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Chapter 1

 


The walls of
Paris glistened in the sunshine. The old mixed with the new. New
stone formed the fortress wall that guarded the Porte de la
Bordelle facing the position where the English army camped. The
stone was light grey, almost white in the sun. English soldiers
covered their eyes as they gazed across at the city. Paris had
changed since last an English army had marched to its gates. Ten
years ago when the peace started, Charles V began building. This
time the French would be ready. The building work was unfinished,
but already the results were impressive. A large bastide, a
fortress, guarded the main gate on the left bank, the Porte de la
Bordette. Any army wishing to assault Paris from the south would
have to reckon with the bastide, which bristled with armoured
men-at-arms, crossbows, cannons and bolt throwers.

Inside the
city, the royal castles had been improved. In the north of the city
the palace-castle of Saint Pol had been extended and to the east of
the city, looming over the forest like an ugly giant, was the great
keep of Vincennes, the cost of which dwarfed all the other
expenditure that Charles V had committed to building. Vincennes
formed the core of a new royal city, a haven in case of disorder in
Paris.

But where did
the money come from to pay for all this expense? It came from the
dividends of peace. And now this peace was threatened once more by
the presence of an English army. Knolles and his four thousand
soldiers were not able and not equipped to besiege a city as large
as Paris. That was not their intention. Their aim was to show that
the king of France was not able to defend his subjects, and so stir
disorder and rebellion in northern France. If the French knights
did not come out, so some said, then that showed they feared the
English.

At the King’s
principal residence, the palace of Saint Pol, the leaders of the
French waited and debated. In his Grand Chambre, King Charles V sat
at a desk. He looked more a clerk than a king. He wore long, loose
robes, a plain woollen cap and shoes that were little more than
slippers. On his desk lay letters, account rolls and lists of
equipment and troops. All the detail of government and war. This
was his world and he revelled in it. If you had entered that room
without knowing who its inhabitants were, you might assume that
Charles V was a perhaps the notary for the King’s Great Council and
that he was there to provide the necessary details and to write
down orders of the grandees assembled. About the desk were a number
of men, all standing. They had little other choice. The only other
places to sit were benches against the walls too far away to be of
any use in continuing the discussion about the plans of the French.
And these benches were for the actual servants and notaries of the
king. Some had low tables before them, while the valets and squires
of les grand hommes waited in case they were needed to take a message or fetch
someone.

Who were
these great men? With the king were the current constable of
France, Sir Moreau de Fiennes, the count de St. Pol, the count de
Tancarville, the count de Saltzburg, the viscount Meaux, sir Raoul
de Coucy, the séneschal of Hainault, sir Odoart de Renti, sir
Enguerrand d’Audin, the lord de Château-julien, sir John de Vienne,
the lord de la Riviere.

A great and
prestigious list of men. But the one that mattered, because he was
a tough soldier, a Breton, and because the King’s thoughts agreed
with him, was Olivier de Clissons. While the other great men
boasted of the feat of arms they would do and how they would
destroy the English—but with what? With only one thousand and two
hundred gens d’armes—against an English army of four thousand. Oliver stood
waiting. He was the friend and countryman of Bertrand du Guesclin,
the stocky soldier who Charles V had sent for urgently to come to
Paris. Bertrand’s arrival was expected any day. The great men knew
it and they were jealous of it. They knew that when Bertrand
arrived their views would be overshadowed. Their carefully nurtured
chivalry put aside for a policy of warcraft that should be alien to
any proud knight, but which was now the reality of warfare—the
quick raid, the forced march. The escalade and disguise to take a
castle rather than the formal siege.

Oliver was
tall and handsome, where Bertrand was short and ugly. But the
differences between the two men were superficial. He knew from
bitter experience that this was the only way to wage war against an
enemy that could always beat a French army in the field on equal
terms. When all the others had their say, he stepped forward and
bowed to the King, the little notary behind his desk. The King
gestured with his hand for the others to be silent. The nobles
looked at Oliver with barely disguised hatred. Some shook their
heads or muttered to their peers.

“My King, let
them go,”said Oliver, “they cannot take the land away with
them.”

And the King
nodded sagely, as if it was not he who had thought of this
strategem. But all along this was his will and he had only needed
Oliver de Clissons to say it for him so the others would listen.
Oliver, the experienced soldier, who’s advice was law at that time.
A grudging respect that he had won through victory against the
English—taking their towns and their castles in Poitou, one after
the other.

And so the
French, for once, were united. Whereas, as for the English
…
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Chapter 2

 


Louis
shuffled through the sealed letters as if they were a pack of
playing cards. Many of them had simple to and from addresses
written on the outside of the folded pieces of paper. A wax seal
closed each of them. There were perhaps twenty in total. Many of
them looked to be private correspondence, but there were four that
looked like official correspondence from the English crown to the
commander of the English army, someone called Sir Robert de
Knolles.

“Some of these
could be of interest,” he told Wulf. “Might be orders to the
English general.”

Wulf shrugged
as he took a bite out of a piece of bread. The old soldier was in a
trance staring at their prisoner, the young Englishman. Their
prisoner was sleeping, or so it appeared. The evening was starting
to darken into night, but Louis could still read the letters by the
light of their fire.

Louis
separated the official letters from the others. He noticed a word
on one of the personal letters. “Sarbrook,” he said. “That’s the
place our prisoner mentioned he was from. Should we open
it?”

Wulf looked
up. “Give that one to me.”

Louis did as
he was asked. Why not? Wulf took the letter clutching it like a
hungry man reaching for scraps of bread. Wulf stood up and turned
his back on Louis. He could hear Wulf opening the seal, a chunk of
hard wax flew off and landed in the fire, fizzling. Louis shook his
head. The behaviour of his comrade in arms was strange.

“What is it?
This letter from Sarbook?” asked Louis.

Wulf started
walking away, still looking at the letter. Louis got up. “Hey!
What’s going on?”

Wulf didn’t
respond.

“What’s
Sarbrook to you, old man?” It was the Englishman talking. Their
prisoner. Louis looked down at him. He was lying with one eye open,
looking up, a curled smile on his lips.

“We should
have tied you up and gagged you,” said Louis. “Be
quiet.”

The
Englishman shrugged. “Silence is one way of God telling you to be
at peace. It brings no discord and no conflict. But I think you
want to ask the same question.”

Wulf turned.
His mouth was down-turned. He glared at their prisoner. “You know
the d’Aubrays?”

The prisoner
nodded where he lay with his head propped against a saddle. He
still seemed half-asleep.

“Do you know
this Minsterworth?”

The prisoner
nodded again, but he sat up as he did so and said, “I do. What of
it? Is he mentioned in the letter?”

Wulf nodded.
“Aye. What type of man is he?”

“A sinful
man,” the prisoner said. He crossed himself as he did so and looked
up at the sky. Was this man a monk rather than at man-at-arms,
Louis wondered?

Wulf folded
the letter and thrust it into one of his saddle bags which he
hefted onto his shoulder. He picked up his saddle and strode
towards his horse.

“Where are you
going?” said Louis.

“Take the
prisoner to Paris,” said Wulf. “Join the army and arrange his
ransom. You can have him.”

“A Paris jail
is not in God’s plan for me,” said their prisoner. He was standing
now. There was something wild in his eyes. Louis looked about
anxiously. If there was a weapon or even a good hard stick nearby,
this man could be dangerous.

“Help me with
him, Wulf,” said Louis. “We need to bind him.”

Wulf turned.
“Always the bourgeois, eh? This boy, although he is the son of a
mercer like you has been bred to knighthood. He’s but a squire now,
but he’ll not try to escape. I trust that his father has brought
him up to know about honour at least, if he aspires to better
things. His father’s not a man to break his bond—or to let others
break theirs.”

“You speak as
if you know me and my father, sir?” said the prisoner.

“Your family
is known in the county of Norfolk. I know that area too. That is
all.” Wulf was tightening the saddle strap on his horse and had his
back turned to them. Louis glanced across at the prisoner and met
his eye.

“Who is he?”
Louis mouthed to the prisoner.

The prisoner
shrugged and shook his head.

“Look Wulf,”
said Louis. “Tell me what is going on? What have you read in that
letter?”

Wulf remained
silent, ignoring Louis.

“I should take
it and the other letters to Paris with me,” said Louis. “Can you
give it to me? Who should I take them to?”

Wulf had
finished getting his equipment loaded onto the back of the horse.
There was just enough space for him to squeeze into the saddle, but
most of the camping gear he would be leaving for Louis to take.
Wulf put his foot into a stirrup and with surprising agility for
such an older man sprang rapidly into the saddle. With a kick of
his spurs his horse was trotting away in the direction that the
English prisoner had ridden from.
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