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PROLOGUE





  ‘You’re a damned scoundrel, Hawkwood, regardless of how high you think to stand in the eyes of our prince. And a satyr to boot. Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you debauched a great-niece of mine. I should have flogged you for that instead of taking you into my service. You may thank God that your skill with a longbow saved your back.’




  No acknowledgement of his Christian name from this noble bastard, or of his being daubed knight by Edward of Woodstock. Worse still, silence on the years of service rendered since the day King Edward landed his army at St Vaast in pursuit of the French crown. The temptation to remind him was there, the desire to argue even stronger, to suggest that when it came to debauching it took more than one to make merry. Yet it would be impolitic to say to the Earl of Oxford that his young and comely relative had been a very willing victim in their couplings; all he could do was cross himself and murmur an incantation for a paramour long departed this life, taken in childbirth.




  ‘May God rest her sweet soul and bless Antiocha, the child of our innocent misdemeanour.’




  One of the falcons perched in the tent furiously flapped its wings, as if to question the veracity of that statement and it produced for Hawkwood another: glare from his liege lord. Was John de Vere being crusty merely for effect? He had barely said two words to the relative in question and Hawkwood knew him to be far from sentimental as regards the loss of even family members or a close friend. As to the child, she was being raised by the earl’s Essex cousins.




  Right now the enquiry he had posited was more important than pointing up blue-blooded hypocrisy; he needed to stay on the right side of the earl in the hope that he and his company of archers could remain as paid retainers and perhaps even fighting men. Weeks of talking were coming to a head and it was rumoured the two sovereigns of France and England were close to agreeing the terms of a lasting peace, one brokered by a representative of the papacy.




  No one doubted the necessity: Edward’s army was exhausted by years of campaigning added to the failure to take Paris. They had been obliged to withdraw from a siege they were too few in number to properly impose. Calais apart, all the most important successes in the English campaign had come in the open field on a well-chosen site that suited a numerically inferior force.




  Taking fortresses was hard toil: Calais had held out for just shy of a whole year, while the walls of Paris had proved too lengthy to fully invest, which left starvation as the only possible avenue to success without a high quantity of siege equipment and that, as well as the men with the skills to build such things, was lacking. As short of food as the city inhabitants and with morale plummeting, the time had come for Edward Plantagenet to withdraw to the safer territory of Normandy.




  Not that they got there unscathed: as if by divine judgement a great tempest, biblical in its intensity, hit the retreating column, with hail the size of rocks and bolts of lightning falling with an intensity akin to the arrow swarms of Crecy and Poitiers. Many a knight perished as well as a number of soldiers clad in chain mail, lightning literally frying the former in their plate armour and striking down the latter either by the attraction of their metal cowls or the tips of the spears they carried. Such chain mail hoods had been the price of vanity; how was it necessary to still be so garbed with no fighting in prospect?




  ‘Transgressions aside, you have grown to be a good captain,’ de Vere growled, bringing his visitor back from unpleasant recollection. ‘So know this. You have the right to continue in my service, perhaps as a steward like your older brother, though not, God forbid, anywhere near Castle Hedingham, given your previous offence.’




  If it was an offer with some attraction – de Vere owned land all over the southern counties of England – but it was one he could not accept.




  ‘You will recall I was asking not just for myself but also for my company?’ Seeing the hackles rise – a belted earl was not accustomed to being questioned by a man-at-arms, even a captain of archers – Hawkwood added quickly, ‘I mean should there be an accord that brings an end to the war.’




  ‘What use does King Edward have of an army if there is concord? What use do I have for a hundred longbowmen, men I’ll have to sustain from my own purse?’ The shaking of the head was violent enough to move the long greying locks. ‘No, if a treaty is agreed they must fend for themselves, as will many.’




  ‘On short commons’ was the thought that engendered as well as the memory of what he had faced himself after the Crecy campaign. Success in battle had granted Hawkwood and many others much in the way of booty, enough to contemplate a return to England with the hope of a decent life immediately after the capture of Calais.




  Contrary winds had destroyed that prospect, blowing the Earl of Oxford’s ship off its course for the shores of southern England, driving them far to the west and the coast of Ireland. There they were stripped of all they possessed by the bare-arsed locals, left with only the clothes on their back and a long trek to find a boat to take them home on a pledge of payment from the earl, which counted as money owed.




  True, de Vere had lost more than the men he led, but he came back to England and the landed possessions as well as income he held as a potent magnate. In addition to his rents he still had a claim on unpaid ransoms, and they were substantial, from the French noblemen taken prisoner at Crecy.




  When the next call to arms was promulgated, for an assault on Aquitaine under the King’s son and heir Edward of Woodstock, a strapped Hawkwood, living from hand to mouth on nefarious schemes and with a writ as a common malefactor hanging over his person, had been left with little choice but to volunteer for a second campaign.




  At least that had provided good returns. Called the Festival of Pillage, the young prince and his army had devastated the rich lands of the Languedoc, their endeavours ending in the even greater victory over the French at Poitiers. The English nobility had proceeded to ransom half the captured chivalry of France and pocketed fortunes. This would pale into insignificance against the money that would be needed to get the King of France released, also taken prisoner in the battle.




  The evidence of success for John de Vere lay all around this beautiful silken tent, once the property of the French Constable: fine furniture, gold plate off which to eat, ornaments and illuminated manuscripts of great value to fill empty hours, while the lordly stables were packed with the finest mounts, saddlery and gilded accoutrements France could produce. And that was before every man he led offered up one-third of his own gains to his liege lord, de Vere in turn passing a third of the whole to King Edward through his son.




  If the men had done well from plunder and sack on the march, stripping the dead of their weapons and possessions as well as purloining the property of a slain French knight, the coin gained had been expended to maintain their needs in wine and pleasure in the failed attempt to invest Paris. Non-noble fighters were not the kind to accumulate: they were a tribe who regularly faced death and not only in battle. Prey to disease as well as misfortune, they lived for the moment and not the rainy day.




  Going home to England, which was being touted as their future, would scarce be attractive to the men Hawkwood led. Nor was it to him personally, even with de Vere’s offer. Quite apart from the risk to his person, to accept would be a betrayal of those who trusted him to look to their well-being. They were likely to land on their home soil with little left to sustain them and no occupation of worth to look forward to. Skilful archery would not provide a living; the Welsh and Scottish borders, where many had previously plied their trade, were known to be peaceful.




  ‘I would wish to appeal against this, Your Grace.’




  ‘Then I suggest you do so to Prince Edward, who still believes he owes you his life.’




  There was mockery in that; many believed the claim that John Hawkwood had come upon Edward of Woodstock just in time to stop him from being skewered by an enemy lance to be nonsense. In addition the prince, having laid his sword upon Hawkwood’s shoulders to dub him with the honour of knighthood, had passed by him several times since without so much as a nod of recognition, which marked the elevation for what it truly was: a piece of flummery from a leader in the first flush of glory, designed to add lustre to his name and no other.




  ‘His Grace has his own companies to maintain. I cannot believe he will seek to add to them.’




  ‘You have my offer, Hawkwood, say aye to it or decline.’




  ‘War does not train a man for collecting rents, Your Grace.’




  ‘You were not born a soldier, Hawkwood, you were sired by a tenant farmer.’




  ‘Nor was I born a villein, though happen I saw service under one.’




  Accompanied by a glare, it hit home as it was supposed to. The term for an indentured man tied to his strip of land, when spoken, was close to that of a thief. Hawkwood wanted to make it plain that in denying those who had swollen the de Vere coffers any hope of comfort was something akin to robbery. Judging by the flushed cheeks and furious glare he had struck home.




  ‘I bid Your Grace good day.’




  The call that followed, not a shout but just as meaningful, told the Captain of Archers in the Earl of Oxford’s division there was no going back.




  ‘While I, Hawkwood, bid you a full if not a fond farewell. Oblige me in this, do not call upon my person again unless you learn humility.’









  
CHAPTER ONE





  The route back to his own encampment took Hawkwood past the tents of both his sovereign and his prince. Above the former flew the lions of England quartered with the lilies of France, the statement made that Edward, third of that name, was the rightful monarch through his mother Isabella, denied his title by the illegal invocation of the Salic Law barring women from succession. Above the tent of his much-loved eldest son flew the armorial design he had taken from Blind King John of Bohemia, who had perished at Crecy: the three plumed white feathers emerging from a golden crown, above the motto Ich Dien.




  The thought of seeking aid from either died when Hawkwood counted the number of supplicants waiting for an audience: several dozen and possibly many on the same mission as he. If he declined to join them, he did stop long enough to converse with acquaintances. In an eight-thousand-man army and after four years on campaign he could name most of the prominent fellows among them, captains of companies awaiting the pleasure of their prince.




  Such talk confirmed to him that which he dreaded. A treaty of peace was close to a conclusion, the last haggle only the ransom price for the French King Jean, living, hunting and hawking in much comfort outside London. Stalemate had been acknowledged: Edward could not win the crown he claimed and the French lacked the force to evict him from their lands.




  Those with whom he spoke were sure that Edward would renounce his claim to the French crown, that he would trade some possessions for others, while hanging on to those he considered most important; his family fief of Normandy, Aquitaine and Calais the most vital. When it came to the ransom demand for King Jean, for the first time in his life Hawkwood heard the word ‘million’ employed. When he asked for clarification as to what it meant, he could get no more than that it was many times greater than a thousand or even ten times so.




  ‘No man, king or commoner is worth so much, whatever he signifies.’




  ‘The French princes will be paying to buy back both their father and the honour of the lands they rule.’




  ‘You cannot purchase honour, it must be earned,’ Hawkwood insisted.




  He threw a meaningful glance towards that one-time Bohemian banner, fluttering above the tent: Blind King John had ridden into a battle he knew to be lost, his bridles held by the knights who accompanied and perished with him. There was a monarch who needed no money to secure his name; his death and the manner of it had made him immortal. The fellow for whom he had fought enjoyed no such reputation.




  ‘Jean le Bon should have opened his breast to the knife or the sword if he had a care for the name of his patrimony or his realm. To plead for mercy because of his worth in gold was demeaning.’




  That occasioned murmured approval; John of Bohemia, by common consent, had a good and honourable death. The King of France lived still, but surely in ignominy. No minstrels would sing of him as they would of Edward of Woodstock, the man who had beaten his army at Poitiers.




  Returning to the farmhouse they had taken over as their billet, he noticed some of his archers trying to sham indifference, looking a way, fiddling with their long, unstrung bows or examining weapons, starting conversations with their comrades or one of the horses in the paddock, seeking to mask their curiosity. The truth was in the anxiety of those who watched him closely as he approached, hoping to see in his expression some sign of a good outcome. Ever well versed in dissimulation, their captain kept on his face a bland countenance that was impossible to read.




  ‘Gather you all.’




  The men shuffled forward, keen to be to the fore. As he looked around the faces Hawkwood could not help but recall those that were missing, men who had died on the march as well as those who had fallen in battle – few, it had to be said. They had perished in astounding occasions that would be commemorated in songs and ballads or the chronicles written by scribes both noble and monkish. But it would not be the names of the commonality who would be praised. Kings won renown off the backs of their subjects.




  ‘De Vere will not dent his purse and has no use for our service. He means to leave us to make our own way in the world even to the manner in which we get home.’




  The statement induced many an angry growl from those assembled. Hawkwood let it run its course before pronouncing on the alternative, which was not really necessary; the men he was addressing knew as well as he what it would be.




  ‘The possessions of the French are vast and most of their manors lie untouched. Our sovereign and his son have taught us it is possible to live well off the land and that is what those of us who do not wish for England must do. For those of you determined to return to your hearths we will bid a fond farewell and pray to God for your safe passage.’




  ‘To hell with hearths, let us form a free company as others have done.’




  This admonition came from Alard the Radish, one of Hawkwood’s corporals, so named for his rubicund skin added to a propensity to blush at the mere proximity of a woman or any carnal thought. This would produce flaring red cheeks, set off and made more striking by a thick mop of flaxen hair and an impish grin.




  ‘Freebooters we will be,’ called another, Badger Brockston, he of the white streak on one flank of his jet black hair. ‘If our own will not see to our prosperity then the land hereabouts must, and who is to say we will not be ourselves lords one day?’




  ‘Temper your ambitions, Brockston,’ Hawkwood sighed. ‘Settle for food and wine. If it is to be done then we must be properly conjoined, with a scribe-written contract by which each who volunteers must put their mark. The same fellow must be taken on for a fee, to keep a tally of that which we acquire and ensure fair distribution of our spoils.’




  ‘First we must elect a captain,’ Alard insisted.


  ‘Then we must have a vote. Who wishes to put their name forward?’




  Hawkwood was offered no rivals and nor did he expect any; he had led this company of archers for years now. It would have been strange indeed if others had put themselves up to be leader. The acclamation that he should command them was heartening, only the Badger asking, ‘No one has asked if you intend to take that path, John? And it is rumoured King Edward is set to forbid it and insist all his fighting men return home.’




  ‘Home to what, Brockston? I have no wife and no property, with little hope of gaining either in a country flooded with the returned of our ilk. No, whatever our sovereign says I will stay in France and seek what the good Lord sees fit to provide.’




  ‘Happen that wife you hanker after,’ Ivor the Axe called, his glee obvious.




  ‘Any woman will do, Ivor, for me and I think for us all.’




  As a statement it was simple, yet John Hawkwood knew the position he was being invited to occupy carried with it responsibilities. They would not be part of a paid host as they had up until now, nor under the command of leaders who had steered them to great victories. There would be no marshals scouring the land to find the food to feed them, nor Constables to plan their movements and form them up for battle. They must look to their own needs.




  What he had said about written commitments was not an idle point: it was vital that all committed to the cause by contract. There would be a need to engage someone capable of acting as their factotum. A monk would be best if he could find an honest one, which was not likely to be easy, as they tended to be a venal bunch. But they generally had a superior command of Latin and numbers.




  In what would be a Free Company every man must have a pair of horses and the proper assembly of the necessary weapons, not just a single mount and their bows and knives. As archers there would be a need to get hold of spears and shields as well as a good supply of arrows, for there would be none from a royal source. The ability to deliver a shower of those would be their primary attraction to any host they offered to join, for his brigade were too few and too singular in their skills to operate as an independent body.




  The camps around the hamlet of Brétigny were awash with men considering the same course and not all were English. There were fighters from the lands of the Holy Roman Empire, from Brittany, Hainault, Flanders and Gascony, as well as a dozen other provinces, come to fight for the rewards that could be accrued and scarce caring from whom they needed to be taken. Over the next days, as what came to be called the Treaty of Bretigny was settled, John Hawkwood made his way from farmhouse to manor house, from tented encampments to a band who had sequestered a monastery, throwing out most of the inmates, keeping only enough to see to their needs as servants. He sought out those who styled themselves captain generals and examined each group, now beginning to form into companies of a formidable size.




  Finally he settled on one led by a Rhinelander called Albert Sterz, who spoke decent English and had gathered under his banner a large number of individual brigades. Most vitally, it was one well balanced in its various arms, including enough mounted knights to effect a telling charge against a well-mounted enemy, should the need arise.




  Hawkwood had many reservations about Sterz on his first meeting; in fact he was unsure if he liked the German, not that affection was paramount. Yet he had to admit the man had a level of organisational skill the Englishman could not match and was not prepared to posture and pretend he did. Hawkwood could command his company and lead them to where they were needed: such placement would often lay outside his present competence.




  He was welcomed: Sterz was eager to add English longbowmen to the force he had decided to call the Great Company. Here too there had to be contracts: written obligations from captains of bands to serve for a period and a portion of the spoils acquired, which would be disbursed, once a leader’s share had been deducted, amongst those they led.




  With an air of command, taller by a full two hands than Hawkwood, the German looked impressive. Much scarred by combat, he had a knobbly forehead and a set of greying eyebrows that hung like curtains over his hooded green eyes. The nose might have been prominent once; now it was near flat to his face, evidence of fighting with fists as well as his sword.




  Latin was the language of contracts, English of discourse. His was guttural as that of any German speaker but, with a deep voice and an ability to carry without shouting, he possessed the vital air of leadership, backed up by a ready fist with which to quell disagreement that was needed to impose order. Yet the Great Company could be no tyranny: which direction to march, what places to attack and plunder, to accept or avoid battle had to be discussed and John Hawkwood would be as much part of that as two dozen others of equal merit. All that was needed now was confirmation of a treaty of peace and that came within days.




  As a loyal subject of his king, Hawkwood had a letter drawn up to tell Edward of his intentions, though that had to be disguised since part of the treaty insisted that all English fighting men must depart France, not a sanction the king was inclined to enforce; peace was one thing, leaving your enemy to prosper unhindered was another. The fact that he swore fealty said that which was required: I am your liege man and wherever I serve I uphold your crown.




  Everyone, from lowly men men-at-arms to the greatest magnates, attended the ceremony in nearby Chartres that closed the Treaty of Brétigny, the masses of the commonality held back by the familia knights who rode into battle with their various aristocratic banners to protect their valued person. Edward Plantagenet and his son, gorgeously clad in silks, embraced the offspring of King Jean as if they had been boon companions all their lives. The French princes, Charles and Philip, would have as soon knifed their counterparts as kiss them on the cheek, of that there was no doubt.




  Parts had to be played, amity pushed to the fore. Edward Plantagenet now flew a banner above his pavilion with only his three golden lions, the flag no longer quartered with the lilies of France. He had renounced his claim and knelt in fealty to the absent King Jean for his possessions on the Continent as had all Dukes of Normandy before him. After a mass in the Cathedral of Our Lady a feast had to be consumed, with cups of wine disappearing down willing throats, to be refilled with alacrity until most of the main assembly ended up drunk.




  Lesser beings were not to be left behind and the fights that ensued were a commonplace with men well into their cups. The mayhem that followed, as the most rapacious descended on the hitherto untouched hamlet of Brétigny, was only to be expected. If the French princes and nobility, still at their tables eating and drinking, heard the screams of violated women and men being put to the sword for seeking to protect them, they paid it no heed. Their sense of personal honour and their tradition of disdain for the commonality demanded indifference.




  At dawn the opposing camps began to break up, the English lords aiming to go home through Calais, leaving behind a smouldering Bretigny and those who declined to be part of the exodus. The French, expected to head back to Paris, instead moved to protect Chartres, well aware that those forming free companies would be tempted by such a wealthy prize. Hawkwood moved his men close to the encampment occupied by Sterz and it was there that the first true gathering of captains came together.




  The decision, quickly taken, was to march south into the fertile lands of the province of Beauce, known as the granary of France. The towns were untouched, wealthy, the farmers rich in a countryside groaning with produce and so a temptation to the profitable depredations of the Great Company, two thousand fighting men strong.




  Other bands headed west and south-west, taking any road that led to profit, scorching that through which they passed to leave behind diminished populations, ruined crops, unwilling women who would in time bear their bastards as well as a dearth of living men to till the soil. Of all the names they were called, and none of them were favourable, the most common became ‘Routiers’ and this would soon spread over all of France inducing terror.









  
CHAPTER TWO





  The thick, leafy overhead canopy cut out so much light that the track seemed to be in near darkness, made more telling by the twin arcs of sunlight ahead and behind that showed the outer limits of this patch of deep woodland. Such gloom rendered ethereal the way the forest edge suddenly came to life. The undergrowth began to move, shapes that grew arms and legs moments before this seeming illusion took proper form.




  The missiles came next: catapult-launched stones, not as deadly as arrows or spears but with the power to seriously wound those slow to get their sheilds up, made doubly difficult because of the effect on the more vulnerable mounts.




  Horses were rearing and spinning, threatening to unseat their riders; the pack horses were straining on their lead ropes, their noisy reaction to pain and shock adding to the general mayhem. Ahead of the column and behind, a succession of tall mature trees began to fall, slowly at first, until crashing through the leafage of those opposite they thudded into the ground to form a set of formidable barriers to the front and rear of the horse-borne company.




  John Hawkwood was as astonished as any man he led but as captain it was incumbent on him to produce a response; he needed a cool head not a panicked one and if he wondered from whom this ambuscade came that would have to wait; it was now a matter of survival. Having registered those falling trees he quickly guessed the aim; first to block any desire for continued forward movement, which left him and his men with retreat as the obvious option. That suggested a killing zone had been set up on this side of the thick trunks, easy targets for slingshot and attack, as men and mounts sought to get around or over them.




  ‘Never do that which your enemy desires.’




  This was a watchword Hawkwood had learnt from his royal commanders and it was one he uttered to himself now. Fighting to control his courser and aware that the original assailants had vanished, he risked standing in his stirrups, simultaneously unsheathing and raising his sword to shout, not with force enough to entirely overcome the bellowing and neighing but sufficient to get the attention of those closest to him. Enough men moving in the right direction would drag the remainder with them.




  A second salvo of catapult stones came winging out of the woods, only for those firing them to once more dissolve into the greenery. That had to be ignored: certain actions were unthinking in a band of professional fighting men. The youngest of his company, boy recruits picked up on their travels, had been quick to follow the standing command that they dismount in order to gather together the still troubled packhorses, thus freeing their seniors to give battle.




  Time did not allow for a leader to think on such matters; action was required. It was the aimed sword at the end of an outstretched arm his men followed, not the roaring voice. Hawkwood drove his mount into the dense foliage that hid the forest floor, a thick tangle of bushes in full summer bloom, behind him young Christopher Gold, his standard-bearer as well as his horn-blowing signaller, who never left the side of his chief.




  The human form that rose from within was no more than a pair of white, wild eyes in a face daubed the same colour as the leaves around his head, the branch-strewn clothing of a dun and near invisible hue. There was the glint of a blade and the rider knew where that would be aimed: not at him but at the belly of his horse. Hauling hard on the reins and throwing his own weight to the rear of his saddle he got his mount’s hooves high enough to flay, a threat that created its own obstruction to his opponent’s intentions.




  At the same time he was seeking, by the pressure of his knees, to turn to the left and thus clear the way for his sword arm. It all happened in one movement, seconds that felt an age as if time had decided to stand still. The way he had to extend his reach nearly unseated Hawkwood as he slashed at the man’s neck. Had the fellow been less eager to strike he would probably have survived, but with his passions high and yelling unintelligible imprecations, he rushed into the arc of the blow.




  Taken between jaw and shoulder the sharp metal sliced through the vital organ that carried his blood, sending forth a spray of bright-red fluid. Hawkwood was not looking at that but at the eyes, now displaying the shock of a man who knew he was about to die. With a weapon both sharp on the edge and pointed at its tip the second blow was a straight jab to the upper chest, waste since it jarred on solid bone, sending a telling jolt up the rider’s arm.




  Given his men had followed his lead, albeit in piecemeal fashion, the entire forest edge was now a melee of freebooters seeking to get far enough into the trees to kill their assailants. Hawkwood had a fear that more attackers, in numbers of which he had no idea, could come upon their rear – and that might prove calamitous.




  Wheeling out onto the track and seeing no movement, he called for his horn carrier to blow a command to rally to the banner, raised high and waved by Gold. It was not swiftly obeyed, yet bit by bit those seeking to penetrate deeper into the forest began to emerge, to form up on the track. Blood dripping from many of their weapons stood as testimony to the act of killing; now they must get ready to continue a fight against an enemy that seemed to have disappeared.




  ‘Alard, dismount your section and string your bows. The rest stay horsed and in position to charge.’




  In his band, still a hundred-strong after a year of campaigning but of mixed skills as new recruits joined, forty men slid from their saddles, to ease the required weapon from their packhorses. The stringing was quick through long practice and a sheaf of arrows followed, along with the slung quiver to hold them.




  Whoever led their attackers must now be wondering what was coming, for the men he had drawn into this ambuscade were not acting as he would have hoped for and planned. There was no headlong rush to get clear and certainly an utter lack of panic, which had surely been expected. Seeking to put himself in his opponent’s shoes Hawkwood tried to work out how he would react.




  The original method of assault indicated a body of men not trained to fight in the open and thus not soldiers. There had been no thrown spears and that indicated a lack of weapons. The man he had killed carried only a knife and there was no evidence of even a padded jacket for protection.




  ‘Horsemen to the fore,’ he commanded, moving forward himself to lead. ‘Alard, I will close the range to a hundred paces then you will deploy.’




  He had to bank on his enemy remaining in the cover of the trees, but what if they came out to fight? Surely they would be on foot, in which case cavalry could charge and scatter them. He held his breath as he led his men forward, yet it became increasingly obvious he had guessed right. Whoever had contrived this trap was still hoping for an attempt to get past those tree trunk barriers. Even if carried out with no panic the horses would cause difficulties, leaving them in some disarray and thus vulnerable.




  The forest was quiet, which had Hawkwood quietly castigating himself: surely it had been that when he entered this stretch of shaded track and it had not registered. There was an alternative: those awaiting him could have been in position for a very long time, which would allow the forest creatures, most importantly the birds, to settle. The horsemen stopped as he held up his hand, the men on foot slipping by to line up, bows resting on the ground and an arrow to hand ready to be nocked.




  ‘Fire on my command.’




  Hawkwood tried to conjure up an image of what was being observed in reverse, from within that screen of trees looking onto what was a deeply shaded trail. They would see and recognise the weapons they were going to face: every boy born made a bow as soon as they grew enough to draw and pretend. Yet would they remark on the length of those about to be employed against them? This far south would they have heard of the great defeats of the French kings by the English and the reasons it had come about?




  ‘Your ruse has failed!’ he shouted. ‘I grant you a chance to withdraw. Send someone to parley if you agree.’




  This was called out in Latin, the only language that might be understood in a land where there seemed to be as many dialects as people. Every district he and his comrades had passed through since heading south from Chartres boasted its own unique patois. Only in the towns and cities was there any semblance of a common tongue and that was so larded with idiom as to be nearly as incomprehensible. If they had a monk in the forest then his words would be understood. If not, matters would take their course.




  The act of killing did not overburden John Hawkwood but he was still on the wrong side of those tree trunks with no real knowledge of what he faced in numbers and ability. A guess was just that, and it was incumbent on him to preserve the lives of those who followed his banner. It was a foolish captain who led his men into a fight against unknown odds.




  ‘No reply, John.’ The words were called back by Alard the Radish. As one of Hawkwood’s corporals and commander of the bowmen he had the right to speak. ‘They might have fled.’




  ‘But perhaps not. Better safe.’




  The order to fire to the left-hand side of the barrier followed immediately. The bows came up, each of an individual length but taller than the man employing it, the long pull requiring strong muscles in the arm and back. There was no need for another command, each archer was trained to count the right numbers in his head for each act and they knew to fire flat in such circumstances and at the perceived range. Thus the volley was simultaneous as was the reloading and firing of a second salvo. By the time the third was on its way from quiver to bow the first screams began to come out of the woods, caused by those arrows that had missed trees and found flesh.




  ‘Fire to the right,’ came the shout.




  The archers swung their weapons to obey, sending three salvos into the foliage opposite to again be rewarded with more cries as they struck home. Then it was back leftwards to catch those who had forsaken cover to look to their wounded comrades, the increased volume of pained sounds evidence of their success.




  ‘They’re coming out,’ Alard cried.




  Which they did, seeming hundreds of ragged peasants carrying pitchforks, scythes and knives, goaded into action. The price paid for this folly was high as they ran into a hail of arrows, fired with enough velocity to penetrate the trunk of any body they struck, the points emerging out of their backs. As a charge it was suicidal, yet they were strong in passion, for those who managed to avoid a wound came on.




  The drill that followed was carried out smoothly; the archers turned and slipped back through the screen of horsemen, who, with Hawkwood to the fore, immediately closed with these poor unfortunates. The sight of big-chested coursers and thudding hooves coming towards men on foot was too much. Some turned and ran to be followed by the more stalwart, many tripping over their dead or dying comrades, seeking the safety of the trees.




  Few managed it and a slaughter ensued, for the archers knew what was required. Out came their bollock knives and in they weighed at the run, to skewer or slit the throat of anyone who appeared to still have breath, while the horsemen pursued and sought to kill those still fleeing. They were strangers in these southlands and an example must be set: the best way to avoid any repeat of what had just happened was to leave none of their assailants alive.




  * * *




  The mam body of the Great Company came across Hawkwood’s men working with axes and multiple teams of horses and ropes, seeking to clear the forest track enough to let the main body following get through, not least the dozens of heavily laden carts carrying possessions, booty and the hundreds of artisans and camp followers. They required the full width of the track to pass on and the enclosing forest precluded any detour. To one side lay heaped a pile of bodies, the earth stained with their blood. There they would remain as food for carrion if no one came to bury them.




  Albert Sterz was to the fore of the host under a banner many times the size of any he led, the look of disbelief maintained even up to the point where he dismounted to survey the scene and demand an explanation. Hawkwood had learnt, once the contracts were signed and any wooing ceased, that he was naturally irascible, a trait which had been made more forceful by the success of the company. Sterz was behaving in an imperious manner now, as if Hawkwood had been a fool to walk into such an obvious trap as well as fight a battle that yielded many a cadaver but not a sou in coin, only to receive a jaundiced reply.




  ‘This was not an occasion for profit, would that it had been. These dead had nothing of value to plunder lest you consider a scythe or two to be treasure. We have never contested with such a pitiable bunch.’




  ‘Not a knight amongst them?’




    ‘No.’




      ‘Then who are they?’ Sterz growled.




	‘I suspect local peasants who heard of our coming and were determined to stop us burning their crops. If they were aware of our presence they clearly know nothing of our numbers, assuming my brigade to be the main host.’




  The German pinched his much-broken nose as he stood over the pile. ‘You should have been able to smell them if you could not see them, for I can scarce stand the stench in which they lived their miserable lives.’




  ‘Then I suggest you clamber back into the saddle. There you will see that the sweat of your mount means you can’t even smell your own farts.’




  The green eyes flashed; Sterz did not relish being talked to in that way and he stretched his body as if to imply that height alone entitled him to respect, his jaw standing as testimony to his natural obstinacy. The man addressed had no intention of allowing this and had shown already he never would.




  ‘We could neither smell them nor see our assailants,’ Hawkwood added, explaining the camouflage, ‘but we did fight and overcome them, which is what counts in the end.’




  ‘A great victory, Sir Hawkwood,’ was the ironic response, the title just short of an insult. ‘Shall we give it a name so those who come after us will know where it occurred? Perhaps call it after the nearest village, if we can find one?’




  Such a skirmish did not even warrant a memory. To garnish it with a title would be an insult to the recollection of proper battles in which Hawkwood and his men had fought. The attitude had more to do with the way his inferior talked to him than what had just taken place: while willing to acknowledge the German as a good leader, the Englishman had refused to bow the knee to him. Too many of his fellow captains seemed disposed to do so and that added to the impression Sterz had of his own stature.




  ‘Find me a village and I will torch it,’ Hawkwood responded, ‘so that the likes of these up ahead know what will be their fate if they seek to halt our progress.’




  ‘Something we are not making, Hawkwood. Your task on this day was to act the constable and find a suitable camping ground for the company. So you might be better employed seeking to remove the obstacles ahead rather than these you are working on, which others can clear.’




  The temptation to dispute that arose only from pique; what the German was saying made sense. Much of the day was gone and the company needed a large open space to pitch its tents and tether its horses. It had to be near a river so the ever-thirsty equines could drink and the fighting men could have water with which to cook and some even to bathe.




  Hawkwood nodded and called to his men to gather up their tools and remount, leading them away as soon as that was complete. If they wondered why he detoured into the woods before he got close to the fallen tree trunks none asked; the undergrowth was thick but not dense enough to stop a strong courser from barrelling through, the rest in his wake. The route Hawkwood chose took them round the second set of fallen barriers. Finally Ivor the Axe, just to his rear, enquired what was to be done about them.




  ‘Let Sterz see to that. It will be an aid in getting some of the fat off the arses of his Germans.’




  ‘He will get another to do it,’ Ivor said, his accent heavily Welsh. ‘One of his grovellers.’




  ‘You’re likely right, friend,’ came the gay reply.




  The so-called captain general would have seen his ploy and that would irritate him, which was to the good. Better still, he could say nothing to fault the man who had guyed him: finding a proper place to bivouac took precedence over anything else.









  
CHAPTER THREE





  If Sterz had acquired pretensions to self-worth since taking command of the Great Company, everyone knew him to be the son of a charcoal burner. This, being the lowest of low occupations, occasioned many a joke at his expense, though never within the range of his hearing. He had a fierce temper that acted as a red mist and could kill before the realisation dawned on him it was not necessary. If he had risen by soldiering, his background made him touchy regarding his dignity and the way he lived reflected that.




  His accommodation was no mere tent, more a spacious pavilion which was always set down with what wind blew and to where in mind, so that the odours of two thousand men, of horses, livestock on the hoof and that which was cooking did not intrude on his luxury. The contents of several carts were always on display at each tented encampment, likewise laid out when the company assaulted and took a monastery or citadel and rested under a proper roof.




  His other habit, playing the great magnate, was to invite his captains to dine with him and his German secretary, the Benedictine friar Cunradus. This would be served at a great board, minions toiling hard to ensure it groaned under the weight of the food he provided. The serving dishes and goblets were of either silver or gold, the decorated knives made from the finest steel Milan could produce. Few alluded to the fact that it was paid for by all; it was shared property, not personal plunder from their joint exploits.




  The profits of the host were pooled and distributed according to rank and ability, with Sterz holding such valuables as a common coffer in case times became hard. Hawkwood’s English longbowmen and experienced spearmen were highly regarded and thus well rewarded in comparison to others he now commanded. Foot soldiers tended to be no more than armed peasants and so were the lowest paid, just ahead of the untrained youths who had joined their travelling band to escape rural tedium.




  There were, of necessity, those who ranked above them all, such as the mailed and armoured knights. Also paid and fed were the scribes, usually but not exclusively monks, others of that ilk acting as mendicants. There were smiths, farriers, sutlers and armourers as well as camp wives and their urchins. All lived off what the company could garner in booty and provisions from those who lay in their predatory path. If they did not plunder they did not eat and the direction in which they went next was of paramount importance; where could they sack, burn or extort to the greatest level of profit?




  If the German used his dinners to play the great man, they were also used to lay out plans for future operations and in this he required to know what forces might be ranged against them. Powerful local magnates or large towns who might raise a substantial body of men were left untroubled, the blows falling on those less able to defend themselves: minor nobility, rich urban-based traders as long as their domicile lacked stout walls, farmers of broad hectares and deep coffers, though the poor were not left untouched either.




  Wherever a freebooting company went they left behind them a trail of destruction: ruined buildings, scorched fields, cut-down vines, dead men or those maimed by torture into revealing hidden wealth. Women suffered for their gender and the lust of men who were not inclined to bypass vats of wine or the pleasures of free flesh.




  The French crown had tried many times to interdict the Great Company, known to be the largest, in the year since Brétigny but the Paris-based princes had never fielded enough men to put a stop to Sterz leading his host to wherever he sought to go. That accepted, contact was avoided: it was no part of their task to engage in fixed battle with a proper army, in which men might expire or pick up a wound without return, so any hint of a substantial opponent close by had an effect.




  Flush from ravishing the Beauce, the general intention was to continue south into country that had never seen or been troubled by any of the free companies. Rich pickings were to be expected in places that were blessed by the sun and had seen no turmoil in decades.




  Throughout the eating and boasting Hawkwood ate well but drank sparingly, leaving the pavilion early to do the rounds of his own area and ensure his men were content; such diligence was much appreciated for it was not common amongst captains. This occasioned several stops at campfires to exchange words, jests and memories with people he had fought alongside, Hawkwood never having lost sight of the fact that he had once been an ordinary archer.




  He was about to get into his sleeping cot – he kept a fairly humble tent on the grounds that display caused unnecessary envy – when the summons came to return immediately to the pavilion. A call of that kind might presage danger and he thought to order a stand-to, with mounts saddled, only to put it aside; Sterz would have called for that already if danger threatened. Yet he did take his own sword and the boy page Christopher, whom he could send back to undertake that task if there was any danger.




  Hawkwood was not the last to enter the pavilion and those who did follow him showed evidence of having overindulged in their leader’s hospitality, having probably stayed behind when the less gluttonous had departed. Sterz himself, clad in a fine silk gown that had once graced a senior French bishop and shimmered in the mass of candlelight, said nothing. But seeing in Hawkwood’s eye the obvious question, as well as his weapon to hand, he responded with an imperceptible shake of the head. There was a stranger present, a fellow whose clothing was covered in the dust of travel which implied he had ridden to this place and was newly arrived, which in turn suggested he had brought intelligence, something the company paid well to receive as a guarantor of both security and opportunity. Was it a chance for booty or news of a hostile force close by? The next act engendered even deeper curiosity and hinted at something very unusual. Sterz ordered his servants, quick to fill and serve goblets of wine, to their beds – all except the monk, Cunradus.




  Sure they were gone, he spoke, and for once it was with deliberate softness, half-turning to introduce the stranger. ‘This is Antonio di Valona.’




  ‘What does an Italian want here?’ called one of the assembly, with a distinct slur.




  Sterz favoured the speaker with a withering look. ‘He comes to us with information of the greatest import. He will speak, we will listen.’




  A gesture brought di Valona forward. In the increased candlelight Hawkwood noted he had lank and shiny black hair as well as smooth olive skin that had a softness to it. His eyes were dark brown, while the features gave him few years and a comely, near-feminine countenance.




  ‘My Lords—’




  ‘Not many of that rank here, fellow.’




  The interruption brought forth guffaws and really annoyed Sterz, obvious by the glare and the hand chop demanding silence. A mumbled apology followed from the transgressors.




  ‘I have come from Avignon.’




  ‘The whore of France!’




  ‘Be silent all of you. Let the man speak.’




  ‘You will know that the Pope has been active in raising the gold to ransom the King of France. Three million livres.’




  That got a general murmur as minds settled on the sum. If Hawkwood had been thrown the first time he had heard of a million, he was not in ignorance now; it was a fortune in specie the like of which no man from king to commoner had ever seen, a sum so vast it went beyond imagination.




  ‘Innocent sent cardinals to the Florentine and Milanese bankers with requests for loans on behalf of Paris, pledges provided.’




  ‘Even pledging the whole city and the River Seine with it would not cover such a sum.’




  ‘The task was to raise one-third of the monies and in that they have been successful. The charge now is to get it to where it will, once added to that raised by the French crown, achieve its purpose.’




  ‘They should leave the coward where he is,’ called John Thornbury. ‘France deserves a better king than Jean le so-called Bon.’




  ‘The route,’ Sterz added, in an impatient whisper, ‘is one on which we can meet them and relieve them of what they carry.’




  The muttering that set up – every one of the dozen men present arrived at a simultaneous conclusion – precluded any further discussion. Sterz waited until it subsided before signalling that di Valona should continue.




  ‘The cardinals and their escorts are making for Pont-Saint-Esprit in the Comtat Venaissin, their intention to cross the Rhone by the Roman Bridge.’




  ‘There are,’ Sterz injected, ‘few places to cross the river north of Avignon.’




  ‘When?’ asked Hawkwood, which had the virtue of being an important question.




  The face spun to respond, the candles showing his eyes had within them the light of intelligence. ‘Seven days from now.’




  ‘And before that?’




  ‘Each stop has been pre-planned. They intend to stay one night in Pont-Saint-Esprit before proceeding on, the object being to meet with the princes and the remainder of the ransom money in Orleans.’




  ‘Then should we not get there and bag the lot?’ suggested a captain called Francis the Beige, who led a body of Hainault spearmen.




  ‘It’s too far off, and besides, we would face an army. From my maps I see us as being three days’ forced march from the Rhone.’




  Several seconds of silence followed those words from the German, no doubt with many present seeking to divide a million into what would be their own share and having trouble with the calculation. There were men in this pavilion, good fighters but finger counters, who struggled to get beyond the number ten without a monk to aid them.




  ‘Why come to us, fellow? Why not recruit a band to steal it yourself?’




  The questioning voice had the languid tones of Aquitaine, so Hawkwood knew without looking it was Roland de Jonzac speaking. A doughty, fully mailed knight, he had fought alongside Hawkwood at Poitiers under Edward of Woodstock.




  ‘The escort numbers two hundred men, papal-funded levies from the Swiss Confederation, and they are sturdy fighters. It will take a strong body of men to subdue them, a force I cannot muster. I lack the means to pay and even if I had the money, would I not risk getting my throat cut once I set out the purpose?’




  ‘You do not fear that to happen here?’ asked Thornbury.




  ‘He has my bounden word it will not,’ Sterz insisted.




  ‘Better,’ Valona added, with the first hint of a kind of suppressed passion, ‘to have part of a loaf as against not even a crumb,’




  A mass of detail followed; it seemed this young man had left no stone unturned in his calculations. He pushed for the cardinals to be interdicted at Pont-Saint-Esprit for the very good reason that if they were required to get to where they needed to be, a point to the north where they would be met by a very strong force of French chivalry, the crossing of the Rhone was the one part of their journey they could not alter. Also he was unsure of their route once the river had been crossed and thought it unwise to go beyond the crossing into the heavily populated and fertile papal possessions of the Comtat Venaissin, where news of their presence, of a routier band, would quickly spread.




  It was telling that the initial scepticism had subsided, yet Hawkwood wondered at Sterz. He too must have been disbelieving of such a tale at first. What had this young man said to so convince him that he now had utter faith in di Valona’s explanation? Did he have other sources of information? If he had, he was not saying and nor would he if asked.




  There was not a single captain who exited the pavilion, well after the hourglass had taken them past the midnight hour, without thirsting to go after this fabulous prize and who was sure it was close to being in their grasp. To relieve the cardinals of their coffers would far outstrip anything the company had been able to gain hitherto by a huge margin. Even for a common soldier or archer the monies appropriated would be substantial, perhaps enough to put aside a life of constant movement and fighting along with the risk of dying in some foreign field.




  Not immune to such imaginings himself and finding sleep impossible, Hawkwood shunned his cot to pace back and forth outside his tent, sending young Gold back to his slumbers. He had spent hours waiting outside the pavilion already and the lad’s duties did not extend to watching his master think. To ensure he got peace Hawkwood set off to stroll through the camp.
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