré’s. Very likely dead.


‘Help me up!’


The boy knelt, offering himself as a mounting stool, and Eu winced as he scissored his legs over the high cantle of the saddle. The pain in his arm was great but he was secure, propped back and front.


‘Get on!’ he told Marcel. ‘Get on!’


The page put up his hand, so Eu had to sheathe his sword and pull him up behind the saddle. The boy was light enough.


‘The keep! The keep!’


His men poured backwards and he and Bertrand, knowing their duty, drove into the English on their horses, smashing them backwards, buying time for their men. Not too much, though; they could only hold the English for so long, blows bouncing off their greaves, off the horses’ caparisons.


The little page stood on the horse’s back, grasping the back of the saddle to avoid the stabbing English.


‘Now!’


With a great whoop they turned their horses, his warhorse throwing up its back hooves as it had been trained to do, smashing an Englishman to the floor. Then they were barrelling through the streets, the English in full cry behind them. He ran down one man who was emerging from a house with a big mirror under his arm. God, what sport!


Over the bridge to the second island. The great gate of the curtain wall was still open, men pouring through. The English were behind them, though, or worse than the English. Lord Sloth, bounding on in a rattle of iron mane, chasing as quick as a horse. Fifty paces to go and his horse slipped, pitching the page from its back. There was no stopping the animal as it careered towards the gate. He brought it under control just below the portcullis and spun it around.


Sloth was on the bridge, the page on the ground between them.


‘Get the gate down, this is no time to be a hero, sir!’ shouted a man-at-arms.


‘Then when is the time?’ Eu spurred his horse towards the fallen boy, towards the roaring lion and the English hordes at its back.
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Aftermath
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The battle of Crécy was done and Charles of Navarre lay in the barn, burnt, though not bloody. The impressions of the day shook his sleep – the shudder of the French charge, the scalding hiss of the English arrows, the angels dispensing fire from on high and then … And then, the dragon. A dragon as big as the sky.


He had not slept, hardly could sleep, still in his armour but afraid to take it off in case he had to run quickly. He needed to be recognised as a noble, to be worthy of ransom rather than death. He was thirteen years old, nearly fourteen. The hope of the south, the hope of Normandy where his vassal lords lay. You’d have to be mad to kill him if you knew who he was. And yet at Crécy the low men had killed the nobles where they lay fallen. It had been as if they were tipping pots of gold into a bottomless pit. Did they know what they were doing, the riches they were destroying? Who knew? The cult of Lucifer had seized them and all the old certainties were gone.


No sleep, then, but some blurry, restless cousin of sleep. The morning after the battle dawned grey, like the last moments of a winter dusk. The light, it seemed, had fled when the angels had been torn from the sky by that blazing dragon banner.


At first, he thought it was a demon, trapped in the web where the roof beam met the wall. But Charles now saw that it was only a fly – fat and black, its legs moving hopelessly against its fate.


It was not yet dead and he wondered if he could unravel the web that snared it. Charles took the fly carefully from the web. It was not too badly caught and he felt its quick buzz against his cupped hands. He released it.


He had some fellow feeling with flies. Like him, they fed on rot and disorder, bloated themselves on misery. Ever since the angel at La Sainte-Chapelle had told him he would never be king of France, he had dedicated himself to the country’s ruin, reasoning that if he could not rule then all rule should be impossible. He had sparked the too hasty charge at Crécy that had led to such calamity for the great houses of France.


Not that Charles delighted in the misery of everyone – just the royals who called him ‘cousin’ and stood between him and the French throne.


He could smile and laugh with the best of them; men thought him great company and he’d had already one or two sweethearts among the serving girls. He made them presents of sugar and lace – though nothing so fine as invoke the displeasure of the Almighty who, it was known, disliked seeing those he had appointed to low stations dressed up in the clothes of their betters.


He breathed in. A terrible smell. He realised it was his own sweat. He had become awfully sensitive to bad odours of late. He took out a little vial of perfume and dabbed it on himself. He loved perfumes of all sorts and this was a fine musk scented with cloves. The sharp, pungent smell comforted him. Ordinary men did not smell like that – only the best.


Charles went to his horse and untied it. It was skittish and nervous, still, spooked by the death of so many of its kind, spooked by the rattle of devils that fled from the whipping tail of the strange banner flying on the hill, spooked by the light-drained day but, above all, spooked by Charles.


Horses had never liked him much and, since his misfortunes flying with the angel feather cloak, his devilish nature had begun to leak more from his human skin. He struggled to control the beast, though it was only a plodder – all the finer, fiercer animals dead beneath the English arrows on the field of Crécy. Charles’s face was burnt – the English sorcerer had thrown something at him and he felt mightily sick and weak. Angel’s blood, no doubt. It had burnt his fingers even as he wiped it away.


He mounted and set off. He was no horseman, never having had much practice, but now his life depended on it – or at least his freedom. God, to get out of that armour – he’d had to sleep in it – to ditch the colours of Navarre, the red and gold chains quartered with the fleur-de-lys an incitement to any ransom-hungry knight or, worse, low man. If he should be captured by a mere soldier, the infamy would follow him for years.


However, the armour and colours brought protection. No one would dream of killing a youth whose war kit was the price of a decent-sized town.


Around his neck, his cats clung and mewed. He had brought only three with him, a fine black mouser, a lean tortoiseshell, and a puffy white thing that looked like a frozen explosion. Though they clawed and bit at his surcoat, he found them comforting. He was a magical creature, or half of one. It would take more than a peasant with a pike to capture him. And the dark was to his advantage, his eyes, those of an enormous cat, seeing better than any human could hope to.


There was nowhere to run to, though, or at least nowhere he knew. No one had thought the battle could be lost and the very suggestion of making a plan of rendezvous after a defeat would have been considered traitorous. Along the hedgerows men who had escaped the fury of the English lay collapsed or dying. Two nobles screamed from the back of a cart – the low man who had rescued them doubtless rushing them to a doctor in hope of reward. The poorer men cried out or wheezed from the roadside. No help for such as they, and rightly. Charles thought of the spawning mountains of his homeland in Navarre – a hundred peasants to a sheep, or so it seemed. The poor were too many, he thought, a burden on the nobility, robbers, cheats and liars. A winnowing like this was welcome, as long as he got back to safety.


He trembled when he looked up at the dark sky, seeing ympes – demons of Hell, the tiny prisoners escaped from their captive devils – like another swarm of arrows shooting past above his head. They turned and danced like starlings. What were they doing? A celebration?


Not far away, the English were moving through the country, howling out their victory cries. ‘The boar, the boar!’ – Edward’s battle name. Other shouts too. ‘Eden! Eden!’ Torches flashed in the gloom on the hill. Those horrible bowmen, stinking of shit and rebellion, calling out to Lucifer, friend of the many, when they should have been calling out to God. Charles should have had their leader eviscerated when he had the chance back at Paris. Too late now, too late. The country was in chaos and the poor had a place at the bargaining table. Were that to happen in his own country of Navarre or in one of his Norman provinces he would suppress it with vigour. Here in France, however … He smiled to think of the difficulties the mob might cause the kings of France and England.


He glimpsed movement on the horizon and kicked the animal on, away from it. Two hours’ riding and he felt safer. The cries had died down and he allowed the animal to rest.


The horse slowed through a wood, its flanks lathering, its breath sawing. Charles could now strip off his armour. Although, of course, he couldn’t. If he met up with the remainder of the French forces, he had to look like a king – a juvenile, sweating, battered king. He let the horse drink at a stream, looking behind him. The sun was a silver disc in a black sky, so faint he could look at it directly.


He had seen the dragon eat the French angels. My God, what was that? Something from Hell? Charles was not a youth given to panic and before long, he had calmed himself. Night had fallen on France, literally and metaphorically. The English were triumphant, King Philip humiliated, the flower of French chivalry dead in the mud of Crécy. If he could just get back to safety, he might account this a good day. An angel might have told him he, doubly royal, born of the fleur-de-lys on both sides, would never be king, but he was determined that whatever Valois imposter did sit on the throne would be king of ashes. The French crown was in a terrible position but he needed to be near to the king and his idiot son John to make sure it did not by some miracle recover. The French prince doted on him and acted as his protector, though Charles felt nothing for him. The man was a dolt, albeit a mightily useful one.


A party of crossbowmen, by their livery the Genoese who had taken such a battering in the opening exchanges of the battle, came panting through the gloom of the trees. Good – mercenaries, therefore buyable. He mounted his horse and kicked it towards them.


‘You, men of Genoa! You, men!’


The mercenaries were nervous, several of them still with the white shafts of arrows poking from their thick coats. They all brandished weapons. My God, not a sword between them – a collection of picks, long knives and clubs. These men were not fit to even look at Charles, let alone accompany him. Still, needs must.


‘You. I am the king of Navarre, get me to a place of safety.’


‘Inglis,’ said one.


‘No, not English, you common clod, king of Navarre. Much gold, much reward if you get me back to— Whoa!’


One of the soldiers leapt towards his horse and the animal, which had suffered enough frights for one lifetime, simply died underneath him.


The horse wilted to the ground and the men were on him. Charles was a nimble and fast young man, but the obligation to wear armour meant he had no hope of outrunning the Genoese. Combined with the sickening effects of the angel’s blood, he was easy meat.


They had him down and tied in only a few breaths.


‘I’m on your side, you idiots. Navarre. Charles of Navarre. Personal friend of France and paymaster of your captains. Don’t you recognise my colours? Charles of—’


The next word was hampered by the presence of a tooth in it, the crossbowman having punched it out. Charles appeared to be sitting on the ground. They fell upon him, stripping his purse, his sword, his dagger, swatting off his cats. Annoyingly, they didn’t remove his armour.


They got him to his feet and shoved Charles on through the unnatural dark. The armour chafed him; his underclothes were all but boiling him alive. He marched until the faint sun vanished and an iridescent dusk, crushed blue and purple, the colour of dying angels, and then the real night came down. Then they tied him, lit a fire.


All through the dark, other fires were burning – the English army celebrating in the only way it knew how: rape and arson. The one consolation for a noble, he thought, is that virtually whatever is happening to you, something worse is happening to the peasants. He breathed in the smoke smell. His leg was numb and, if he didn’t get out of his armour, he feared the sores at the top of his thighs, and on his shoulders, would turn into life-threatening wounds. He had to piss where he was tied, which did his sores no favours.


The men watched him. One pointed at him. They had seen his eyes, slit like a cat’s. One made the sign of the Cross. Charles would nail him to one as soon as he got the chance.


His captors were divided between nervous chatter and brooding silence. They’d taken a pounding, first from the English bows – somehow the crossbowmen’s protective shields had been stuck in the baggage train – and then from the charge of the French knights who came through them as they fled.


He had no sympathy. None, specifically for the plight of the crossbowmen or, for that matter, sympathy for anyone in general. They were paid to suffer and, in fleeing the field, had defrauded their masters.


‘Where are we going?’


His Navarrese was not really near to the Genoese tongue, but he thought one of them might recognise it as neither French nor English and at least make an attempt to find out who he was. He took another kick in the guts. His gambeson and mail meant it was not painful, though it was demeaning. Other, more tolerant nobles would have made a particular note of the man who did that. Charles did not bother. They were all in for deaths that made Christ’s look like a blessing.


The next morning they checked his armour was on securely. He was under no illusions why – first it would protect him if they were attacked, for he was after all a vulnerable prisoner. Secondly, they wouldn’t have to carry it.


It was as if the dawn’s light had drained from it, the sky turning a begrudging grey, the summer sun sick and pallid.


He was not cold, jolted along in his heavy armour, but he was in pain. Fires were on the wind. He guessed they were going south. Where would the English army go? Paris? He hoped so. It would be good to see the city burn. He could even stage a putsch in the south under the pretence of liberating the country while the nobles of the north took care of England. ‘Never king of France,’ the angel had said. Maybe king of most of it, though.


The country was almost deserted – the people having fled their own troops on their return. At a farmhouse they encountered five battle-torn French men-at-arms in the livery of Prince John. There was much jabbering and pointing.


‘They’re trying to tell you you’ve got a prisoner of the royal line of France,’ said Charles to the crossbowmen. ‘As you surely must know by looking at my colours.’ He gestured to his caparison. ‘You five – liberate me from these fools.’


‘They are twenty, sir, we are but five.’


‘You’ll be but nought if you don’t.’


The men looked very nervous.


‘King, king,’ said the French, but the Genoese looked at them blankly.


‘Argent!’ said one, slowly.


A man-at-arms pointed south. ‘The king is there, sir,’ he said. ‘We saw his banners not an hour ago.’


‘He’s still got his banners?’


‘Some of them, sir.’


‘The Oriflamme?’


‘I don’t know. We saw its light. We should have won, shouldn’t we; that’s what they say. The Archangel Michael promises victory if it shines.’


‘Seems someone else promised something else.’


‘What was the dragon, sir?’


‘Something from Hell, I suppose.’ Charles shrugged.


‘These days are full of devils. I don’t like them, sir.’


‘No? Better get used to them, I suggest.’


‘The devils fight for us, the devils against us. I don’t know whose side we’re supposed to be on any more.’


Charles looked down at the bonds on his hands.


‘Mine is always a good bet, I find.’


‘They’re saying it’s your fault, sir.’


‘What’s my fault?’


‘Navarre started the charge. The king wanted to wait until the next day.’


‘Who’s saying this?’ It was true he’d given the order to attack. A delay of a day might have seen a sensible battle plan emerge. The English could quite easily have been surrounded and annihilated. Such a victory would have made for a stable and prosperous France – the last thing he wanted. However, he hoped he hadn’t gone too far the other way. King Edward was a model king, ‘fulle mighty’ as the poets rather tiresomely attested, even the ones who weren’t paid to. France might come together under him and prosper. No, no, no.


The Frenchman looked at his boots.


‘I don’t know, sir. I just heard it.’


‘On the wind, no doubt.’ He smiled and the man smiled back.


‘You are made of tough stuff, sir. These men have used you cruelly.’


‘Well, I shall make some use of them when we get back to my troops.’ He smiled his cat’s smile.


The French laughed and the Genoese glanced warily among themselves to hear it.


What a pretty pass when he was talking to a common soldier almost as if he was an equal. Still, he found that easy to do. His mother told him he had the common touch and meant it to needle him, but Charles saw no shame in making the common people love him, though he despised them. Men will do more for love than they will out of fear.


‘Take me to the king,’ he said.


‘That lot won’t like that, sir, they’ll think we’re going to pinch their ransom.’


‘And what do you think their ransom will be? Go to the king yourself, then, and tell him I’m here.’


‘Yes, sir.’


A big Genoese came up to Charles, a thumb’s width from his face. He said something unintelligible and no doubt base.


Charles returned his stare, though he had to crane his neck upwards to do so.


‘Best kill me now, old chap,’ he said. ‘Because I will certainly kill you and in an inventive way. I spend a long time thinking about that sort of thing.’


The man shoved him in the centre of the chest and Charles fell back onto his arse. He looked up and smiled. ‘Enjoy yourself while you can,’ he said.


It took them another two days to come within sight of the king’s banners. The English, it seemed, were not chasing them but the bedraggled army moved as quickly as if the breath of Edward’s warhorses was on their necks. The crossbowmen had taken the precaution of stripping Charles of his colours and gagging him, lest their expensively dressed prisoner make any other opportunist think it was worth fighting them to capture him. Now he received all sorts of abuse as he passed – largely from the low men, who mistook him for an English nobleman.


The higher sort were too cowed to confront him. They had been beaten and they knew it, all their boasts and pride turned to dust.


They made the king’s standard before he was recognised.


‘My Lord!’ It was Noyles, one of Prince John’s closest men. ‘Do you handle a prince of the blood so roughly, fellows?’ The crossbowmen did not understand the language but they understood the sentiment well enough. Noyles’s hand was on his sword.


Charles bit on the gag. He was tired and thirsty but that could wait.


Consternation among the crossbowmen. Shouting. One man fell to his knees. Quickly two others untied Charles, ungagged him. They too knelt, the rest of the troop prostrating themselves in the mud.


Charles wanted to collapse, to tear off his stinking armour, but he kept standing. No one would see him beaten or bowed.


He fixed his cat’s eyes on the crossbowmen. Ducking from the farmhouse came the dolt Prince John, ridiculously dressed in the latest fashion of short jerkin, the tightest of hose, and a codpiece in the shape of a rooster’s head. Well, at least he hadn’t let a mortal blow to his kingdom affect his sense of style. You had to admire that about the man.


‘Charles! You’re alive!’


‘By the grace of God, cousin.’


Charles widened his arms to embrace John but the prince did not approach him.


‘You are cold, cousin?’


‘Bring the lord wine, bring wine!’


‘And bread,’ said Charles.


Charles really fancied a nice wriggly mouse, all flip and flop on the tongue, but he disguised his more feline habits from the rabble to avoid kindling rumours.


‘Cousin, will you not embrace me?’


‘It is not politic just now.’ John looked scared. For all his idiocy, his love of poetry above politics or the tournament, he was not a coward. He’d fought valiantly at Crécy. So to see him scared was unsettling to Charles.


‘Is that Navarre?’ He recognised the voice from within the house. The king – Philip; a useless bastard if ever there was one.


Charles would decline to bow – his claim to the French throne was better than the old man’s, even if it was through a woman. He could never look at the Valois upstart without thinking the word ‘interloper’.


King Philip emerged. He was a tall man and had to stoop as he came through the low door, almost as if he were bowing, which by rights he should have been. Charles sucked at his teeth, trying not to think of the pain of the sore on his thigh, nor of that in his mouth.


‘Are you happy with what you wrought?’ The king was white as a forepined ghost, his jaw firm with anger.


‘I’m sorry, sir, you have me at a disadvantage.’ As he grew up, Charles leant more and more to pronouncing the word ‘sir’ to Philip as he might to a dog whose manners he was seeking to correct.


‘We were going to wait. We were going to form into battle order. Your men charged the English without my command.’


‘Are we to be criticised for valour?’ Charles put out his arms wide, speaking loudly.


‘Is that what you call it?’


‘The English were raining arrows on these low men of Genoa. They ran, turncoats. My men were incensed and rode them down on their way to the English.’ God’s nuts, Charles’s leg hurt. He had to get out of his stinking armour.


‘It turned the army into a rabble.’


‘My men sought honour. The angels had not engaged. It was our bravery that showed God we were worthy of His help. The angels blew their fire at the English. It was sorcery and devilry that undid us, not the courage of Navarre.’


Prince John spoke. ‘No one doubts your courage, cousin, we are simply questioning your wisdom.’


Charles felt his mouth go dry. John had been his champion since he was a small boy. John had hardly ever said a word against him, protected him from his father’s justifiable suspicion like the idiot he was. The prince always sided with him. And ‘we’! He had never heard John link himself to his father in that way before. Always it was ‘he and I’, mostly ‘he, whereas I’.


‘Where did that dragon thing come from?’ said John.


‘Hell, at a guess. Have you interrogated your devils?’


‘They fled before that monstrosity. What was it?’


‘A dragon that filled the sky,’ said Charles. ‘I am no Bible scholar, sir, but I would say it was the Dragon of Revelation. That would make these the last days, so we can prepare for the coming of Christ in no fear of the English, for we are His true servants. Let’s hope the Lord returns before the news of the loss reaches the Paris mob. They’ll be hanging nobles from the bridges.’


‘Do you think so?’ John crossed himself.


‘No, sir. A dragon fills the sky, tears angels from their clouds, shatters them to rainbows. What are we to make of it? More to the point, what will the people make of it if we cannot protect them?’


‘Doesn’t Michael kill the Dragon in Revelation? Where is he now?’ said John.


‘It chases after a woman who has eagle’s wings, in my recollection,’ said Charles. The pain in his leg was very great but he kept a smile on his face. ‘Perhaps you should ask one of the whispering ympes who speak to the poor. They maintain the Bible is a lie. Or at least, a very partial telling of a story. Perhaps they might have some wisdom to add.’


‘That is a filthy blasphemy.’ Another voice spoke, heavily accented. It was Charles de la Cerda, of Spain: an upstart who had hung around the court like an ugly younger sister, waiting for a marriage that would never happen. A pious fool, as far as Charles recalled, though he had endeavoured to have little to do with him. Some rural nobility from Castile, still with the stink of dead Moor on him from all those battles in the south.


Charles turned his slow eyes upon him.


‘You are?’ He knew perfectly well, of course.


‘La Cerda, of the free kingdom of Castile.’


‘Free because men like my father died defending it for you. And how does your king fat Alfonso reward us? By courting the English who have caused such misery in this country.’


‘Come on, boys, don’t squabble,’ said John.


La Cerda bowed deeply. Charles saw the look he exchanged with the prince. It was as if Charles was looking into a mirror. He was ingratiating himself with the dolt. What had La Cerda been saying?


‘You two should talk, you would get along. The good lord La Cerda came to our aid when we were sorest pressed by the English, he killed three of them in my defence.’


He looked the sort – well-muscled, tall and dark with a reasonable black eye puffing up the right side of his face. Spent all his time in the tilting yard or shifting hay bales with the peasants, no doubt. He could see La Cerda working on a farm. There was no end to Castilian depravity.


‘Well,’ smiled Charles. ‘We are indebted. Prince John is a sun who shines on us all. France would never see day again were that flame extinguished.’


‘And it would have cost us a small fortune in ransom had he been captured,’ said the king.


‘Another blessing.’


La Cerda bowed. ‘I am France’s servant.’


What did he mean by that? Charles didn’t like his tone. The man was clearly an idiot to declare himself an open enemy of the king of Navarre, favourite of Prince John. Philip had survived the battle but couldn’t have long now. He was old and must die soon. Then Charles would be Constable of France and have not just influence but power. La Cerda would be wise to make him his friend. So why confront him? Because his star was on the wane, however briefly, the king angry with him, and ambitious men like that must seize their chances when they present themselves. It was a gamble, a sudden rush into the tide of court opinion, courtiers’ minds raw and vengeful with the shock of defeat. La Cerda hoped it would sweep him to the land of plenty. Charles simply noted La Cerda’s ambition. He would do nothing about it for now. The court was full of ambitious men looking to pick the right enemies at the right time. Charles was, always and for ever, the wrong enemy. He prided himself on it. However, something about the Castilian disturbed him. Charles, with his cat’s eyes and quick wit, scared most men. He did not scare La Cerda. Yet.


‘What to do with these men of Genoa?’ said Charles.


‘I have hanged those I’ve found for cowardice,’ said Philip. ‘We should do the same with these.’


‘No, no, My Lord, I beg you,’ said Charles, ‘after all, they did rescue me.’


‘You would let them go, though they brought you here in bonds?’ Philip was a wise monarch, if an indecisive one. One of his more unpleasant qualities, Charles thought, was that he was a good judge of character. He knew Charles and mercy were not even on nodding acquaintance.


‘You are too stern, uncle. Release them, yes. Please. I beg you,’ said Charles.


‘Are you so weak, Navarre?’ said La Cerda. The man’s gall was astounding.


‘You deal with it, John,’ said Philip. ‘Navarre – keep out of my sight. All is lost and it is lost because of you.’ He went back inside the house. Was no one going to bring Charles so much as a cup of wine?


Charles said nothing. He didn’t agree with the assessment. What were the English going to do now? Attack Paris? Then they would have to hold it, even if they were successful. Their angel had been chased off by the dragon along with everyone else’s. No, he had no doubt they’d go home if they were sensible or just nicely roll out their brand of chaos across the country.


‘We should punish these men and make an example of them,’ said La Cerda. ‘Prince, do not give in to soft counsel.’


‘We should at least hang some of them,’ said John. ‘For the sake of form, as much as anything.’


‘No,’ said Charles. ‘I would see them live.’


‘No wonder you can’t control your men,’ said La Cerda.


‘I am tender and known for it. I suggest we have half of them cut the hands off the other half, and then we blind those still with hands. That way there are only ten whole men among them and your sternness and my mercy are both satisfied. I need refreshment and to climb out of my armour but after that we can watch the events while we dine. Will you join me for dinner and mutilation, La Cerda?’


La Cerda coloured, looked to John. Charles knew the nobility well enough to know the Castilian would be unlikely to find the maiming of the Genoese difficult to stomach and guessed he had been more discomfited by the invitation to dinner from a man he had thought to profit from by making his enemy. Also, he had been made to look weak by offering the men death.


‘I think it would be politic if you kept your distance for a while, Charles,’ said John. ‘There is another house not far from here. You may take your leisure and rally your troops there.’


‘Cousin, the nobility are here with you.’


‘The nobility is on the field of Crécy, dead in numbers never seen in France, and we must ask who is to blame,’ said La Cerda.


‘Yes,’ said Charles. ‘Was it Navarre, or was it the enormous, sky-eating dragon that tore down the angels of God as if they were pigeons and it the hawk?’


‘It was of Hell,’ said La Cerda. ‘And where are you from, my mountain king, with your eyes so green and appetites so rare? You are not fourteen years old but speak like a man who has seen thirty. I heard a devil say you were one of theirs.’


Charles smiled, light and urbane. La Cerda had signed his own death warrant with his words.


‘Anyone who governs unflinchingly is called a devil. We have all heard that accusation against us. If you haven’t, then I suggest you press your subjects more. It’s good for poor men to suffer. It is one of their talents.’ Charles liked to be seen to keep his temper, particularly when he was losing it.


‘Everyone knows Charles was cursed by the English sorcerer Montagu,’ said John. ‘But I will hear no more about it. Charles, you will find lodgings elsewhere and stay away until I call you in Paris. You need to do a little time out of the light of the sun, Charles, but you will soon enough again feel its glow.’


The light of France is out, the sun has gone from these lands but a new sun will rise in the south and burn these lands to ashes. Charles’s face was stone, though his thoughts bubbled like the scalding water of a spring.


‘I will give you a man to show you the way,’ said La Cerda.


Charles swallowed down the pain of his leg. ‘You are too kind,’ he said. ‘I hope to extend my largesse to you one day. Fetch me a horse.’


‘I am not your servant.’


No, thought Charles, for if you were you would face the same fate as these wretches of Genoa. But one day, you will be. And then you will know what it is to have your honour insulted.


A palfrey was brought and Charles helped up. Charles nodded to John.


‘I’ll leave you to arrange the punishment, cousin.’


‘My men will see it enacted forthwith.’


‘Good.’ Charles raised a hand to the crossbowmen.


A Genoese, not understanding a word, bowed his head to Charles.


‘Scusate.’ He gestured to his mouth to apologise for Charles’s tooth. Charles put his tongue to the little gap.


‘What’s it say in the Bible?’


‘Turn the other cheek,’ said La Cerda.


‘An eye for an eye appeals more to me. Or two eyes for a tooth.’


The crossbowman spoke in French.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


Charles smiled. ‘De nada. He turned to La Cerda. ‘That’s Castilian, isn’t it? It means “of nothing”.’
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The Sire d’Ambret was drunk, as usual, but more than usually drunk.


If there’s one thing the sire could do it was hold his beer. But his talents did not stop there. He could also hold his wine, sack, mead, and whatever other alcoholic concoction the rich country of France had to offer. However, having drunk roughly the weight of his horse since accepting the villagers’ entreaty to fight for them the night before, he was a little unsteady in his saddle. Three men who had entered the drinking contest with him were now missing – flat unconscious in two cases, hiding in a barn in another for fear the sire would find him and make him continue the competition.


The village evening was pleasant; a low southern sun lingered on fields of gold, casting long shadows in front of him. No better season to be drunk in than autumn, he thought. The harvest in, the people in a mood for fun. Spring was good too. And summer, even the hungry month of July. Drinking warmed the bones in winter too. In fact, the sire had difficulty envisaging a situation, weather condition or time of day that could not be improved by inebriation. His horse moved gingerly, as if its short association with its rider had been enough to make it realise that any faster movement would result in a painful grab on the reins.


‘Where is the varlet?’ said the sire in French that owed more to Hackney in London than it did to anywhere in France. He smiled, burped, and effortlessly fell from his saddle.


‘Varlets, not varlet. You are defending us against three of them and you’re drunk!’


At the head of a small band of rough and shoeless serfs, stood a tall and beefy young woman. This was Angry Aude, a woman who had come lately to the village, bringing outside manners and ideas. Though she said her prayers and was godly, some of her views would not have been out of place spoken by a Luciferian preacher. The aristocrats, she said, had a duty to the toilers of the fields and, if they did not fulfil it, they should be called to account.


The sire looked up from the mud. ‘I take that as an insult, madam. I am always drunk but today I have surpassed myself. I am royally lashed. I’d have drunk the angel off his perch in St Denis. I’ve seen that angel, you know. At the side of the king.’ He raised a cup that wasn’t there and shouted, ‘I wager there have not been three men in history this plastered and standing.’


‘You’re not standing.’


‘As ever, the devil is in the detail. Keep me from devils, I am sick of their company. Years I laboured to raise them but I would gladly never see another one. Sorcerer no more. Knight valiant! Knight pure. Knight errant, a champion to all who will pay him or swive him!’


‘You took all our money!’


‘And I shall repay you by knocking this knight on the nut. I am the model of chivalry. After that, we may dally a while in your chamber, my lady. I’m sure you will grant me that indulgence once I have avenged the wrong, the details of which escape me.’


‘It’s not very chivalric turning up in this state to a matter of honour.’


‘I suggest, then, you have little experience of knightly combat. Most of the knights I’ve ever met make it a point of honour to turn up sozzled. It gives the other bastard a chance. And quells the fear. They are great ones for fear, knights, its summoning and conquering. Fear is a devil that lives in our breast seeking to master us.’ He smiled and was sick.


‘You can’t even sit on your horse. Lord Richard has been fighting since the day he was born.’


‘I am a master of modern warfare, lady. We do not charge on our horses no more, for fear of the English bows. The perfect gentle knight now fights afoot where the piercing shafts of the low men cannot make it through our armour.’


‘Well, Chevalier Richard fights on horse and you’ll have no chance against him one on one.’


The sire tried to stand, leaning heavily on his scabbarded sword. He got as far as his knees.


‘I take that as a challenge,’ he said.


‘I’m behind you,’ said the woman.


‘So you are,’ said the sire, turning slowly, as if he feared the ground tipping if he moved too quickly.


A commotion from the top of the village. Through the mean little huts a flash of coloured cloth brighter than ever a poor man could afford. Nobles.


‘Can you stand, even?’


‘Don’t let that bother you. Don’t fuss. When I best him, we’ll sell his armour back to him, along with his horse and you can … I’ve lost my thread. What was I saying?’


‘Oh no, here he comes. You’ll die too.’


‘I fought Hugh Despenser at Crécy,’ said the sire. ‘He was nine feet tall and had possessed the body of an angel and he’s dead now. I think I can manage one mortal knight.’


‘Three mortal knights.’


‘Three sets of armour and three horses to carry them. What ho, my lords, what ho! Fetch my shield from my mount, Aude, dear, do.’


The woman went to his horse and unstrapped a fine shield. It was made of a light metal and bore the symbol of a Sacred Heart.


Three good warhorses, fully caparisoned in colours of blue, red and gold, clopped to a halt ten yards in front of the sire, their breath heavy in the dying afternoon light. Behind them, on lighter horses, were six younger nobles, carrying the lances and helms of their masters. A party of servants, some armed, followed them on foot.


The lead knight spoke. He was fully armoured and wore a surcoat of yellow chains surrounding a portcullis. This was the Chevalier Richard – a man who had come late to Crécy, seen the destruction, and gone quickly back to his lands.


His voice was relaxed, nonchalant. He was used to such challenges – or was trying to show that he was.


‘You’re here, d’Ambret. I thought you might have the good sense to run away.’


‘Nah,’ said the sire. ‘Trust on anything, sir, anything, but my good sense.’


‘Have you come to apologise and retract your insult?’


‘To be honest, I find that I’ve forgotten exactly what I said. Something about you being a clapper-clawed son of shit, by the look of you.’


The Chevalier bit his top lip, clicked his teeth and said, ‘You said I was a brute for enforcing my ancient droit de seigneur when my serf Aveline married.’


‘Ah yes, you got first go on her, so to speak.’


‘As I am allowed in law.’


‘Christ’s sweaty cock, I’m in the wrong game,’ said d’Ambret.


‘What is your “game”?’


‘Champion. Available to the rich, and to the good-looking poor such as my lady here. These serfs have paid me a sou to act revenge upon you. Two sous and a serving girl’s bed for the night and we’ll forget all about it. Three, and I’ll hold your horses while you serve revenge up on them.’


‘Revenge?’ said Aude, ‘after what he did to Aveline? He murdered her husband afterwards too!’


D’Ambret was only slightly sick into his hand and considered that he had got away without anyone noticing.


‘I murdered no one. That thief robbed one of my noble guests!’ said Richard.


‘Liar!’ shouted Aude.


‘You robbed him!’ shouted another serf.


Richard looked wary. Serfs did not speak like this to their masters.


‘So say I,’ said d’Ambret. ‘And invite you to prove me wrong on the field of combat or give us three sous.’


‘I won’t kill a drunk,’ said Richard. ‘Where’s the honour in that? Give him the money, Gerald.’


‘Sire, this man has insulted your honour!’


‘Don’t worry about it, boy,’ said d’Ambret. ‘I have met his sort in many taverns. They talk a good fight but when the fists fly, so do they.’


‘You have to respond to that, sire!’ The young knight next to Richard looked as if his eyes would pop out of his head if his lord didn’t offer violence to d’Ambret forthwith.


Richard sucked at his teeth.


‘Give him the money. We can be generous. These serfs are angrier than I thought but a few sous will buy their temper. Three sous – it is the price of their honour.’


The young man flung three sous into the mud.


‘That’s a good price!’ shouted a serf.


‘Thanks,’ said d’Ambret. ‘But now I’m calling you a pelican-buggering, pribbling, rump-renting, bear-biting flap dragon, a nut hook and a basket-cockle.’


‘I have never been insulted like that in all my life!’ said D’Ambret.


‘Not to your face, I expect. I bet you think your servants never piss in your soup either. Four sous to retract the first insult, five the second.’


‘The second wasn’t actually an insult,’ said one of the squires.


‘Swive yourselves, the set of you. How’s that?’ said d’Ambret, lifting up his long coat of fine mail to scratch at his balls.


‘You are a low man, d’Ambret, as I can tell by your words. You may have stolen arms from some sick knight but you will find it takes more than a fine shield and coat of mail to best me. Prepare yourself for Hell.’


‘Already been there. I’m not planning on returning.’


‘Get to your horse,’ said Richard, ‘I want to be back at my keep by nightfall.’


‘I won’t bother with the horse,’ said d’Ambret. ‘To be honest, I’m not much of a rider and I find using him in combat risks damaging him …’


‘This is a low man who has robbed one of his betters,’ said the knight to Richard’s right. ‘He deserves no respect of chivalry. Let me ride him down now.’


Richard shook his head.


‘This pleasure shall be mine. As was that of Aveline. Know, serfs who live upon your masters’ generosity, you have gone too far in employing this low man. We do not allow you to till our fields and care for our cattle for nothing. Yes, you take an ample portion to feed yourselves but it is too much. When we ask for something back, your ingratitude bursts forth like the pus from a boil. When I have bested your “champion” here, I shall teach you a lesson you won’t forget.’
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