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          PART ONE: THE WOLF OF BURGUNDY
        


        


        


        


        
          Eastcheap, London, 1395
        


        


        


        


        
          

        


        
          Three smilers with knives hidden under their cloaks lured Jean Froissart down an alley with promises of cheap whores at the end of it, and there beat and robbed him.
        


        


        


        
          When he woke, groaning at the pain coursing through his battered body, it was to find they had taken his purse, boots of Spanish leather, hat and jewelled dagger. To cap all, they had also pissed on him, ruining his fine doublet of Italian silk.
        


        
          At least, he reflected as he picked himself up, they had left him his vellum, quills and ink. Clutching these to his chest, he limped disconsolately down the muddy street until he found a tavern. A rusting ploughshare hung from a pole above the doorway, and the sound of music and the stench of stale beer drifted from inside. Froissart would not normally deign to set foot in such a rough-looking place, but he needed something to calm his shattered nerves.
        


        
          Inside a rabble of musicians were clustered by the fire, playing something crude but merry on pipes and zithers. There were a few other customers scattered about the rough benches, but none of them even glanced up from their mugs as he limped inside.
        


        
          He spent the last few pennies the robbers left him on ale and a hunk of hard black bread, and sat down in a corner to listen to the music and wait for the smell of urine on his clothes to fade away.
        


        
          “Damn it,” he muttered, risking a mouthful of the unpleasant ale and dabbing carefully at his tender eye.
        


        
          A shadow fell across him. “May I join you?” asked a man’s voice, husky and growling as though he had something stuck in his throat. Froissart looked up and ran his eye over a stocky figure with a seamed, weather-beaten face and streaks of grey in his thinning, slicked-back hair. He wore an old brigandine, much worn and stained, cracked boots, and a falchion at his hip.
        


        
          Despite his obvious poverty, the man seemed to consider himself something of a fop. He wore a greasy red scarf tied at a jaunty angle about his neck and a gold stud in his right ear. Chunky rings made of some cheap imitation gold adorned the index and ring fingers of both hands. He also sported an impressive set of greying whiskers, neatly trimmed and oiled.
        


        
          Froissart was an expert at identifying military men. He judged this one to be an ex-mercenary, who had probably spent his best years marching and plundering in the sunny climes of mainland Europe, but was now down on his luck.
        


        
          He sighed. The man was grinning at him, showing thick yellow teeth, and was clearly there to stay.
        


        
          “Please,” he replied, gesturing at the stool next to his.
        


        
          “I know you,” the man said in the same throaty tone as he sat down and twisted off a piece of bread without asking, “I saw you in Aquitaine and Aragon, though we never spoke. You are Jean Froissart, the scribbler. What are you doing in England?”
        


        
          Froissart suppressed his anger at being called a scribbler, and studied his new companion more closely. “Forgive me, but I don’t recognise you,” he said carefully, “tell me your name, and perhaps I will tell you something about me.”
        


        
          “Absolument. My name is Thomas Page, known in the days of my glory as the Half-Hanged Man, or the Wolf of Burgundy.”
        


        
          Froissart hooted derisively, startling the drinkers in the next stall. “Oh, but that is ridiculous!” he exclaimed, “the Wolf died at Najéra, everyone knows that.”
        


        “It is the truth, and I can prove it.”


        
          He pulled aside the crimson scarf. His neck underneath was sinewy and none too clean, and disfigured by a faded but still visible burn mark that ran all the way round, bisecting his throat.
        


        
          Froissart was still not convinced. “So you boast a scar on your neck, just like the Half-Hanged Man,” he said scornfully, “but that doesn’t prove anything. You could be some rogue who survived the gallows and thought he could trade off a dead man’s name.”
        


        
          “A rogue? Me?” The other man looked shocked, and placed his palms flat against his chest. “Those who lured you into the alley were rogues. I saw them rob you, but did nothing. Better one man suffers than two, eh?”
        


        
          Froissart had had enough, and decided to call the man’s bluff.
        


        
          “If you know me, then you will know that I have travelled all across Europe,” he said pompously, “seeking tales of chivalry for my Great Chronicle of England, France, Spain and Adjoining Countries. Volume IV is incomplete, and I came to England to finish it.”
        


        
          “Alas, England is failed,” he went on, “your King Richard is a fop who prefers to mince about in Oriental dress rather than follow the example of his illustrious father and grandsire, and win glory in foreign wars. Your nobles are likewise much degenerated from their ancestors, and since crossing the Channel I have heard nothing to rival the deeds of Lancaster, Manny or Chandos, God rest them. I don’t relish the thought of ending my life’s work on such an inglorious note.”
        


        
          He drew a quill from the sheaf and pointed the nib at his companion. “If you are who you claim to be, then your tale is worth recording. Prove the claim to my satisfaction, and there will be money in it for you. You look like you need it. Do we have a bargain?”
        


        
          The older man’s hands curled into fists – heavy, powerful fists, scarred and callused like a soldier’s – and Froissart braced himself for his second beating of the day.
        


        
          It didn’t come. “I admit I have no money,” the man said, “and riches have flowed through these hands like water. Save this.”
        


        
          He drew a small ring from the purse hanging at his belt. The ring was plain gold, genuine and much less ostentatious than the cheap fakeries adorning his fingers. His irreverent manner fell away as he stared at the ring in his palm, and his leathery face crumpled like an old bloodhound’s.
        


        
          “None shall have this,” he said bleakly.
        


        
          “Do we have a bargain?” Froissart repeated. He pulled out a fresh sheaf of vellum and sat with his quill poised expectantly.
        


        
          “Yes,” the other replied, recovering his bounce as he hurriedly tucked the ring back into his purse, “yes, of course.”
        


        
          “My story, then,” he said, resting his elbows on the table and reaching for the jug of ale, “from the beginning.”
        


        
          So he began to speak, and Froissart began to write.
        


        
          1.


          
            I was born in the village of Deep Walden, Warwickshire, in the year 1346, which was the year of old King Edward’s great victory over the French at Crécy.
          


          
            The Wolf, they used to call me, and I first acquired the nickname from the midwives who witnessed me claw my way out of my mother’s belly. She, poor woman, lived just long enough to see me baptised, and died a few hours after the ceremony. Her body now lies in the quiet churchyard at Deep Walden, marked by a plain stone cross. As a boy I often resorted there, and sat for a while next to the grave, feeling her comforting presence around me.
          


          
            I have no other happy memories of my early youth. Deep Walden was a shit-hole, a few miserable longhouses and huts in the middle of the Warwickshire countryside, populated by dreary peasants. They were not bondsmen, for the Great Plague had slightly loosened the age-old chains that bound commoners to the land, but still ignorant, stupid and dull. I had an older brother, Ralph, and from childhood we were determined to be quit of the place.
          


          
            We were unlikely brothers. Ralph was a lanky dark-haired youth, while I was short and stocky, with pale yellow hair, and lacked his volatile temper. Neither of us was handsome, and his moon-shaped face was badly marked by a childhood pox. It was often whispered in my village that we were the fruit of separate wombs, though never in our father’s hearing.
          


          
            Our father, Gilbert Page, was a tanner, and his method of child-rearing consisted of curses and hard blows. Perhaps he did not mean it unkindly, for that was how his father raised him, and no doubt his father, stretching back to antiquity. Still, when years later I heard that he had died, choking on his own vomit after a heavy night’s drinking, I toasted the splendid news.
          


          
            Neither of us wished to follow in our father’s trade, for a life spent knee-deep in piss and dog shit scraping fur from animal skins is not the heady stuff of youthful dreams. When I was fifteen and Ralph seventeen, big and bold enough to stand up to the old bully, we told him so. Predictably, he flew into a rage and threw us out. That was the last I saw of him.
          


          
            We had it in mind to be soldiers, so took our meagre belongings and slogged on foot to Warwick, where we volunteered to join the town garrison. They were always keen on recruiting muscular young men who could take orders, and accepted us gladly.
          


          
            There I had my first proper training in the use of arms. Our father had taught us how to use a stave in a fight, but the use of real weapons and the suffocating weight of leather and chain mail were all new to me.
          


          
            “Get used to it quickly, boys,” the sergeant-at-arms, a pot-bellied sadist named Gurney, warned us, “because I mean to make you suffer.”
          


          
            He was as good as his word, and for the next few weeks I limped to bed every night with fresh bruises on my body. The exercise-yard beside the castle barracks was an arena of pain, where Gurney hammered into his raw recruits the basics of sword and dagger, shield and spear, glaive, halberd and war-hammer. He spared not those who were slow in the learning, and our comrades were frequently carried groaning to the sanatorium with broken limbs and heads.
          


          
            Ralph and I accepted Gurney’s hard knocks, having grown used to them from our father. Being big and strong and vicious, we did well enough to please him, and he saved the worst of his cruelties for others.
          


          
            The weeks turned into months, and then a year. We could have spent the greater part of our lives guarding the walls of peaceful Warwick: perhaps we would have married local girls, settled down and allowed our minds to go to rust, like a couple of unused swords, but the Bastard of Somerton found us.
          


          
            Edmund Dalrigge was his name. He claimed to be a knight, but we knew him as an esquire who held one manor a few miles north of Deep Walden. He was the bastard son of the late Lord Somerton of Somerton Hall, who had held five or six profitable manors scattered about Warwickshire and Suffolk.
          


          
            The Bastard found Ralph and I one night in the King’s Head on Warwick High Street, where we could be found most nights, dicing and drinking and womanising, the things that bored soldiers do. He swaggered over to our stall, where we were squabbling over dice.
          


          
            “Ale or wine?” he cried, slapping a pile of halfpennies on the table. I gaped up at him, my petty quarrel with Ralph quite forgotten.
          


          
            I saw a big, dangerous-looking youth with pale blonde hair and mismatched eyes, one blue, one grey. The corner of his mouth twitched, and stretched into an ingratiating smile that failed to reach his eyes.
          


          
            “Ale,” said Ralph, who cared little where his drinking money came from. The Bastard nodded and hailed a serving- boy to hurry over with three mugs of their finest. He did it in lordly style, snapping his fingers and raising his voice, and I remember feeling impressed by his arrogance.
          


          
            My brother and I greedily set to, and took little notice as the Bastard dragged up a stool and sat next to us. “Here’s to my new friends,” he said, raising his mug.
          


          
            “Thanks for the drink,” replied Ralph, wiping his foamy lips, “but you should know that we can’t pay you back, and I won’t hop into bed with you. Thomas might.”
          


          
            He winked at me, but the joke died when the Bastard drew his dagger and stuck it, quivering, into the table.
          


          
            “I require other services,” he said, quite calmly, “I need fighters, strong lads who can obey orders and not ask too many questions.”
          


          
            “Do you now?” said Ralph, bristling at the man’s arrogant tone. “And how did you come to choose us, and what sort of money are you talking?”
          


          
            The Bastard shrugged his heavy shoulders. “Everyone knows that soldiers drink here. For payment you will each receive twice your monthly wage in the garrison. Any trinkets you may pick up during the employment shall also be yours.”
          


          
            I exchanged glances with Ralph. “What do you want us to do?” I asked.
          


          
            “Later. First, I must know if you have friends in the garrison who might assist. Two is not sufficient.”
          


          
            “For twice their usual wage? All of them, I should think,” said Ralph.
          


          
            The Bastard smiled again, and I wished he wouldn’t, for it was the falsest expression I ever saw. “Just four more will do,” he said, “bring them here at this hour tomorrow. I shall be waiting for you.”
          


          
            He didn’t wait for our answer, but swaggered away through the usual mob of drunks that infested the taproom.
          


          
            “Well, what do you make of it?” Ralph asked me. Long experience had taught him that the family brain was firmly in my care, and he usually deferred to my judgment.
          


          
            I thought for a moment. “Let’s do as he says and meet him here with some of the boys. Hear him out. If he turns out to be as mad as he looks, well, no harm done.”
          


          
            My brother agreed, and so we adjusted the smooth course of our lives.
          

        


        
          2.


          
            Somerton Hall just after midnight was an ominous black silhouette, its chimneys, roofs and battlements cutting jagged patterns in the lesser darkness of the sky. I had only seen it at a distance before, during the day, when it was a fair place to look at. Now, as I crept across the silent fields, stumbling occasionally as my scabbard caught against unseen rocks and bumps in the ground, it might have been a fortalice in the lowest circle of Hell.
          


          
            The Bastard was in front, clanking in full war-harness as he strode towards the gatehouse. Beside me were my brother and four comrades from the Warwick garrison whom we had persuaded to join the venture. They were Richard Kelleshull, Thomas Bacon, John Heym and James Russell. Record their names, for no-one else will.
          


          
            The Bastard’s plan, as he had explained when he met us again in the King’s Head, was simple. He wished to capture his brother, Henry, and Henry’s young wife, and force them to sign Somerton Hall over to him. Our job was to knock over any of Henry’s servants that tried to interfere.
          


          
            It was dangerous and unlawful, but we had the mindless courage of youth, and were over-excited after months of slowly rotting away in barracks. We also had little respect for the law, a cumbersome beast that only snaps up those too slow to run away.
          


          
            The Bastard halted suddenly and put down the lantern he was carrying. He knelt, fumbling with a flint, and eventually managed to light the oil-soaked rag inside the lantern.
          


          
            “Are you mad?” hissed Ralph. “We will be seen!”
          


          
            “I hope so,” the Bastard replied, standing up and swinging the lantern back and forth.
          


          
            We looked towards the house, and an answering light appeared in one of the slit windows above the gate.
          


          
            “That’s Elizabeth, one of my brother’s kitchen maids,” he explained, “I got the silly slut to agree to open the doors in exchange for a quick tumble and a shilling.”
          


          
            He dropped his lantern and set off at a lumbering sprint. We followed like obedient hounds, and my heart was thumping so hard I thought it might leap out of my mouth.
          


          
            The flame in the window vanished, only to re-appear inside the gateway as the double doors swung open. A slender female figure stood inside, holding a torch aloft, her face hidden by a scarf and cowl.
          


          
            We were just feet away from the doorway when an old man appeared, clad only in his night-shirt. A bunch of heavy keys dangled from his belt. He stared in dull confusion at Elizabeth, and at the open doors.
          


          
            Then the Bastard was on him, sword drawn. I didn’t see the blade enter his body, but heard an awful high-pitched scream as both men went down in a struggling heap. Another scream erupted from Elizabeth as the doorkeeper’s blood sprayed over her skirts. Richard Kelleshull, who was a giant of a man, lunged at her. She evaded his clumsy grasp, dropped her torch and ran, still screaming, towards the house.
          


          
            The doorkeeper was shrieking and writhing violently on the floor like a worm impaled on a hook, trying to keep his entrails from leaking out of the gash in his belly. Cursing, the Bastard drove his sword, already sticky with blood, through his victim’s throat.
          


          
            I had never seen a man killed before, and remembering feeling strangely indifferent. No excitement, no fear, just detached, as though it hadn’t really happened.
          


          
            “That stupid bitch will rouse the household!” shouted the Bastard, “follow me, and remember what I’m paying you for.”
          


          
            Beyond the gate was the courtyard, and the gabled roof and tall chimneys of the Great Hall were directly in front of us as we entered. Lights appeared at the upper windows as the shutters were unfastened and thrown open by the people inside, no doubt woken by all the noise.
          


          
            The Bastard charged up to the door to the hall and put his boot to it. The blackened timbers shuddered in their frame, but held firm.
          


          
            “Beat it down!” he ordered, and my brother and Richard, who both carried axes, rushed in and started hewing at the timbers.
          


          
            The Bastard had assured us that his brother had no soldiers on his payroll, only grooms, page boys and a few old serving-men, and so it appeared as men stumbled from the from the stables and outbuildings, rubbing sleep from their eyes. They were indeed menials, clutching pitchforks and rakes and the like, while we were kitted out like soldiers with swords, daggers and bucklers, bascinets and haubergeons.
          


          
            “Here they come, boys,” I said, and we stood to protect Ralph and Richard as they worked on the door.
          


          
            My sword was an unlovely and ill-balanced thing, but its weight felt good in my hand as I drew in anger for the first time. Two lanky youths stormed towards me, stable lads smeared in shit and with wisps of straw in their hair, but some of their eagerness died when they saw the bright blade in my hand.
          


          
            The one on the left threw down his fork and fled wailing into the night. “A long life and a happy one,” I called after him, but the other lifted his fork and clumsily stabbed the prongs at my face. I side-stepped, slashing at his hands, and he screamed as my blade skinned his knuckles. That proved the limit of his courage, and he also ran away, whimpering and clutching his bleeding hand.
          


          
            I looked to see how my companions were faring. A couple of over-eager grooms were lying in the mud with broken heads, and the rest of Sir Henry’s people milled about us, torn between loyalty to their lord and aversion to pain.
          


          
            By now the axes had done their work, and the Bastard managed to jam his sword through one of the cracks in the timber and lever the cross-bar out of its sockets. He kicked the broken door in and ran inside, followed by Richard and my brother.
          


          
            “Go after them,” said John Heym, a rat-like little man with pale eyes, “we can hold off these clods.”
          


          
            I nodded gratefully, and ran through the doorway.
          


          
            Somerton Hall had been built shortly after the Conquest, and the hall was a testament to its age. The massive rafters in the high, vaulted roof were blackened by generations of cooking fires, and the wall hangings woven with images of various Somertons hunting, jousting, feasting, wedding and dying.
          


          
            The Bastard was already at hand-strokes with his brother. They were going hard at it in the middle of the hall, just below the dais where their father no doubt used to sit and contemplate how lucky he was to have two fine sons.
          


          
            The contest was unequal, for Edmund was in full harness while Henry wore nothing but his shift, though he wielded an ancient broadsword that had probably belonged to their great-grandsire. His fierce blows scraped and rebounded off the Bastard’s metal shell, leaving scores and dents but doing no harm to the man inside.
          


          
            Henry’s wife, a skinny black-haired creature, was screaming her head off at the foot of the stairs. Richard had her in a tight embrace, pinning her arms, though she was doing her best to struggle free by kicking his shins. I looked around for Ralph, and saw him standing guard over a frightened greybeard and two cowering old women. He had found an apple, and took bites from it as he idly watched the fight.
          


          
            It was over quickly. The Bastard was a far inferior swordsman, but only had to be lucky once, and I winced as his sword plunged into Henry’s chest.
          


          
            The lord of Somerton Hall groaned, his sword clattering on the flagstones as it dropped from his nerveless fingers. His life’s blood gushed from the fatal wound, staining his shift red, and his wife’s screams threatened to crack the ceiling.
          


          
            Flushed with his victory, the Bastard gave his brother’s twitching body a kick and turned to deal with his wife. Richard still held her, and she was powerless to avoid what came next. The Bastard’s sword cleaved her skull in two, and Richard cried out in disgust as he was showered with gore. He released her body and it flopped to the floor like a ghastly, blood-spattered doll.
          


          
            This time I did feel something at the sight of violent death. The filthy, needless murder disgusted me, and my belly cramped, threatening to make me vomit.
          


          
            “Shut up,” Ralph ordered the three old servants, who had burst into tears, but his voice lacked conviction.
          


          
            The Bastard was not a sensitive soul, but he could read the doubt in our eyes. “Well?” he demanded, as he wiped the blood from his sword with a hank of the dead woman’s hair. “Stop looking at me like that, unless you want to get one with this!”
          


          
            The oaf shook his sword at us. A tense silence fell, punctuated by the whimpering of the servants, the muted hubbub from outside, and the slow drip of blood on the flagstones.
          


          
            “If that mob outside learn what has happened here,” I said, “they might well go berserk, and they outnumber us three to one. Well done.”
          


          
            He turned on me, snarling, and Ralph moved to bar his way. “Back, fool,” he warned, jutting out his chin, “you’ll shed no more blood tonight. I will, though, if you try anything against my brother.”
          


          
            The Bastard looked at us both, his mismatched eyes flickering in their sockets like flies trapped in a jar, and for the first time that night made a wise decision. He lowered his sword and stepped back.
          


          
            “You said you wanted to hold the knight and his wife to ransom,” said Richard in his slow, deliberate way. “You said nothing about killing them.”
          


          
            “What do you care?” the Bastard cried. “I employed you to do a job, not lecture me on my conduct!”
          


          
            “The Sheriff will care,” I said, “he won’t be able to ignore the murder of a knight and his wife. We’re dead men, thanks to you.”
          


          
            “This is my house!” he shouted, “mine! I have done nothing but claim my lawful rights!”
          


          
            It was only then I realised his mind was cracked, and that we had allowed ourselves to be led into danger by a madman.
          


          
            “I wish you joy of your house,” I said, sheathing my sword, “for however long you can keep it. Alone.”
          


          
            “Well spoken,” said Ralph. Richard looked uncertain, but my brother took him by the elbow and together we all three headed for the door.
          


          
            “Go, then,” the Bastard cried as we showed him our backs, “cowards, traitors! Not a penny of my money shall you see! Nor shall you have anything from this house!”
          


          
            We left him there, in the company of corpses and the shade of his father. The last words I heard him utter in this world were “My house! Mine! Mine!” over and over again.
          


          
            We got out of Somerton Hall easily enough, for the people of the house scattered out of our path. Moments after we ran out of the gate a great wail sounded from inside, and I guessed that the slaughtered bodies of Sir Henry and his poor wife had been discovered. I didn’t learn the fate of the Bastard until much later.
          


          
            “To the forest,” I suggested as we briefly paused for breath. The ominous silhouette of Somerton Hall was behind us, looking more like some devil-haunted fortress than ever.
          


          
            “Why?” asked James, and I looked at his brutish face with exasperation.
          


          
            “What do you think will happen now?” I demanded impatiently, “the people of the hall will carry the news of the murder back to Warwick. None of us wielded the sword that killed Sir Henry and his wife, but we were accessories. We must lie low for a while, until the storm has broken. The forest is our best refuge.”
          


          
            “You mean live rough, like an animal?” said James, “to hell with that. Winter’s coming on. I’ll take my chances with the hangman rather than die of pneumonia.”
          


          
            John Heym supported him, and a furious row broke out. They wanted to seek shelter in their home villages, which I thought was folly, but they were adamant. In the end, we let them go.
          


          
            “Bastards,” spat Ralph as we watched the pair hurry away into the night, “James and John, a proper pair of disciples. I hope they die in a ditch.”
          


          
            That left four of us, me and Ralph, the giant Richard Kelleshull, and Thomas Bacon, who was nervous about the servant he had knocked down.
          


          
            “I split his head open,” he gibbered, “I didn’t mean to. He came at me with a rake, so I rapped him on the head with the flat of my sword. He went down, bleeding, and didn’t move again. Oh my God. Maybe I killed him.”
          


          
            “Maybe you did,” Ralph sighed. We had been on our feet all night, blundering through the dark, wet woods south of the Hall, looking for any adequate shelter against the rain. The search had failed, for we were no woodsmen, and we were cold, hungry, tired and terrified.
          


          
            I could hear Thomas’s teeth chattering. “They hang murderers. They will hang me!”
          


          
            “Maybe they will,” my brother repeated. He was never much for giving comfort to others, and I sympathised, for we had enough to fret about. Sensing our mood, Thomas piped down, and confined himself to muttering fearful prayers under his breath.
          

        


        
          3.


          
            You have heard the English greenwood tales of Robin Hood and Gamelyn, Froissart? Of course you have, and probably the similar tales of Witasse le Moine in France, but a velvet-bottomed bastard like you will have never experienced the reality of living in the forest.
          


          
            Let me tell you what it’s like. We lived in the forest for barely two months, surviving on what we could scavenge, huddling in caves or shelters that we made with our own hands, rickety dens of branches and leaves that any competent forester would have laughed to scorn.
          


          
            The merry life of the greenwood reduced us to walking cadavers, hollow-eyed and gaunt from lack of sleep, our lean bellies aching from a diet of nettles and berries, leavened by the occasional rabbit too slow or stupid to avoid our clumsy snares. We stank, and our clothes stuck to us. They were shabby, torn and rotting, but we had nothing else.
          


          
            We delved into the heart of the forest, thinking that the Sheriff would not dare to come looking for us there. No-one goes into the old forest unless they have no choice, for it is a place of shadows, monsters and whispering spirits, the last refuge of the pagan gods that ruled this island before the coming of Christ.
          


          
            The green labyrinth was bearable during daylight hours, but at night we huddled together, praying like monks against a world of sin. October brought with it wind and rain, adding fresh torments to the miserable deprivation of forest-dwelling, and then came the snows of November.
          


          
            “Perhaps James and John had the right of it,” said Ralph as we sat and shivered under a crude canopy of leaves and branches, “better to risk death in the warm than die by inches in the cold.”
          


          
            Rather than linger and die in the deep forest, we decided to go in search of some barn or cottar’s hut that we might take refuge from the foul weather in. Anything with a roof and four walls. It was our only hope of life, but proved to be our undoing.
          


          
            After some days of futile wandering, we found a grange on the fringes of the forest, a set of ruined outbuildings and storerooms that had once belonged to a local abbey. We made camp in the best-preserved of the outbuildings, a long, low shed that had once been used as a cattle byre.
          


          
            God forgive us, but we were foolish enough to stay there for three days, and make fires to cook a brace of rabbits Ralph had been lucky enough to catch in his snares. Nothing could have been more stupid, but our minds were clouded by cold and exhaustion.
          


          
            I did at least think to set a watch over the door. On the third night Ralph volunteered to take the first shift while the rest of us sank into a coma-like sleep by the fire, steam rising from our bodies.
          


          
            The next thing I knew someone was shaking me, and I surfaced to the unwelcome sight of Ralph’s anxious, pockmarked face just inches from mine. He looked panic-stricken, which was unusual for him, and his eyes were filled with fear.
          


          
            “Up, up!” he was shouting. “They have come for us!”
          


          
            I scrambled groggily to my feet, buckling on my sword belt with clumsy fingers, while he yelled and put his boot into the ribs of Richard and Thomas, still snoring gently by the smouldering remains of the fire.
          


          
            Ralph’s warning was far too late. I caught a glimpse of sunlight on steel outside, and heard a man’s voice, high-pitched and nasally.
          


          
            “Lay down your arms, and surrender your bodies. If you refuse, my men kill the lot of you.”
          


          
            Richard and Thomas were up now, looking baffled and rubbing the sleep from their eyes, while Ralph stamped on the fire.
          


          
            “What good is that now?” I shouted at him, and jerked my thumb at the door. “How many are outside?”
          


          
            “Many,” he replied, which was ominous, for he could only count to ten. Besides which, after weeks of privation we were in no condition to fight. A band of schoolboys armed with sticks could have taken us.
          


          
            “We’ll have to go out,” I said, unbuckling my sword belt and letting it drop to the floor.
          


          
            I expected a defiant response from Ralph, but he suddenly looked tired and beaten, while Richard had tears glimmering in his red-rimmed little eyes.
          


          
            “I fell asleep during my watch,” said Ralph, “and they came on us while I slept. I’m sorry.”
          


          
            Only Thomas showed any willingness to fight. “No,” he whispered, fumbling with his dagger as he backed away to the far wall, “they can’t have me. They will hang me! They hang murderers!”
          


          “Stay, then, and die.”


          
            I was the first out, blinking in the sudden glare of the sun as I ducked through the low doorway. Rough hands seized my arms and dragged me to one side, allowing four burly mailed soldiers to rush into the building, swords drawn. The edge of a knife was pressed to my throat, and I found myself staring into the malicious eyes of a beefy-faced sergeant.
          


          
            The sound of raised voices and the scrape of steel came from inside our shelter, followed by a bubbling scream, and I guessed that Thomas had avoided hanging after all.
          


          
            “Let me have a look at him,” said the nasally voice, and the man holding me stepped aside, though he kept his knife at my throat.
          


          
            The owner of the voice was a tall arrogant-looking fellow perched high on a white destrier. He wore gleaming harness, and his fingers were curled about the grip of a beautiful silver-mounted sword in a black scabbard. Behind him were twenty sergeants in leather brigandines and kettle hats, mounted on rounceys.
          


          
            I had seen the tall man several times before, cantering through the streets of Warwick with his pale nose in the air. He was Thomas de Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick and High Sheriff of Warwickshire, veteran of Crecy and Poitiers and killer of more Frenchmen than the plague. He looked down at me with an expression of utter contempt on his narrow face, and then at Ralph and Richard as they were brought out of the byre, their hands bound behind their backs.
          


          
            My eye was drawn from him to a crook-backed man in filthy rags standing next to Beauchamp’s destrier. His wrist was tied to the saddle via a length of knotted rope.
          


          
            “You promised me a pardon if I brought you to them,” this one said eagerly, the grimy seams of his face creasing in hope, “I have fulfilled my side of the bargain.”
          


          
            “So you have,” replied Beauchamp, “and shall have your pardon, as long as you vow to quit my county and never return.”
          


          
            He looked well pleased with himself. “Soon I shall be rid of one poacher, and have four murderers in my gaol.”
          


          
            “Three, lord,” said one of the sergeants who had entered the byre, as he wiped his bloody dagger with a cloth, “one of them showed fight, so we killed him.”
          


          
            Beauchamp shrugged. “Three, then. We already have the shepherd, who cares how many of his sheep we round up?”
          


          
            “You have caught Dalrigge?” I dared to ask, and was rewarded by the beefy sergeant driving his beefy fist into my gut.
          


          
            “Condemned and hanged ten days ago,” said Beauchamp as I buckled to my knees, gasping for air, “the people of Somerton Hall delivered him to me. Tomorrow you shall join him in feeding the crows.”
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            The coarseness of the rope bit deep into my neck, forcing me to stand on tiptoe and gasp for breath.
          


          
            “May God have mercy on your soul,” said the priest, an unshaven, dog-faced fellow in a grubby cassock, standing at the foot of the scaffold in Warwick market square. He made the sign of the cross, stifled a yawn and flicked a few drops of holy water in my direction.
          


          
            “Die like a man,” whispered Ralph, who was standing next to me on the platform. I swallowed, wincing at the pain of the rope constricting my throat, and managed to gasp out a few last words.
          


          
            “What else can I die as, you bloody fool?”
          


          
            The young knight who acted as the Sheriff’s deputy nodded at the hooded hangman, who kicked away the stool I was standing on. I dropped, and pain like I have never known before or since bit deep into my flesh. My legs kicked madly in thin air, provoking a desultory cheer from the spectators crowded into the square.
          


          
            The last thing I saw before my vision filled with blood and faded to black, was the rotting body of the Bastard of Somerton suspended in an iron cage above the scaffold.
          


          
            Well, they hanged me, and the thread of my life should have been cut there and then, in Warwick market. But God or the Devil intervened, and I woke up to searing pain and the sound of a man singing and plucking at a harp.
          


          
            The ring of fire constricting my throat prevented me from appreciating it, but the voice had a deep and pleasant timbre, and the place and events he sang of were familiar.
          


          “To Somerton Hall they came by night,


          And there the lord they slew,


          Pity him, the good young knight,


          Through the breast they ran him through.


          But slain before he was,


          He fought against them manfully,


          Unarmed as he was,


          His lady cried and shrieked withal,


          When as from her they led


          Her dearest husband into the hall


          And there cut off her head.”


          
            The singer plucked a little arpeggio to accompany the last line. “Not bad, not bad at all,” he said. His voice was that of a nobleman, cultured and educated, and with a pronounced lisp.
          


          
            I coughed as I tried to draw in breath, tears prickling as I fought against the burning agony about my neck. My eyes flickered open.
          


          
            Before me, seated with his back to the trunk of a large oak tree in the middle of a peaceful little forest glade, was a remarkable character. Dressed all in black and gold, his long slender legs crossed languidly, he was tall and stick-thin, his long face almost as gnarled as the tree he sat against, and adorned by a long flowing blonde moustache. His hair was the same colour, long and lank and flowing past his shoulders, and he held a beautiful harp across his lean belly, the wood painted gold and decorated with swirling leaf and flower patterns.
          


          
            I also noticed the leather patch covering the man’s right eye, and the long sword and dagger at his belt. He may have looked a fop, but was clearly a fighting man as well.
          


          
            “Be calm,” he said as I struggled to my knees and clutched at my throat, still gasping and choking for breath, “relax, and your muscles will relax as well. You will be sore for some time yet, and I fear the scar on your neck will never heal.”
          


          
            “What…” I managed to croak, and tried to do as the man suggested, forcing myself to be calm and draw in long, slow lungfuls of precious air.
          


          
            “Has happened to you? A just question. Firstly, you are not dead, but I have an offer to equal anything in Heaven. How would you like to be rich, young man?”
          


          
            The stranger smiled thinly, and smoothed his moustaches with his index finger. “I should introduce myself. I am William Calveley, an esquire of Cheshire, and you and your friends owe your life to me. However, I fear I arrived late. You were already dangling in the wind when I rode into the market place, straight from negotiating the price of your skin with the Earl. My most sincere apologies.”
          


          
            “Regarding my offer,” he went on, “the riches I offer can be counted in terms of high wages, better than anything you might earn as a common labourer or wasting away in some provincial garrison, and as much booty as you have the strength and wit to take. In short, I offer you the chance to be a soldier, and win fame, glory and wealth in foreign lands.”
          


          
            He smirked and dug out a bundle of folded sheets of parchment from his belt. “Of course, it is not really an offer. I have your indenture here, signed by the good Beauchamp. He agreed to hand you over in return for rather too much of my gold. So you are mine to command, Thomas Page, though I would rather you came willingly. Reluctant soldiers tend to be short-lived soldiers, I fear.”
          


          
            I was still baffled by this strange, one-eyed fellow, and the sequence of events that had brought me from the scaffold to the glade. “Why do you want me?” I rasped, playing for time.
          


          
            “Because I need good fighting men to take across the sea, and I heard of your exploits at Somerton Hall. The tale has spread across the county, and grows with the telling. I was inspired to compose a few verses in celebration of it. I have already paid for you and your friends, and you are mine for the time stipulated in the indenture. Here is a copy of yours. Keep it safe.”
          


          
            Calveley tossed one of the leaves at me, and his face sagged into a frown as he watched me laboriously reading the contents. “An educated peasant,” he said, smoothing his moustaches again, “how charming. I fear I shall have to watch you, Thomas Page.”
          


          
            His mood seemed to have turned sour, and he abruptly sprang to his feet. “Up,” he said impatiently, though he did not offer his hand. “We will have no use in France for soldiers who can’t get off their backsides.”
          


          
            Mention of my friends distracted me from absorbing the contents of the indenture. I read but slowly anyway, and would have been lost without the use of my index finger to pick through the words. Stuffing it into my belt for another time, I struggled to my feet and looked around.
          


          
            We were in some unfamiliar winter forest, the trees stark and stripped of their leaves. There was a sharp bite in the air, and a pungent tang of wood smoke drifting from the trees a little way to the east.
          


          
            “Our camp is over yonder,” said Sir William, nodding in the direction of the smoke, “I had you carried to this quiet spot, for I feared you might be alarmed otherwise. I am a considerate man, you see.”
          


          
            Calveley professed his fears rather too often for my liking, and I already found his insouciant manner grating. I was grateful that he had saved me from the gallows, but the idea that I had been bought, like a cow at market, angered me.
          


          
            “I am free-born,” I said hoarsely, forcing the words out, “no man has the right to buy or sell me.”
          


          
            “You are wrong, I fear. Dead men have no rights.”
          


          
            He said no more, but led me towards the smell of smoke and the sound of men’s voices drifting through the spindly trees.
          


          
            The trees opened onto a larger clearing, with half a dozen tents pitched around the edges in a neat circle. A fire was crackling inside a ring of stones in the centre, and a large black iron pot suspended over the fire. A few men in aketons and half-armour were gathered around it, ladling hot steaming stew into wooden bowls. Other men were lounging around the tents and talking in low voices as they ate their supper. They had a taut, ready look about them, and kept their swords, helmets and bucklers within easy reach.
          


          
            My brother and the giant figure of Richard Kelleshull were sitting together before one of the tents, wolfing stew. Ralph laid aside his bowl and ran to embrace me.
          


          
            “Alive!” he shouted as he clasped me in a fierce embrace and thumped me on the back, “you’re alive! Thank God!”
          


          
            “Gently,” I whispered, “gently, Ralph, I can hardly breathe.”
          


          
            He let me go and held my shoulders at arm’s length, his ugly face full of concern as he studied me. “Christ, look at the state of your neck,” he said, his eyes widening, “it is a miracle you can still speak. They cut you down just in time.”
          


          
            I gingerly touched the source of my pain, wincing at the tenderness of the bruised flesh. “Does it look bad?”
          


          
            “You look like what you are,” said Calveley, interrupting us, “a man who was half-strangled. Let the scar be a reminder of the debt you owe me.”
          


          
            Ralph turned to face him. “We do owe you,” he said awkwardly, for he hated being in anyone’s debt, “but I don’t like these bloody indentures. We didn’t sign them. What if we don’t want to go to France?”
          


          
            “In that case I fear I must return you to the tender custody of the Earl of Warwick. He agreed to let me buy you on the strict understanding that I took you out of the country. There is your choice. Come with me to France, or hang.”
          


          
            He laid a hand gently on the hilt of his sword. “Do not mistake my easy manner for weakness. I am something of a poet, yes, but a soldier by profession. My patience has limits.”
          


          
            Ralph started to bristle, and Richard lumbered to his side, his huge fists clenching and unclenching. They looked ready to make a fight of it, even though Calveley had over a score of soldiers to call on, and for a moment I thought I was going to die all over again.
          


          
            “Don’t be so bloody stupid, boys,” said someone in a thick Irish accent.
          


          
            The speaker was sitting cross-legged by the fire, watching us argue with mild interest while he picked bits of mutton from his teeth with a twig. He was lean and active-looking, his bare upper arms corded with sinewy muscle.
          


          
            “Do you want to live, and maybe make your fortunes?” he said, “or do you want to fill a pit? Have a bit of sense.”
          


          
            The tension in the air, which had been as taut as a bow-string, seemed to slacken, and I took the opportunity to clap a hand over my brother’s mouth.
          


          
            “We will go to France,” I said.
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            The Irishman’s name was Niall O Neill, and he was a refugee from the more or less constant wars that raged in Ireland between the native Gaels and the descendants of the Anglo-Norman conquerors. He claimed to have a foot in both camps, and to have fled his native isle after changing sides once too often. That was all he cared to say about his history, and I didn’t care to ask for more.
          


          
            For some reason he made a point of befriending me during the long march south-east from Warwickshire to Southampton. I had never left my home county before, rarely venturing a few miles beyond Deep Walden, and was grateful for the worldly Irishman’s company as we slogged across winter-bound England.
          


          
            He was full of talk about Calveley, and I soon learned that the languid one-eyed man was far less noble than he tried to appear.
          


          
            “His distinction, if you can call it that, is his kinship to Hugh Calveley,” O Neill told me, “you will have heard of him, of course?”
          


          
            I told him I had not, and he snorted. “Not heard of Captain-General Sir Hugh Calveley? Why, he is one of the greatest soldiers of our age, and a mean and vicious bastard to boot. William Calveley is his cousin, and seeks a reputation to rival Hugh’s. More to the point, he seeks money. He needs money. I have heard that he holds but a few poor and unprofitable manors, he is in debt to the church, his wife is a shrew and his only child, a girl, is rumoured to be a halfwit. So he has resorted to soldiering. It is his only chance of winning the fortune he sorely needs.”
          


          
            I don’t know where O Neill got his information, but it had a ring of truth about it, and he continued to confide in me.
          


          
            “He longs to be a landed knight,” he said, “to feel the touch of steel on his shoulders, and hear the words, arise, Sir William. Then he might be free of his envy. But he is just an esquire, a no-mark, condemned to a life of obscurity unless he can win another with his sword. Our swords.”
          


          
            “Some men might be content with a quiet life,” I said, staring into the fire. Much as I had hated Deep Walden, I was missing the place, the familiar sights and faces of home. The world seemed too big for me in those early days, like a giant hungry beast, and in my frequent nightmares I was swallowed up in its maw.
          


          
            The other men in Calveley’s company were mostly veterans he had scraped together from various garrisons and pot-houses in Cheshire and Warwickshire. All of them had seen hard service, mostly in Scotland or France, though one or two leathery-skinned characters claimed to have crossed swords with the Moors.
          


          
            Of the situation in France, I knew little, save the vague stories that had reached our grubby ears in Deep Walden. England and France were at war, everyone knew that, and had been for decades. Being at war with the French was simply the natural state of Englishmen, though there had been an uneasy truce recently.
          


          
            “Still a land of opportunities, for the likes of us,” said Edmund Cheyne, an archer from the borders of Cheshire, “the truce will not hold, and might have been broken already. No peace can last in a country that has the Free Companies swarming all over it.”
          


          
            O Neill nodded in agreement. “Calveley will want to find his cousin, no doubt, and try and persuade him to take us into his service. We could do a lot worse. Hugh Calveley knows where the profits are.”
          


          
            Rather than ask lots of foolish questions, I was careful to keep my mouth shut and listen carefully to the older men talk. In that way I learned of the Free or Great Companies, bands of mercenary soldiers that were running amok in France and Italy, independent of any king or lord, though sometimes hiring out their services to them.
          


          
            The Companies were a law unto themselves, a terrible threat to the law and order of the realms they infested, burning, looting and killing more or less as they pleased. Old King Edward had made good use of them in his wars with France, and some of the greatest Company captains were Englishmen, such as the aforementioned Hugh Calveley, Robert Knolles, whom they called the Old Brigand, Robert Birkhead, John Cresswell, and others.
          


          
            The most famous was John Hawkwood, an Essex man and now a great captain-general in Italy, where he hired his White Company out to the constantly warring city-states. A little of his fame had filtered through to our village, and to me and my brother he was a fantastical, half-legendary figure, like Arthur or Charlemagne.
          


          
            Some of the tales I heard of these captains were absurd, and intended to frighten us raw recruits. For instance, O Neill claimed to have once served under Hugh Calveley in Brittany, and to have cheated him at dice.
          


          
            “The folly of youth,” he said, “for no man with any wit cheats the Black Captain. For he is black, you see, covered from head to toe in black armour, and wears a mighty black helm in the shape of a calf’s head. He is a giant, too, with flaming red hair and sharpened teeth. In battle he wields a glaive that no other man can lift, and for my deceit he gave me this.”
          


          
            The Irishman shifted closer to the fire and hitched up his jerkin, exposing a sliver of pale belly. His flesh was marked by an ugly scar, a thick slash of puckered, reddish tissue that looked like it had been infected before healing.
          


          
            “He sliced me open, and left me to die by the road,” he said with relish, “but God was smiling on me, for it was the depths of winter. I swooned with the pain, and when I woke up the frost had sealed the wound.”
          


          
            His story was enough to impress us green Warwickshire boys, but Cheyne and his mates merely laughed.
          


          
            “I’ve heard you tell at least five different stories of where you got that scar,” cried Cheyne, “never trust an Irishman. Like as not, you probably got it from some whore you tried to bilk out of her money. Was it the Raven, perhaps?”
          


          
            O Neill flew into a rage. He drew his dirk, offering to mark any man who called him a liar, and the Welshman, Captain Uriens, had to intervene before he and Cheyne lunged for each other’s throats.
          


          
            “You know our rules,” Uriens warned them, “if any one of you draws blood from a comrade, the guilty party shall suffer ten strokes of the whip and be docked a month’s wages. It’s all there in your indentures.”
          


          
            Cheyne and O Neill put their blades away, grumbling and eyeballing each other, and conversation around the fire quickly switched to other subjects, as if the brief row had never happened.
          


          
            Our commander took little interest in the affair. He kept aloof from his men, and in the evenings sat cross-legged in front of his tent, coaxing noises from that damned harp. I suspect he regarded going to war as a romantic venture, and fancied himself as some sort of knight-errant. He left the daily running of his fledgling Company to Uriens. Uriens also carried his banner, a black calf’s head against a yellow field; hence we were the Company of the Black Calf. The banner drooped on its pole, miserable sodden thing, as we plodded on through the grim weather.
          


          
            Uriens was my first mentor, a bundle of crackling, inexhaustible energy, bow-legged, round-headed and pot-bellied, living on his nerves and his passions. Chief among the latter were genealogy and history. He was fiercely proud of his ancestry, as most Welshmen are, and boasted that he could trace his family tree back to some ancient mythical hero named Bran the Blessed.
          


          
            His name in full, as he recited it, named his ancestors to the nth generation: Uriens ap Meurig ap Rhys ap Huw ap Llew ap Uriens ap Griffith ap Meurig ap Rhys ap…etcetera, stretching into the mists of Celtic antiquity. He also claimed kinship with Owain Lawgoch, the half-mad Welsh routier who, you may recall, declared himself the High King of Wales and had to be quietly assassinated before he did any real damage.
          


          
            Excitable, boastful little windbag he may have been, but Uriens was a career soldier and put his knowledge to practical use.
          


          
            “The art of war is constantly evolving,” he told me, “but there is much to be learned from dipping into the chronicles. Take a look at this.”
          


          
            He rummaged among the gear piled onto the back of our wagon and handed me a bulky length of wood.
          


          
            “What do you make of that?”
          


          
            I turned it over in my hands. It seemed to be a club, about five feet long and thickened at one end. The thick end was topped by an iron spike, fixed in place with a pin.
          


          
            “It’s a big stick with a nail in it,” I replied, “crude and cheaply made. Useful in a street brawl, maybe.”
          


          
            Uriens shook his head at my ignorance. “That crude thing, as you call it, is a Goedendag,” he said, “and was invented in Flanders. Some sixty years ago, the weavers and dyers of that country rose in revolt against their French overlords, and so the King of France sent a mighty host of knights and men-at-arms to deal with them. At a place called Courtrai, in Flanders, the rebels crushed the might of France. What do you think they were armed with?”
          


          
            He didn’t wait for my answer. “They had no heavy horse, for they were just a rabble of tradesmen. All they had were long spears, like the Scots at Bannockburn, and their Goedendags. Crude, as you say, and cheaply made. They had to be. The men with the Goedendags stood behind the spears and clubbed the French horsemen when they charged. It’s a club and a spear, you see? You knock a man down with the thick end, and then stab him with the spike. The French were slaughtered almost to a man at Courtrai. They didn’t like that at all, and thought twice before invading Flanders again.”
          


          
            I was quite taken with the tale, and liked the weight and simplicity of the Goedendag. “Can I keep it?” I asked.
          


          
            “Certainly, so long as you tell the quartermaster. That’s the weapon for you, fachgen, just the thing for a big lump of Saxon beef who can’t wield a sword. Swordsmanship is akin to dancing, Page, and you have two left feet.”
          


          
            So I kept the Goedendag, which can be translated in English as Good-Dagger. I came to prefer my Good-Dagger to the English bill, and rode or marched with it slung over my back.
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            All of English life can be encountered on the highways, even in the winter: fat-bottomed merchants followed by trains of wagons laden with goods, clouds of beggars holding out their filthy hands for money, humble friars on palfreys, retinues of proud Cistercians in their black and white robes, knights, lords and barons, glittering in steel and brightly coloured mantles, jogging along on their monstrous war-chargers.
          


          
            It was all new to me, and exciting. I wanted to see London, as all young men do, and walk its bustling streets, see the White Tower and worship in St Paul’s. But Calveley was for pushing on to the coast, not wanting to lose his men to brothels and ale-houses and all the other dangerous temptations of the city. I could smell it, even from a distance of several miles, and fancied I could see the tops of towers and roofs peering over the trees to the south as we slogged along the muddy road. I was not destined to visit London, or even set foot in my native land, for almost twenty years.
          


          
            We were headed for Southampton, where Calveley hoped to hire a cog to take us across the Channel. He rode in front on his pale destrier, singing and plucking his harp. The rest of us were mounted on the smaller horses known as rounceys, and I, who had never ridden before, did so with all the grace of a sack of spuds. Ralph and Richard suffered with me, and we ended every day stiff and aching and comparing saddle-sores.
          


          
            At last the Company came within sight of the coast. For the first time in my life I smelled the salt tang of the ocean, saw gulls gliding overhead and in the distance, the sea itself, a darker wash of grey underlining the October skies. It made me giddy, and my spirits rose with every step we took closer to Southampton.
          


          
            Clouds of late autumn leaves, blown and scattered by strong winds sweeping in from the sea, swirled about the hoofs of our horses as we rode that last stretch of road. By this time I had even managed to gain some vague control over my rouncey, whom I named Bastard after her temperament and the murderous fool of Somerton who almost got me hanged.
          


          
            For our last night on English soil Calveley condescended to speak to us as we set up our tents.
          


          
            “When we reach Calais, you will begin your training,” he told me, Ralph and Richard, “you think you are soldiers, because you learned the basics of arms in some rustic garrison. You are not. You are boys, mere novices, but I will turn you into soldiers. I will turn you into men!”
          


          
            We listened to his words in grave silence, and when he turned his back Ralph spat in derision. I was coming to realise that Will Calvely was something of a buffoon. He lacked self-awareness, and seemed to have no idea that his men laughed at him behind his back, mocking his arrogance and pompous attitudes.
          


          
            I became O Neill’s shadow, absorbing everything he had to say about soldiers and soldiering. He could also be a fool, in his boastful way, and reckless when in his cups.
          


          
            “You might be wondering,” he whispered to me that evening, “why an experienced soldier like me has chosen to serve under a dolt like Will Calveley.”
          


          
            “I had wondered,” I replied, and he leered and tipped more cider down his throat.
          


          
            “We all have our secrets, Page, and I’ll not tell you any more than is necessary. But I will tell you something.”
          


          
            He leaned in closer, breathing fumes over me. “We have sworn a covenant, me and some of the other boys. Even Cheney, that whore’s melt, is in. We have agreed to follow Calveley until something better comes along, but until that time we are keeping a close eye on him. If he tries to play the hero in France, if he orders us to charge some unbeatable foe or storm some unassailable position, then he is a dead man.”
          


          
            He half-drew his dirk. “I will cut his throat, or one of the bowmen will put an arrow in him. None of us will die for his ambitions. Are you with us?”
          


          
            I was reluctant. The last pact I entered into had ended with my neck in a noose, and I was wary of taking such a risk again. It smacked of dicing with the Devil, and you cannot hope to beat him twice.
          


          
            O Neill tried to press me into joining his covenant, I steadfastly refused, and tempers were just beginning to smoulder when we were distracted by shouts from the trees beyond the camp.
          


          
            I snatched up my sword, and my heart broke into a gallop as I thought we were about to be attacked. The forests around London are always thick with robbers and outlaws, though they usually gave bands of well-armed soldiers like us a wide berth.
          


          
            “No need for panic,” the distinctive high-pitched Welsh tones of Uriens sounded through the camp, “it’s just the watch.”
          


          
            First on watch that night was Peter Angreton, another Cheshire forester who had grown bored of chasing poachers and decided to try his hand at soldiering. He was a tall, rangy fellow, a superb shot with the war bow, as most of these Cheshire men are, and blessed with catlike night vision. Someone had been foolish enough to try and creep up on his picket, and quickly regretted it.
          


          
            He came striding out of the darkness with one hand gripping the back of a much smaller man’s neck, and the other holding a knife to his throat.
          


          
            “Look what I’ve got, lads,” he cried cheerfully, “a little night-owl, who thought he could swoop on a mouse.”
          


          
            I recognised his prisoner immediately. John Heym was much thinner than when I last saw him, white-faced under a matted beard and thick coating of grime, his jerkin and hose reduced to indescribably filthy rags, toes sticking out of the perished leather of his boots.
          


          
            “Nice evening, Tom,” he said, grinning weakly under the grime, “Ralph, Richard, you too.”
          


          
            “You know this man?” demanded Calveley, frowning as Peter dumped him on the ground.
          


          
            “Yes,” I said reluctantly, “he’s one of our comrades from the Warwick garrison.”
          


          
            “I caught him sneaking about in the bushes,” said Peter, placing his foot on John’s back as he sprawled in the mud, “making enough noise to wake the dead. He’s got a knife, and tried to use it when I grabbed him, but didn’t know how to do that properly either.”
          


          
            Calveley sniffed. “Well, fellow,” he said, “explain yourself, if you can, and remember that your life depends on your next few words. I have a short walk and a long rope for thieves.”
          


          
            “I wasn’t trying to rob anyone,” said John, showing no fear as he looked up at Calveley, “I’ve been following you since Warwick, though you didn’t notice me. I want to join up.”
          


          
            There was a hiss of steel on leather as Calveley drew his sword.
          


          
            “You want to be a soldier,” he said scornfully, “but soldiers don’t grovel and skulk in the woods. The Company of the Calf is for men, not cut-purses and cowards.”
          


          
            John Heym’s sharp features twisted in contempt. “Go to Hell, you one-eyed clown,” he said, and folded his arms carelessly, waiting for the killing blow.
          


          
            I expected Calveley to chop him down, but he surprised me.
          


          
            “Some defiance there, at least,” he said, sliding his sword back into its sheath, “perhaps you can be knocked into shape. Uriens, take this one away, give him some food and a fresh set of clothes. And also give him the indenture to sign, or make his mark if the brute can’t write.”
          


          
            John rose, relief flooding over his filthy face, but Calveley hadn’t finished. “Wait,” he said, holding up his hand, “you had the courage to insult me, but insulting your captain is a breach of discipline. Once you have rested and eaten, Uriens will give you three strokes of the whip and dock your first week’s wages.”
          


          
            Uriens placed a heavy hand on John’s shoulder, who was too astonished to object as he was led away.
          


          
            “Twenty-four men,” I overheard O Neill remark to Cheyne, “that’s eight lances.”
          


          
            “Still the smallest Company in Europe,” Cheyne replied. I had no idea what they meant, and was reluctant to show my ignorance by asking.
          


          
            Once he had got over his flogging, John Heym slotted easily into our ranks. There was no spare horse for him, so he had to run alongside the column as we rode the last few miles to Southampton.
          


          
            I took the opportunity to speak to him as he stumbled along the uneven road on his short legs. “What became of James Russell?” I asked.
          


          
            “Our families refused to take us in, so we tried our luck as highway robbers,” he said, puffing, “and turned out to be very bad at it. We ambushed a lone merchant on the highway, thinking him easy prey, but the bastard carried a knife. He laughed at our threats, and stuck his knife in James when we tried to lay hands on him.”
          


          
            John hesitated before telling me what came next. “I lost my nerve and ran away. I left James bleeding his life out in the road, and when I came back, hours later, he was dead.”
          


          
            The story made my gorge rise, and I spurred on, too angry to speak with him further.
          


          
            Soon Southampton came into view, my first sight of the famous walled port and its fleets of cogs, galleys and smaller fishing vessels clustered in the docks or bobbing out to sea. It was a grey, blustery day with heavy winds blowing in from the Channel, and the sea echoed like distant thunder as we cantered down the highway towards the suburbs outside the eastern gate.
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          Calais, August 1362


          
            The whining Glamorgan accent cut through the air, loud, raw and grating.
          


          
            “You can count, can’t you?” shouted Uriens, holding up three fingers, “then count these. Three fingers. That’s how our Company is divided, in trios, and each trio is called a lance. Got that, you ignorant Saes bastards?”
          


          
            “Yes, sir,” we chorused wearily.
          


          
            Uriens was instructing me, Ralph, Richard and John, in the basic arts of war. We were exhausted from too little sleep, and still suffering from the sea-sickness that had ravaged us on the mercifully brief voyage over the Channel.
          


          
            Calveley had hired a cog in Southampton, a leaky little tub called the St Thomas, and I spent much of my first sea-voyage clinging to a hogshead and vomiting my guts into the churning waters. By the time we arrived in Calais, the jewel in King Edward’s French dominions, I was in no condition to do anything but sleep for a week. Calveley and Uriens, however, had other ideas, and were determined to knock their raw recruits into shape.
          


          
            Uriens had roused the whole Company from their warm beds, save Calveley, and led us through the narrow streets of the town, wreathed in sea mist, to a field outside the walls which the Calais garrison used as an exercise ground.
          


          
            “You, Page,” said Uriens, dragging me out of line by the arm, “you’re with O Neill and Angreton. Go and stand beside them.”
          


          
            I took my place next to the little Irishman and the big Cheshire archer. Peter Angreton winked at me as he leaned negligently on his bow, which was almost as tall as him.
          


          
            “This one is a man-at-arms,” Uriens went on, jabbing his finger at O Neill, “a trained fighter, if you can believe it, and his job is to stand in the front line. For this reason he and his mates get the best equipment and the best food. They have to be strong, see?”
          


          
            O Neill gave us a mock salute. He and the other men-at-arms wore bascinets and brigandines over their padded gambesons. The Irishman wore a great helm over his bascinet. His helm had a long, sharp snout, which he claimed made for a useful extra weapon in a fight.
          


          
            “The likes of Angreton are bowmen,” said Uriens, “the best damned archers in the whole of England, though obviously they can’t hold a candle to any in Wales. Isn’t that right, boys?”
          


          
            Peter and the rest of the bowmen, all Cheshire men, yawned out a sarcastic cheer. They carried falchions and daggers, but their main weapon was the six-foot length of yew or ash that had made English armies feared across Europe. This was the famous war bow that each of them had trained to use since childhood.
          


          
            You can always pick out an English (or Welsh) archer in a crowd, for they tend to have over-developed shoulders, slightly twisted spines and an unnatural thickness of muscle in their draw arms. Constant practice at the butts and the war bow’s fearsome draw weight deform their bodies, but they bear their disfigurements with pride, as marks of their feared profession.
          


          
            Terrible stories were told of the deadly killing abilities of the war bow. I had heard that a truly expert archer could drive a bodkin-tipped arrow through iron, leather and flesh at a distance of two hundred yards, puncturing the armour of the most heavily-clad knight. This was nonsense. Arrows can only pierce steel plate at exceptionally close range, and archers don’t win battles on their own. King Edward’s genius, and the reason his armies won so many battles, was that he trained archers and dismounted men-at-arms to work in tandem.
          


          
            Still, a mythos had grown up around the war bow, and after the massacres of their chivalry at Crécy, Poitiers and other places the French were mortally afraid of it. To counter its perceived effects they took to lumbering into battle on foot in heavier and heavier armour, sheathed in layers of steel, like so many massive tortoises.
          


          
            Uriens picked up a spare lance from the pile behind him, long ash spears about twelve feet long, and thrust it into my hand.
          


          
            I glanced to my left and saw that Calveley had at last deigned to join us, no doubt after enjoying a leisurely breakfast. He was dressed all in black and sitting on his horse, idly strumming his harp as he watched us drill.
          


          
            “Show him how to receive a charge,” Uriens ordered O Neill. The Irishman went down on his left knee, holding his lance at an angle with the butt resting on the ground.
          


          
            Uriens turned to me. “Imagine you’re out hunting, and the boar charges you. You let him run onto the spear, yes? Well, that’s how you spit a man on a charging horse. Same principle.”
          


          
            I copied O Neill’s stance, and received an ironic round of applause from the archers.
          


          
            “Now advance, in your best Swiss style!” barked Uriens. O Neill stood up smartly, shifting his grip on the lance so his right hand cupped the butt and his left held it straight, and advanced three measured steps. I mimicked him, and once again got some scattered applause.
          


          
            “And that’s all there is to soldiering,” said Uriens, and for once even he was smiling.
          


          
            It wasn’t, of course. Uriens kept us hard at it, for he was grimly determined to knock the basics of manoeuvres and discipline into our heads. He didn’t have much time to get us up to scratch, since Calveley was keen to leave Calais in search of glory.
          


          
            “It doesn’t mean much, all this drill,” said O Neill as we rested during a much-needed break, “the real test comes in the heat of battle. Strutting about a practice field is all very well, but how will you cope on a muddy battlefield when it’s tipping with rain? When you’re cold and hungry and shit-scared and the ground is trembling under your feet as the heavy horse come charging at your thin wall of spears? What then? That’s when you find out if you’ve got the right stuff or not.”
          


          
            The ‘lance’ Uriens spoke of was a unit of three men, usually a man-at-arms, squire and archer. Other Companies arranged their lances differently, with an unarmed page instead of a squire, but the Company of the Calf didn’t have the numbers for such luxuries. Our twenty-four men amounted to eight lances, pitifully few, though Calveley was apparently straining every sinew to find recruits in the barracks and ale-houses of Calais.
          


          
            From somewhere he had acquired a drummer boy, a hideous little street urchin with an evil goblin face and green teeth who gave his name as Eudes. The archers nicknamed him Snatcher, after his habit of stealing anything edible or valuable that he could lay his nimble, bird-like hands on.
          


          
            Uriens hammered into us that we had to move to the tap of Snatcher’s drum. He was obsessed with what he termed ‘the Swiss method’, and had us fight any number of imaginary battles to learn it.
          


          
            To receive a charge our eight men-at-arms knelt in a staggered line, presenting their lances diagonally. We squires stood in the gaps behind them, holding our lances at shoulder height, presenting a double line of points. The archers were arranged on our flanks in two groups of four. Their job was to direct their arrows at the enemy’s flanks, forcing them inward to be spitted on the lances.
          


          
            The Company would then advance to the tap of Snatcher’s drum. The men-at-arms rose to their feet, holding their lances at waist height as they moved forward at a slow walk. We advanced behind them while the archers ran behind us and formed up to shoot volleys of arrows over our heads and rain bodkin-tipped death on the hypothetical foe.
          


          
            The drum would skip faster, and Uriens’ voice, hoarse with shouting, bellowed over the beat. “Now! Thrust!”
          


          
            Sixteen lance-heads thrust more or less as one, and a great heap of sacks stuffed with straw, set up to stand in for the enemy, had cause to regret they had ever been born.
          


          
            That was the theory, at least, but even the basic act of marching in a double line requires some sense of rhythm and alertness, and poor slow-witted Richard Kelleshull was sadly lacking in both. Uriens broke several sticks across his broad back, lashing him relentlessly every time he dropped his lance or moved out of step with the rest of us.
          


          
            “The Ancient Greeks mastered this,” the captain would yell, his words punctuated by the crack of his stick on Richard’s flesh, “even the Scots can do it, after a fashion. If you’re going to be outdone by a lot of dead sodomites and unwashed bare-legged savages, what are you? God’s own idiot, that’s what!”
          


          
            Richard would stand there like an ox in the furrow, never flinching as he took his punishment. In an effort to get him to learn his drill, Uriens matched him with two of the most experienced veterans in the Company, William Clayton and Nicholas Pasmore, hard-bitten men in their forties whose scarred faces were like maps of all the countries they had soldiered in. Ralph, meanwhile, was given over to the care of Edmund Cheyne and Richard Hook.
          


          
            The days turned into weeks while Calveley drafted more men into his Company and tried to learn the whereabouts of his famous cousin. Captain-General Hugh Calveley was rumoured to be in several places at once, France, Brittany, Spain and Italy, leaving trails of burning castles, ransacked villages and butchered peasants. But there was no reliable word of him.
          


          
            By late September, when we had been in Calais for a month, our numbers had swollen to over fifty men: English and Gascons, mostly, all with some experience in soldiering. If nothing else, Calveley had a good eye for fighting men.
          


          
            The Company needed secretaries and treasurers as well as soldiers, and Calveley managed to find a couple of broken-down French clerks. Thierry was an ageing scribbler with a bent spine and ink-spotted fingers, and Julien a defrocked monk permanently pickled on cheap wine and brandy. Their job was to keep the indentures, sign on new men, dole out the Company’s wages and ensure that any plunder was shared fairly. Responsible tasks, but I would not have trusted either man to dig a latrine pit.
          


          
            One cold autumn morning, as we were in the field sparring in pairs with wooden swords and bucklers, Calveley sauntered into view. He coughed and raised his hand for everyone to stop and listen.
          


          
            “Last night I learned that my kinsman, Sir Hugh, is in Spain,” he announced in his most pompous style, “where he has the honour of commanding a contingent of troops in the service of King Pedro of Castile, who is supporting Mohammed V, King of Granada, in that monarch’s war against Abu Saïd.”
          


          
            He might as well have informed us that Hugh had gone to fight on behalf of the Man in the Moon, but Will Calveley never missed an opportunity to remind his men of their ignorance. I expected him to say he intended to lead us to Spain, but was mistaken.
          


          
            “Therefore,” he said, “since my kinsman is so far away, we will seek service with the Free Companies in Burgundy.”
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            Burgundy lies roughly three hundred miles south from Calais, which meant a dangerous march through lawless, war-torn country. Despite the risks, most of Calveley’s men approved his decision, and rubbed their hands at the prospect of rich pickings in the French heartland.
          


          
            “The country will have been picked clean already,” said O Neill, ever the optimist, “do you know what they will call us, Page?”
          


          
            I replied that I did not. “Latecomers,” he said, “the Tard-Venus. Captains like Seguin de Badefol and the Archpriest have been plundering the country west of Paris for years. I know those greedy bastards. They will have milked it dry.”
          


          
            Others scoffed at his gloomy predictions, and said that the land had greatly recovered in recent years, and ripe to be plundered all over again. As was my habit, I sat and listened, trying to make sense of all the unfamiliar names and complex politics. I had only heard of the English captain-generals, men like Robert Knowles and Hugh Calveley, and the likes of Seguin de Badefol and the intriguingly-named Archpriest were new to me. Other captains were mentioned, many others, but the blizzard of names meant little to me then.
          


          
            The Company struck out south from Calais in pretty good order, led by Calveley and Uriens. Our men-at-arms rode behind them, in full war-harness since we would be riding through dangerous country. The squires and hobelars came next, with two of the mounted archers riding ahead of the column as scouts.
          


          
            Bringing up the rear were our trio of rascals, Snatcher, vinegar-faced Thierry and the drunken, swollen-bellied Julien, mounted on palfreys. A wagon pulled by six plodding oxen creaked along in the rear, laden with supplies, spare weapons and equipment, guarded by four hobelars. The driver was another broken-down Frenchman, distinguished by his surly manner and smashed wine-sodden face, and such a nonentity I never bothered to learn his name.
          


          
            Something Cheyne had mentioned before his almost-fight with O Neill had been high in my mind for weeks, but I didn’t care to mention it to any of the sarcastic characters among the men-at-arms. Instead I asked one of my fellow squires, a fair-haired Gascon with the tongue-twisting name of Enguerrard de Courcy. He was a few years older than me, full of bounce and cheerful lies about his noble ancestry, and seemed to know everything.
          


          
            “Courcy,” I asked, since I had given up trying to pronounce his first name, “who is the Raven?”
          


          
            Courcy smiled. “A beautiful and notorious whore,” he replied in his heavily-accented English, “from Italy or Spain, I’m not sure which. There are all sorts of rumours and stories about her. My favourite is that her mother was a witch who bedded with the Devil.”
          


          
            “Why do they call her the Raven?” I asked, all agog, and he laughed at my eagerness.
          


          
            “Why, because her hair is black as a raven’s wing, because she flaps from bed to bed, and because she’ll peck your eye out if you don’t treat her with respect.”
          


          
            “And because she tends to turn up after battles and start picking at the corpses,” said Peter Angreton, who was riding just behind us, “you don’t want to get involved with the Raven, Page. She’s death on two shapely brown legs.”
          


          
            Courcy patted my shoulder in mock assurance. “She only consorts with great men, lords and knights and captain-generals and the like. Dream about her if you must, Page, but slake your needs on other women. There will be enough of them, I promise.”
          


          
            I shrugged, feigning indifference, and never mentioned her again in their presence. Privately, I grew obsessed with the Raven, and her phantom stalked my dreams at night. I was desperate for a woman, for Calveley had forbidden us the fleshpots of Calais on pain of being ejected from the Company, and the mystery surrounding the Raven only made her all the more enticing.
          


          
            Hindsight is splendidly useless, and if had possessed any sense I would have taken Courcy’s advice and forgotten all about her. Then I might have a few less scars to plague me in my old age.
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            The Company of the Calf suffered a casualty before seeing any action. The unfortunate man was Richard Kelleshull, who made the mistake of breaking one of Calveley’s iron rules.
          


          
            For all his foppish airs, Calveley was a strict disciplinarian, and unlike other mercenary captains actively forbade his men from plundering or whoring without his permission. He wished to found his reputation on a perfectly disciplined body of soldiers, in stark contrast to the unrestrained brigandage and drunkenness that made other Companies notorious. Poor, lack-witted Richard was fatally slow to appreciate this.
          


          
            We were riding through the district of Champagne-Ardennes when it happened, being careful to give the French-held city of Rheims a wide berth. It is a beautiful country in high summer, a paradise of vineyards and rolling green hills, but we were mired in the depths of a foul winter, and the spirits of the men were flagging with each passing mile.
          


          
            There had been little in the way of plunder. The villages we passed were deserted, burned-out ruins, their people either fled or slaughtered, and anything of value long since picked clean by the human vultures that had been before us. We passed a few towns, fortified places with strong walls and firmly closed gates, but lacked the numbers to try and storm them. I remember the watery autumn sun reflecting off the helmets of the sentries on the battlements as they watched us go by, and imagined the populace huddled inside, in terror of yet another band of routiers threatening their lives and property.
          


          
            The garrisons of some of the larger towns might easily have sallied out and attacked us, for we were only a handful of men, but in those days the French still thought the English invincible and avoided open battle whenever they could.
          


          
            Unsurprisingly, the men grew discontented, and there was much grumbling around the supper fires at night. John Heym was one of the most vociferous, and forever trying to cajole us into mutiny or desertion.
          


          
            “Calveley’s an old woman,” he said one night in a conspiratorial whisper, his pale eyes looking directly into mine, “we should take a few chances, try and take a town by escalade under cover of darkness. It worked at Somerton.”
          


          
            “Somerton Hall was defended by servants and kitchen maids,” I replied, glancing around nervously to check if Calveley or Uriens were in earshot, “and the door was opened for us. These French towns are stuffed with armed men. We would be massacred.”
          


          
            He sneered at my caution, and tried to persuade Ralph and Richard instead. My brother would have none of it, for he had always distrusted John, but Richard was easily seduced by weasel words. I warned the big man not to listen and to abide by Calveley’s rules, but when I went to my bedroll the two were still sat around the dying embers of the campfire, their heads close together as John talked and Richard listened.
          


          
            The next day we rode past yet another derelict village. It nestled inside the dip of a valley, and had once been a peaceful, obscure spot, a picture of countryside tranquility. That was before the routiers came and turned it into a charred desolation, murdering or enslaving the people, driving off the livestock and firing the thatched roofs of the cottages.
          


          
            “Like wolves,” I said as I reined in to look down the valley at the shattered village, “we are like wolves, preying on sheep.”
          


          
            “True enough,” remarked Courcy, “but the wolves have missed a lamb or two. Look.”
          


          
            He pointed, and I saw a faint wisp of smoke rising from the middle of the village, close to the pretty little stone church.
          


          
            “Survivors, maybe?” I suggested.
          


          
            “Silly, frightened peasants,” said Courcy, who regarded the lower orders as semi-human, “I expect they didn’t know what else to do except crawl home once the Companies had moved on.”
          


          
            Others noticed the smoke, but Calveley barred any attempt to investigate, not thinking it worth the effort. There were a few muttered complaints, and I noticed John Heym looking back with covetous eyes.
          


          
            We spent the night in a wood, and John volunteered to take the first watch. I suspected what he had in mind, and kept a close eye on Richard during the evening meal. The big man was quiet as ever, spooning up his gruel and listening to the others talk with little sign of interest or comprehension, before lumbering off to his tent. I lost interest and allowed myself to get embroiled in a fractious game of dice with O Neill and Angreton.
          


          
            I stumbled into bed half-drunk and several francs poorer, and woke with a mild headache and a bitter taste in my mouth. Cursing the cheap, sour white wine we had brought with us from Calais, I struggled out of my tent and found a tree to piss against.
          


          
            The early morning peace of our encampment was shattered by excited shouts from the trees to the north, accompanied by the thump of hoof beats and rustle of harness. Hurriedly finishing my business, I ran to see what was happening as men tumbled from their tents and bedrolls, strapping on swords and daggers and blearily demanding to know what the hell was going on. Calveley was up already, striding in his night-shirt towards the source of the noise with his sword naked in his hand.
          


          
            Four horsemen emerged from the woods. At first I thought it was an ambush, but then recognised their rough faces as belonging to William Clayton and Nicholas Pasmore, Thomas Haddeston and Alan Sheppe. Clayton and Pasmore were the veterans Calveley had assigned Richard to as squire, while Haddeston and Sheppe had been lumbered with John Heym.
          


          
            I almost cried out when I saw Richard, stumbling behind them with his wrists tied together via a rope fixed at the other end to the cantle of Pasmore’s saddle. His face, never his loveliest feature, was bleeding and battered, one eye closed up and horribly swollen, and his helmet, sword and dagger were missing.
          


          
            “What’s all this?” demanded Calveley as the horsemen clattered to a halt in front of him.
          


          
            “What do you think?” replied Pasmore, a blunt career soldier who despised Calveley and made no secret of it, “last night we spied this one and his mate, that John Heym, creeping out of camp after everyone had gone to bed. We followed them back to the village we passed yesterday.”
          


          
            “And what did you see there?”
          


          
            Calveley was barking out the questions, snapping off the end of words as though he meant to bite out his tongue. I had never seen him so furious, and his one eye gleamed with menace as he glared at Richard. The prisoner stood with his head bowed, swaying and whimpering under his breath.
          


          
            “As we thought, there were people in the village,” said Pasmore, “a peasant woman and a boy. We lost our quarry in the darkness, and by the time we caught up with them the damage was done. The woman was dead, though Heym had raped her first, and they were torturing the boy to make him tell them where his money was hidden. Stupid bastards couldn’t understand why he spoke no English, or that he wasn’t worth robbing.”
          


          
            Tap-tap went Calveley’s long, pale forefinger on the pommel of his sword. “Where is Heym?”
          


          
            Pasmore looked embarrassed, and Clayton answered for him. “The little bastard shot into the woods like a ferret as soon as he saw us coming. We went after him, but he got away.”
          


          
            That only served to make Calveley angrier. “String the fat man up,” he snapped.
          


          
            Ralph was by my side, and before I could stop him he was running towards Calveley. Mercifully, he didn’t draw the dagger at his belt, but went down on his knees and started to beg for Richard’s life.
          


          
            “Flog him,” snarled Calveley, though he barely even glanced at Ralph, “by God, I will have discipline in my Company, if I have to punish every man!”
          


          
            I watched, powerless, as a spare rope was thrown across the stoutest branch of a nearby tree, and as my brother was dragged off by three archers to be given a set of stripes across his back.
          


          
            Part of me wasn’t inclined to intervene. To my mind, which you might say is a cold and calculating one, Richard had committed a great wrong and Ralph had behaved like a fool. I had tried, albeit not very hard, to save Richard, but his conscience was his own. He was a brute, and had broken the rules.
          


          
            The sight of a man about to be hanged brought my own recent brush with death flooding back to mind, and my scarred throat throbbed abominably as I watched the rope being looped about Richard’s brawny neck.
          


          
            He offered no resistance, and didn’t seem to understand what was happening as four men shuffled him into position under the tree. This was in stark contrast to my brother, who had to be wrestled away by the archers, roaring and struggling to break free.
          


          
            I remained King Log, seeing all and doing nothing.
          


          
            It took six men to haul Richard into the air and hold him there while his legs kicked and the rope slowly squeezed and choked the life from him. His bowels loosened, and a dreadful stench arose as he died.
          


          
            When it was done, the men holding the rope released it with groans of relief, allowing Richard’s huge body to flop down into the mud. I glanced at Calveley, who had watched the hanging without a trace of emotion on his long, pale face.
          


          
            “Burn that thing, or throw it into the bushes,” he said, holding his nose against the awful smell, “and no-one is to ever mention his name again in my presence.”
          


          
            “What about Heym?” asked Pasmore, who had acted as one of the six hangmen, “he’s still at large in the woods somewhere.”
          


          
            “We don’t have a hope of catching him,” said Clayton, “not unless we scour the forest for days. Waste of time. Let him go, I say.”
          


          
            Calveley ignored him. “No-one is to mention his name again in my presence, either! I took them for men, raw clay to be fashioned into soldiers, but they turned out to be excrement. I shall not make the same mistake again.”
          


          
            He turned on his heel and stalked away. Silence fell over the camp, broken only by the distant crack of a whip and my brother’s cries as he endured his flogging.
          


          
            And still I did nothing.
          


          
            

          


          


          
            Richard’s hanging left me and my brother as the only survivors of Warwick, and we were not popular. Some of the older men started to regard us as a bad omen, and blamed our presence for the Company’s profitless expedition so far. They spat and made the sign of the cross when we passed, and refused to speak to us.
          


          
            Ralph became very circumspect after his flogging, cautious to the point of timidity, as if the whip had driven all the demons out of him. From this point on he was careful to stick close to my side, which made my ultimate failure to protect him all the more painful.
          


          
            I learned much in the following days, as the Company continued south, following the Seine in the direction of Troyes. That city was also in the hands of the French, and we swung east and then south to avoid it. Calveley’s plan, so he told Uriens and Uriens told us, was to head to the district of Auxerre and then cross the Loire. West of the Loire the Companies under Knowles, Robert Birkhead and other English and Gascon captains were said to be rampaging unchecked around Bourges on the Yévre River and threatening to take the city.
          


          
            “We shall be the latecomers again,” grunted O Neill, but I ignored him. The Company’s boredom and disappointment lessened as we edged further into unstable territory, replaced by a nervous tension. We often spotted drifting tendrils of smoke on the horizon to the south-west, and our scouts would gallop back in the evening to report towns and villages in flames. They also reported on seeing riders, small groups of horsemen armed for war and riding under banners unfurled.
          


          
            “Most of them look like mercenaries,” one exhausted hobelar said as he wolfed his supper, “but I saw a troop of men-at-arms this morning riding under the banner of the Duke of Burgundy. They had come to chase off some raiders, I reckon, but were too late. A few of them chased after me, but their horses were blown.”
          


          
            “Sounds like we’re heading into a nasty little war, boys,” remarked Uriens, looking happier than I had ever seen him, “we’ll have a double watch at night from now on, dig a ditch round the camp, and sleep in harness. The country we’re heading into will be crawling with bastards.”
          


          
            The Welshman was a good soldier, but all his precautions were in vain. Despite our scouts and cautious progress, the Company was being hunted.
          


          
            I have mentioned the French captain-general known as the Archpriest. At the time I knew little about him, save what I had gleaned from the men. His real name was Arnaud de Cervole, and he had once been a priest, but left the service of God for that of Mars and anyone who would pay him. He was said to be a superb commander with a dark reputation for indulging in pointlessly bloody massacres and (far worse) swindling his men out of their wages and share of the spoils. Our men spoke of him in low voices, and fervently hoped never to meet him across a battlefield.
          


          
            They were to be disappointed. Unknown to us, the Archpriest had recently taken service with Duke Philip of Burgundy, who had hired him to help clear his province of routiers. Royal troops had been given over to the Archpriest for the task, and a strong band of these, reinforced by the garrison of Auxerre, were shadowing our Company as we bypassed the city and approached the Loire.
          


          
            The Archpriest knew his business, and kept his men on a tight rein, skillfully evading our scouts until our Company had reached the banks of the river. Calveley and Uriens chose to make camp beside a stretch of the Loire that was too deep and fast to cross safely. Along with the ditches we dug to surround our camp on the landward side, they thought the Company would be safe for the night behind a miniature fortress. It turned out to be a self-made trap.
          


          
            The first we knew of any trouble was when the scouts failed to return at their usual time in the evening, and as the sun disappeared below the horizon Calveley changed his mind and insisted that we get across the river.
          


          
            Uriens was normally respectful and subservient towards Calveley, but he stoutly opposed this decision. “We dare not try and cross, Captain-General,” he insisted. “You know the waters are too deep, and I don’t like the look of the current. Crossing in the dark would be folly. Our men on horses might make it, most of them, but what about the wagon? We should sit tight and wait for morning.”
          


          
            Calveley swept him aside, and lost his head completely, running around and bawling at us to break camp. The more experienced men in the Company refused to budge a foot.
          


          
            “I won’t be chivvied across the river like a bloody sheep,” said Clayton, folding his arms, “Uriens is right. We should stay here and make a stand. It’s better than drowning in the dark.”
          


          
            Calveley swore horribly, cuffed Clayton with the back of his hand, and reached for his sword. Clayton seized his wrist before he could draw, and his mates, Pasmore, Cheyne and O Neill, drew their knives.
          


          
            The three of them closed in around Calveley. Uriens should have intervened to defend his captain, but hesitated, and I wondered if he had been made privy to the covenant.
          


          
            Murder was averted by the men on watch. They had heard the rumble of galloping horses, and ran back to camp, shouting a warning as they leaped the ditch.
          


          
            All eyes turned to the east, where horsemen could be seen emerging from the forest. I counted over a score, most of them sergeants in leather jerkins and kettle hats, armed with lances. They were galloping straight for the camp, obviously hoping to catch us by surprise.
          


          
            Our archers reacted quickest, snatching up their bows and rushing to the edge of the ditch. They calmly shot a hail of shafts into the deepening blue velvet sky, released another while the first volley was still in flight, and another.
          


          
            The arrows fell like a cloud of angry bees among the horsemen, galling them and frightening their horses. Two went down, one with an arrow in his eye and the other thrown by his wounded horse. The rest scattered, their enthusiasm quenched, with the exception of five men-at-arms in heavy plate and mail. These ploughed straight on, ignoring the arrows that bounced harmlessly off their harness.
          


          
            The ground shook under the tremor of their charge as I ran to my tent. I saw Thierry and Julien standing on the back of the wagon, throwing lances and swords down to our men, and Calveley standing with his mouth open, his long face a mask of terror.
          


          
            The sound of screaming horses and the crunch of steel rang in my ears as I plucked my helm and Good-Dagger from the pile of gear inside my tent. By the time I emerged, fumbling with the straps of my helm, our men-at-arms had formed up in line on the edge of the ditch while the squires fell in behind them.
          


          
            The armoured horsemen had been driven off, and I saw one of them limping away on foot. He left his horse behind, bleeding to death with a lance-head broken off in her belly.
          


          
            Uriens was hopping about the rear of our line like a maddened imp. “Get in line, Page!” he screamed, waving his sword at me, and I hurried to take my place behind O Neill.
          


          
            I thought we had driven the enemy off, but the horsemen were just a feint to test our mettle. Now the Archpriest threw his real strength against us.
          


          
            The dark mass of the forest to the east was suddenly lit by hundreds of torches, blazing into life like a host of ghostly candles inside a darkened cathedral, and men started to pour out of the woods. First came a unit of arbalesters, heavy crossbowmen, strung out in a long line and carrying heavy pavise shields. Behind them, rank after rank of infantry, split into three divisions. The central division consisted of men-at-arms carrying shortened lances and with long axes slung about their necks. The spear and axe-men on their flanks were more lightly armed in leather and mail.
          


          
            “I count three hundred,” said Courcy, who was standing to my left, “royal troops, and levies from local garrisons. Look at their banners.”
          


          
            I looked, and recognised the royal arms of France and Burgundy among others I didn’t know. “What about that banner in the middle?” I asked, pointing at the advancing mass of men-at-arms, “the long white pennon with the golden crucifix. Whose is that?”
          


          
            “The Archpriest’s!” someone moaned, and his doleful name rippled up and down the line, mixed with curses and prayers.
          


          
            The arbalesters halted, rammed their pavises firmly into the earth, and began to laboriously wind the windlasses of their crossbows. Our war bows would easily outshoot them, but they could crouch in safety and reload behind their man-sized shields.
          


          
            “Stop wasting arrows!” shouted Uriens after watching several volleys go wide or bury harmlessly in the thick wood of the pavises.
          


          
            All this time I had not heard Calveley’s voice, and if I turned my head to look for him Uriens would have thrashed the skin off my back.
          


          
            “Archers hold the flanks,” he shouted, “and keep an eye on those bastards behind the pavises.”
          


          
            He rattled off a list of names to come out of the line and form a reserve. Ralph was one, and I just had time to clasp his hand before he was off, running with the others to the rear, where our horses were tethered.
          


          
            The arbalests loosed off their bolts, and I heard Courcy scream as one of the stubby, feathered missiles sprouted from his groin. More screams and groans erupted around me. The man-at-arms to O Neill’s right was hit in the face and slumped quietly into the ditch, dropping his lance.
          


          
            We might have stood there and been shot to pieces, but the Archpriest wanted blood, and lots of it. A shrill trumpet rang out, and his infantry broke into a run. The air thrummed with the sound of bowstrings as our archers desperately tried to stem the encroaching tide.
          


          
            The arbalests had done terrible damage, and our wall of lances was irreparably broken. O Neill tossed his lance into the ditch and stood up, pulling out his sword and hatchet.
          


          
            “No quarter, boys!” he howled, clashing his weapons on his armoured chest and breaking into some barbarous war-chant in his native Irish.
          


          
            It seemed impossible that our thin line could hold against such odds. I was going to die, I knew it, and am not ashamed to admit that I lost control of my bladder. My accident went unnoticed, since Courcy was lying squirming in agony on the grass next to me, screaming and leaking blood and shit from his perforated bowel. His dying yells joined the cacophony of beating drums and shouted orders and twanging bowstrings.
          


          
            “Remember, Page, I’m relying on you to keep me alive,” said O Neill, breaking off from his savage song to remind me, “watch my back, now, and smash any bastard who gets past my guard.”
          


          
            I nodded, and wiped sweat from my brow. I had never been so terrified, even when standing on the scaffold at Warwick. Every instinct screamed at me to run, to get away as fast as possible. For some reason I stood my ground.
          


          
            The French were almost at the ditch now, faceless iron demons, armour gleaming in the hellish glow of torches. The man carrying the Archpriest’s pennon waved it aloft to encourage them, and with a roar the demons charged.
          


          
            Only the bravest of men offer to fight in the front ranks, for there is the point of greatest danger, and men who charged first into the waist-high ditch were certainly brave. They were also easy targets for O Neill and his mates, who got to work with iron-shod mauls, swords, war-hammers and axes, cracking helms and smashing iron-clad limbs.
          


          
            The French fought back with desperate fury, stabbing upwards with their shortened lances. Clayton was to my left, and I saw a lance enter below his knee and thrust out through the back of his leg. He fell into the ditch, howling, to be finished off on the ground with a poniard, and I stepped forward to take his place.
          


          
            This was my first opportunity to use the Good-Dagger in anger, and I made the most of it. The Frenchman who had stabbed Clayton was now trying to climb out of the ditch, so I brought the club down on his head with all my young strength. The effect was most gratifying. His steel helm crumpled like paper, the laces burst and blood spat from the eye-holes. He went limp, so I fetched him another terrific welt and knocked him back into the ditch.
          


          
            “Bastard!” I shouted, and had to jump back as another man-at-arms thrust his lance at me, narrowly avoiding taking the point in my liver. O Neill stamped on the lance, tearing it out of the Frenchman’s hands, and killed him with a sword-thrust to the throat.
          


          
            O Neill was thoroughly enjoying himself, and I heard him laugh wildly as he pulled his dripping blade free. “That’s another one!” he shouted at the men struggling in the ditch. “Can you not fight, then, you French? Sure, this is like butchering sheep on my uncle’s farm!”
          


          
            He was drunk with war-delight, and his face under the bascinet shone with sweat and murderous joy.
          


          
            Amid the noise and the confusion, the screaming of men and horses and the clatter of weapons on armour, it was difficult to tell what was happening. The darkness to my left suddenly erupted Frenchmen, and I knew their superior numbers had rolled up our flank, scattering the archers and tiny band of horse that had tried to hold it.
          


          
            Uriens, that proud little man, tried to stem the tide by himself. He chopped down two men before being overwhelmed, and I last saw him disappearing under a pile of bodies.
          


          
            “Damn them, I’ll not run!” shouted O Neill, and went gladly to meet his death, swinging his sword and hatchet and shouting incomprehensible oaths. I followed, for my job was to protect him, and his rage had infected me.
          


          
            I could easily have died there, hacked and trampled into the bloody ground beside the Loire. O Neill led me straight into the thick of the fighting, where a stubborn group of veterans were making a last stand. Clayton was one of them, and Cheyne, both slathered in gore and fighting like devils.
          


          
            Three sergeants in gambesons and pot helmets rushed at O Neill, and he swiftly bludgeoned them all into pulp, his hatchet a whirling blur. I finished off one as he lay moaning with his right hand half-severed from his wrist, stamping on him and crushing his throat under my heel. A spearman jabbed at me, absurdly young and pretty under his kettle hat, and I thrust the spike of my Good-Dagger into his face, ruining his delicate good looks forever.
          


          
            A strange happiness coursed through me, the euphoria that falls over some warriors in battle and causes them to laugh hysterically in the midst of terrible danger. O Neill was laughing too, hoarse wheezing noises spilling from his bruised and bloody lips, though his visor had been mangled by some terrific blow and one eye was a pulped, bloody mess.
          


          
            “Die hard, boys!” were his last words, before a spear-point plunged into his mouth. He collapsed, bubbling and gasping for air, and the French jackals clubbed him to death where he lay.
          


          
            He was done, as was my duty to protect him, and I could look to my own safety. There was none to be had in the middle of that cramped, desperate melee, and no chance of escape. I saw Cheyne die, wrestled to the earth by four men while a fifth drove a spear into his chest, and a thick, muscular arm gripped me about the neck. Stinking breath wafted over me, and I felt the keen edge of a knife pressed against the scarred flesh on my neck.
          


          
            The French are terribly keen on throat-slitting, as anyone who has witnessed the aftermath of a French victory and survived could tell you. My brother rescued me, riding down the man who had me in his grip and leaning down to grab me as I staggered and almost fell under his horse’s hoofs.
          


          
            Ralph was strong, strong enough to heave me across the back of the spare rouncey he was leading. She had no saddle or harness, so I dug my fingers into her mane and thumped her flanks with my boots, yelling wordlessly. The terrified beast tore away at a gallop and I managed to steer her after my brother, who was laying about him with a broken lance as he cleared a path to the river.
          


          
            The Loire was our only hope. One or two of our men had managed to swim across to the opposite bank, but Uriens was right, the water was deep here and the current unpredictable. Many more fugitives had been dragged under or swept away. Others were caught and slaughtered in the shallows by the Archpriest’s men, including Julien, our disgraced monk. His burst-bellied carcase was floating gently in the water like a drowned cow, leaking blood from a mass of wounds.
          


          
            God must have been on our side, for we made it to the bank and urged our horses into the water. They were brave beasts and splashed in up to their bellies, shuddering at the cold, but kept going. Spears rained about us, and I felt a rush of air as a crossbow-bolt flew inches past my head. I crouched low, hanging over my rouncey’s flank as she swam further into the river, her muscles bunching and surging under me as she fought against the strong current.
          


          
            Ralph was just ahead, making good progress towards the reeds on the opposite bank. Two of our comrades who had made it across were standing knee-deep in the water, shouting encouragement and beckoning us towards them. One was Pasmore, and the other a tough, leathery archer named John Hobbes.
          


          
            Incredibly, we reached the shallows unscathed, and I jumped into the water to drag my rouncey ashore. As I did so I glanced back and caught my first glimpse of the Archpriest.
          


          
            He was a massive figure sat on a dappled grey destrier, one armoured fist planted on his hip as he watched us escape, heavy-shouldered and broad-bellied, tattered priestly vestments draped over his harness. Torch light reflected off the glistening sweat on his bald, lantern-jawed skull, and his deep-set little eyes were fastened on me.
          


          
            He raised his right hand as if in greeting. I gave him a little wave in reply, and heard his deep laughter rolling across the river.
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            My brother and I were hunted fugitives again, just as in the forests of Warwickshire, only now we had a far more terrible enemy pursuing us. The Sheriff would only hang you, but I had heard terrible stories of the Archpriest’s cruelty and his treatment of prisoners. There was no-one to ransom us, for we were common soldiers, mere peasants, and the world cared not if we lived or died.
          


          
            The four of us pushed on through the woods, leading our horses on foot in case we needed them to gallop later. There was precious little talk as we slid and scrambled through the wet, difficult undergrowth, stumbling blindly through the night. Terror drove us on, and we only paused for breath when we could run no further, our lungs on fire and legs trembling with fatigue.
          


          
            To my surprise, Hobbes started to laugh, a strange creaking noise out of the side of his mouth, like a rusty gate swinging on its hinges. He was a shabby, scarecrow-like character, loping along on thin heron-like legs with his long arms hanging by his sides. I had always avoided him in the past, since he stank and seldom spoke, and when he did thick bubbles of spit would appear at the corners of his greasy mouth.
          


          
            “They ain’t following,” he said, cackling, “we’ve been running like hares chased by a fox, and they ain’t come after us. Listen!”
          


          
            He held up one dirty finger, and we strained our ears to listen for sounds of pursuit. There was none, no sound at all save the distant hooting of an owl and the rustle of small creatures creeping about in the bushes.
          


          
            “The Archpriest will want us dead, surely,” said Pasmore, panting as he mopped sweat from his forehead, “unless he’s happy with scattering the Company.”
          


          
            “You saw his banners,” said Hobbes, “he’s in the pay of Burgundy and France. The Duke will want him to work fast. Left to himself, the Archpriest might enjoy himself hunting us down, but we’re not important enough.”
          


          
            Ralph was frowning with his head was cocked to one side. “Be quiet, all of you,” he hissed. “There’s something out there.”
          


          
            We fell silent. He was right. Someone or something was trying to move quietly through the woods, back the way we had come, and failing. I could hear twigs crackling as they snapped underfoot, and the rustle of a body moving clumsily through the undergrowth.
          


          
            I glimpsed a shadow moving in the darkness. The others saw it too, and drew their daggers.
          


          
            “Come out, you sneaking bugger,” shouted Hobbes, “or we’ll come in there and pull your guts out.”
          


          
            The shadow darted out of sight behind a tree, and then slowly re-emerged. “If I come out,” a thin, quavering voice called out, “do I have your word you won’t hurt me?”
          


          
            “He’s English, at least,” muttered Pasmore. I recognised the voice, but not the cringing tone.
          


          
            “Come out, Calveley,” I said, “we won’t hurt you.”
          


          
            He shambled out, all the pride and swagger knocked out of him by the Company’s shattering defeat at the river. He had lost his fine sword, his fine black breeches and tunic were torn and bedraggled, and the gleam in his remaining eye was quite extinguished, replaced by an almost animal-like fear.
          


          
            “Well, well,” said Hobbes, fingering his knife, “if it isn’t our brave commander. Got away from the fight, did you, sir?”
          


          
            Calveley couldn’t even face him. He looked utterly wretched and demoralised, and another man might have felt a twinge of pity for him. I didn’t, but nor did I want him murdered on the spot.
          


          
            “Leave him be,” I said. “He’s had a rough time of it, as we all have.”
          


          
            The other three looked at me in amazement. “A rough time?” cried Hobbes, “as rough as Uriens, who I last saw with an axe in his belly, or Cheyne, or Clayton, or all the rest of them? They’re dead, Page, or soon will be, and this one should be dead too.”
          


          
            Pasmore nodded in agreement. “Calveley should have been with us,” he said, “but I saw him nowhere in the fight. Uriens had to take command. Where were you, then, eh?”
          


          
            He spat the question at our fallen captain, who looked shame-faced and mumbled something I couldn’t hear.
          


          
            “To Hell with his explanations,” said Ralph, and I recognised the dangerous gleam in his eye as he stalked towards Calveley. He clearly wanted revenge for the stripes on his back, still only half-healed, and none of us were minded to stop him.
          


          
            He grabbed a fistful of Calveley’s jerkin, pulled the man towards him, and drew back his other fist. I had felt the force of Ralph’s hammer blows, many a time, and knew what was coming.
          


          
            After a time, when Calveley was half-conscious on the floor and bubbling blood from his ears and nostrils, I wandered up to my brother and tapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Enough,” I said quietly, and he stepped away, nodding in satisfaction and rubbing the fresh bruises on his knuckles.
          


          
            Hobbes scratched his filthy ear as he gazed dispassionately at the remains of Will Calveley. “What do we do with him, then?” he asked, “leave him here, or carry him along with us?”
          


          
            I looked to Clayton, but the older man seemed uncertain, and for the first time I felt the heavy touch of responsibility. Despite their age and experience, Clayton and Hobbes were followers rather than leaders, and always waiting for someone to tell them what to do. Ralph was cast in the same mould.
          


          
            “We take him with us,” I said firmly, though privately my soul was shrinking in panic at the thought of being in command, “pathetic though he is, he is still a comrade, and Englishmen do not leave other Englishmen to be eaten by wolves or the French.”
          


          
            Pasmore and Hobbes bridled at that, but I held up my hand. “Unless, of course, we have to flee for our lives,” I conceded, “in which case, we can dump the bastard.”
          


          
            That contented them, so we slung Calveley’s bleeding weight over the back of one of the rounceys. We moved on, and by unspoken consent I led the way as shreds of grey appeared in the early morning sky.
          


          
            The Wolf of Burgundy had his first command.
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            The town lay on the east bank of the Loire, and was encircled with walls and ramparts reinforced by nine strong towers. There were four gates, all well-defended, and a mighty stone bridge to the north-east of the town led over the river. The bridge was overlooked by a castle, which also commanded the plateau and valley on the landward side.
          


          
            I was halfway up a tree in the valley and peering through the leafless branches at the fortified town, which was the most impressive I had seen since coming to France.
          


          
            “Quite a stronghold,” I shouted down to Ralph, who was standing with the others at the base of the tree, far below, “anyone who held it could dominate the land for miles around.”
          


          
            “If you say so,” he shouted back, cupping his hands, “and now you’ve had a good look at it, can you come down? We’re wasting time here.”
          


          
            I clambered down awkwardly, snagging my clothes, but the effort was worth it. We had glimpsed the town in the distance while toiling through the forest, following the river south, and I had insisted on getting closer to have a better look.
          


          
            “Well?” demanded Hobbes when I had finally reached the ground and brushed myself off.
          


          
            “We can’t go there,” I replied, shaking my head, “I saw the banners of Burgundy and France flying from the walls. I say we stop following the river and turn west.”
          


          
            “And get lost in the bloody forest,” said Pasmore, who could be almost as gloomy as O Neill.
          


          
            I spread my hands. “Whatever’s happening further to the west, the French have garrisons and fortresses all along the Loire. If we keep following the river, sooner or later we’re bound to run into a French patrol. And that will be the end of the Company of the Calf.”
          


          
            I glanced at Calveley, who cut a sorry figure, hangdog and silent, his face still disfigured by the marks of the beating my brother had given him. The livid bruises would go down eventually, but I reckoned nothing could mend his pride.
          


          
            “The Company is dead already,” said Ralph, “it died on the banks of the Loire, five days ago.”
          


          
            A thought struck me. Perhaps the Company could be reborn, though under a different name, and with a different leader…but that was for another time. Right now we had to concentrate on survival, and somehow make contact with the routiers apparently raging up and down the county west of the Loire.
          


          
            “West, then,” said Pasmore, with a shrug, “I’ve seen too many of my friends die on the end of French spears, and it ain’t pretty.”
          


          
            Hobbes grumbled, and Ralph seemed unsure, but in the end they agreed to my suggestion. They generally did, though they were stubborn souls and always insisted on an argument before doing what I told them. The exception was Calveley, who followed us about like a cowed child, frightened to speak in the presence of his elders.
          


          
            We plunged west into the deep forest, though without one of our rounceys, the brave beast that had carried me across the river. We had no food, and nothing to hunt with save our daggers, so we regretfully cut her throat and roasted great chunks of her carcase over a fire.
          


          
            There was no means of salting or preserving the meat, and in the following days we laboured through the woods with grumbling bellies. The few isolated cottages we came across were empty and stripped of anything edible. We seemed to be the only people left in existence, moving through a gloomy, tangled wilderness that hadn’t changed since God forged the world.
          


          
            “I’ve seen this desolation before,” said Pasmore, “people have been ordered to move out, taking their goods and livestock with them. The French must be trying to prevent the Companies living off the land.”
          


          
            The next morning we spotted a small group of horsemen riding towards us from the hills to the south-west. Our immediate reaction was to hide in case they were French, but then I spotted the banner they rode under.
          


          
            “A black calf’s head on a yellow field,” I said, “do you see it, Calveley?”
          


          
            He peered in the direction I pointed. “Impossible,” he mumbled, “my cousin is in Spain, and my own banner was taken by the Archpriest.”
          


          
            “They could be his men,” said Hobbes, but that made no sense to me.
          


          
            “Even if they captured our Company’s banner, why would they be riding under it? Come, let’s get their attention.”
          


          
            It was a risk, but the alternative was to wander in circles in the woods until we died of cold, dropped from starvation or were captured by the French. The others were used to following my orders by now, and once again I felt the burden of leadership pressing down on my shoulders as I led them out of the woods. Their lives had become my responsibility. If I was wrong, and the horsemen were French, then what followed would be on my conscience.
          


          
            We shouted and waved our arms, and the horsemen checked as their leader saw us and reined in. He stood up in his stirrups, shading his eyes to get a better look, and ordered his men toward us.
          


          
            “English?” he shouted, and my body, which had been as taut as a bowstring, sagged with relief at the blessed sound of his Southwark accent.
          


          
            “Yes,” I called out, still waving my arms like a fool, “we are English. By the grace of God, we are English!”
          


          
            He slowed his horse to a trot. “God or the Devil,” he replied, grinning as he signalled at his men to halt, “and the French would swear to the latter. I’m James Hook. What are you doing out here?”
          


          
            James Hook had a hard, blank face behind the pasted-on grin. I sensed he was something more than a soldier, and my relief at meeting fellow Englishmen was tempered with caution.
          


          
            “That banner,” said Calveley, showing an unexpected flicker of spirit, “it’s mine.”
          


          
            Hook glanced down at him, as one might glance at an insect creeping under one’s heel. “Yours?” he said, “we found it by the river, two days ago. We also found a great pile of burned bodies. Your mates, were they?”
          


          
            I nodded. “They were our Company. I’m Thomas Page, of Warwickshire. The Archpriest ambushed us. We’re all that’s left.”
          


          
            “Chewed you up, did he? Well, no shame to you. The Archpriest is a rotten bastard to have for an enemy, and you can’t trust him. Just wait. He’ll bankrupt the Duke, swindle his troops out of their wages and then abscond with the pay chest.”
          


          
            He ran his eye over us. “You look like bloody scarecrows,” he said, “I expect you’ve been having a grand time in the wild, sleeping under the greenwood tree and feasting on venison, that sort of thing.”
          


          
            I was bone-weary, but managed to muster a smile. “Sleeping in the pissing rain and living off acorns and horse meat, is more like it. We are badly in need of food, shelter, and new clothes.”
          


          
            Hook nodded. “Well, then,” he said, “you had best come along with us. We’re heading for Brioude, and now so are you.”
          


          
            At first Hook was a genial companion, and happy to answer my questions as we rode south towards Brioude. He had assumed that I was the leader of our little band and gave me his spare horse, while my companions had to ride two to a saddle with three disgruntled sergeants.
          


          
            “Brioude fell two weeks ago,” he told me, “not the biggest town in the Auvergne, but it belonged to the Chapter of Saint Julien, and was a nice, fat, rich little plum, just waiting to be gobbled up. It has strong walls, but the Mayor didn’t bother to get his defences in order. A few hundred of our fellows under Seguin’s command stormed it during the night, climbing over some buildings next to the walls that hadn’t been demolished. The garrison surrendered without drawing a sword in anger, and that was that. Easy.”
          


          
            I asked who Seguin might be, and he looked at me in surprise. “Why, Seguin de Badefol, of course. Don’t you know anything?”
          


          
            That stung, but I hid my annoyance. “Forgive me,” I replied, “but I have not been long in this country, and the Free Companies seem to have more captain-generals than I have hairs on my backside. Seguin is a Frenchman, I presume, or a Gascon?”
          


          
            “French, from some petty noble house or other, but that don’t signify. What does is that he’s won more battles and taken more castles and towns than anyone cares to count, and the men who follow him are guaranteed a hefty share of any plunder. He’s an evil bastard, though, and not to be trusted.”
          


          
            “You said that about the Archpriest.”
          


          
            “And I wasn’t wrong. Listen, Page, you seem like a good lad, but good people don’t survive long in the Companies. Here’s the choice. Get out now, go home to England and live a dull, honest life, or toughen up.”
          


          
            It would have been easy to take offence at his bluntness, but Hook spoke sense. I quelled my resentment and listened as he told me more about recent events.
          


          
            The western frontiers of Burgundy, it seemed, were descending into chaos, despite the best efforts of Duke Philip to shore things up. Employing the unreliable likes of the Archpriest was a sign of his desperation, for the Companies were making incursions at will and threatening to wrench control of the entire region away from him.
          


          
            “Brioude is just a beginning,” Hook said cheerfully, “the Duke doesn’t know it yet, but we have a thousand men or thereabouts mustering to the south-east, just beyond the Saóne. Their job is to capture a town to use as a bridgehead across the river, probably Tournus or Uchizy. The Old Brigand is supposed to be somewhere near Brioude, along with his mates Cresswell and Birkhead, and we’ve also got a mob of nasty Gascons under the Hortingo brothers coming to join the feast.”
          


          
            “Like hungry rats,” I said, “or wolves.”
          


          
            “I prefer wolves,” said Hook, “there’s something noble about a wolf. Rats, less so.”
          


          
            The seed of an idea was sown inside my head, and started to flower as we continued to ride south. Brioude was over a hundred miles away, and in a quiet moment round the evening campfire I asked Hook why he had been wandering about so far to the north, and with so few men.
          


          
            “I’m not just a soldier,” he replied, “Charles of Navarre gave me a commission to work independently on the frontiers, stirring up unrest where I can and encouraging attacks on the Burgundians.”
          


          
            Mention of Charles intrigued me. I had heard his name mentioned before, but had little idea of who he was. Hook, who had already expressed disbelief at my ignorance, gaped at me when I asked.
          


          
            “God’s teeth, you really are an innocent, aren’t you?” he exclaimed, “Charles is the King of Navarre, otherwise known as Charles the Bad, and never was a nickname more deserved.”
          


          
            Hook was a strange man, with far more layers to him than first appeared, and I found him increasingly difficult company as we continued south. There was a steel door behind his grey eyes, and he refused to discuss his work in any further detail. Instead he turned the conversation to trivial subjects, hunting and weapons, the quality of wine and women in Burgundy, and I resented his obvious unwillingness to trust me. Perhaps he had decided I was some kind of idiot, or a liar, and so treated me accordingly.
          


          
            Part of the problem was the behaviour of Calveley, who openly resented Hook’s refusal to return his banner. Hook had no time for him, and laughed at his claim to be Hugh Calveley’s cousin.
          


          
            “A pitiful creature like you, kin to Captain-General Calveley?” Hook said with biting scorn, “I’ve seen him, and he would make three of you. Don’t lie to me again, worm, or I’ll cut your worm lips off.”
          


          
            Calveley slunk away, muttering darkly to himself. I watched him go, and reflected that something would have to be done about him. The man was useless baggage now, and useless baggage should be disposed of.
          


          
            Hook insisted on resting by day in the woods and riding by night, guided by the light of the waxing moon. He was wary of being ambushed by the Burgundians or their allies, and right to be so, but after two days I was thoroughly disorientated. Even so, I forced myself during the hours of rest to study Hook’s maps of central and southern France, absorbing the contours of the land and the names of towns and rivers, before fatigue dragged me down.
          


          
            Hook was hoping to meet up with any of the bands of English, Gascon or Navarrois Companies that plagued the Auvergne. The signs of their presence were everywhere, in the shells of burned-out villages, the rotting corpses of people and animals that littered the highway, and the desolate, empty ruins of sacked castles and abbeys scattered about the land. Southern France is a pleasant, fair country, rejoicing in warm weather and rich harvests, but the Companies had turned it into a graveyard.
          


          
            “The Tard-Venus,” I muttered, remembering O Neill’s words as we galloped past the shadowy ruins of yet another fire-gutted church. The whitening bones of the priest lay forlornly outside the porch, skeletal hands clasping a charred crucifix.
          


          
            We had glimpsed distant fires lighting the horizon to the south-west, and Hook led us towards them at a merciless pace, convinced that a considerable body of routiers must be in the region, burning and pillaging.
          


          
            He got his reward when bands of armed horsemen suddenly boiled out of the woods to east and west, many times our number, and quickly surrounded us. No trumpet sounded to herald their appearance, and they moved with menacing speed and silence.
          


          
            “Getting sloppy, Hook,” a man’s voice called out in a thick Gascon accent, and one of the horsemen spurred forward to meet us.
          


          
            He was a tall, active figure in rusting plate slathered with other men’s blood, his thinning black hair swept back from a narrow skull with high cheekbones. Handsome, I suppose, with his aquiline features and neatly trimmed moustache, but in a cruel way.
          


          
            “Hello, Bernard,” cried Hook, without a trace of enthusiasm, and raised his hand in greeting.
          


          
            “This is Bernard de la Salle, a Gascon and captain-general of the Red Lances,” he muttered to me, “he may look something of a fool, but don’t take him for one. Oh, and never trust him with money or women.”
          


          
            Bernard grinned as he rode closer, exposing teeth like brown needles.
          


          
            “Got bored up north, did you?” he said, “I don’t blame you. The best pickings are to be found down here, though you will have to hurry. The Auvergne is a carcase, and the best meat is already being stripped.”
          


          
            “I am no freebooter, Bernard, as well you know,” replied Hook, “and I have other reasons for being here, letters for Seguin and the Brigand. I’ve also brought you gifts. Five fine Englishmen, itching to join your Lances.”
          


          
            He nodded at me. “This one is their captain, and a bright young thing. Try not to get him killed too quickly.”
          


          
            I must have looked surprised, but he waved me into silence. “Don’t look so flabbergasted, boy. You cannot stay with me, and Bernard de la Salle is one of the finest captains you could wish to serve under. Don’t even consider refusing.”
          


          
            I could feel the heat of Calveley’s jealous glare, but he said nothing, and Hook was right. Bernard de la Salle had a feral look about him, and clearly not a man to be snubbed.
          


          
            “Honoured to join you, Captain,” I said, mustering a weak smile.
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            In Brioude I saw the people of the town forced to line up in neat rows in front of a series of trestle tables set up in the market square. The tables were occupied by clerks and treasurers in the employ of the Companies, and their job was to assess the ransom value of each citizen, calling them forward one by one to interrogate them about their trade or occupation, families, servants and dependents, and the worth of their property and chattels. The details were noted down in enormous leather-bound ledgers, for war was a business, and the Companies were out to make a profit.
          


          
            The market was also full of soldiers, Gascons, Englishmen and Navarrois, all keeping a watchful eye on the citizens and moving in swiftly to quash any flicker of protest.
          


          
            I saw Seguin de Badefol strolling through the streets of the pretty little town he had conquered so easily. He looked well pleased with himself, a stocky, hard-muscled little man with receding black hair and a forked beard, wearing a garish semblance of Arab dress over his armour. A ridiculous-looking figure, but I pity the man who ever underestimated Seguin, one of the best soldiers of the time, and one of the most purely evil souls you could ever wish to avoid.
          


          
            In Brioude also I set eyes on the Raven for the first time, and the sight of her drove Seguin quite out of my mind. She was walking by his side, one white hand draped over his steel-clad forearm, her eyes downcast, as demure as any nun.
          


          
            My new captain Bernardo had given his men the afternoon to do as we pleased, and I was wandering through the town with Ralph when I saw them. I stopped dead, transfixed, and my heart began to thump like the poor dead Snatcher’s drum as my eyes drank her in.
          


          
            The Raven was well named. Olive-skinned, slender and straight as a blade, her hair tumbled to her waist in a shining raven-black wave, and she wore it unfashionably loose, in the style of common whores. She was a whore, of course, but no common one.
          


          
            She wore a loose white gown, increasing her resemblance to a nun, gathered in at the waist by a belt made of golden florins linked in a chain. A joke at her own expense, I supposed, and more gold trinkets adorned her wrists and ears. She was no garish painted harlot, and wore just a touch of cosmetic to accentuate the graceful curve of her eyes and the sharpness of her cheekbones.
          


          
            I wasn’t the only man in the street to stop and gawp at her, but most quickly averted their eyes, either to avoid a scolding from their wives or the wrath of Seguin, who was no doubt jealous of her. I, however, who had seen so little beauty in my life, could not help but stare.
          


          
            Ralph nudged me sharply with his elbow. “Look away,” he said urgently, “unless you want your guts spilled. The man with her is Seguin de Badefol, the one Hook warned us about.”
          


          
            “I know who he is,” I replied, and was about to do the sensible thing and look away, when the Raven caught my eye.
          


          
            Seguin did not notice, else I would either be dead or have another terrible scar to add to the collection on my body. She held my gaze for just a few seconds, long enough for her black eyes to step into my soul, rummage about in the darkness, and then withdraw, leaving me feeling weak and drained.
          


          
            She smiled at me, before turning back to laugh with practised skill at some joke of Seguin’s. Then they vanished into the crowd.
          


          
            “You can close your mouth now, and wipe away the drool,” Ralph said drily, “let’s move on, before we get our throats cut.”
          


          
            I emerged from my trance to see people grinning at me, and a couple of hard-faced soldiers who didn’t look amused in the slightest. Seguin was said to inspire fierce loyalty in his followers, and these two wouldn’t have appreciated some stripling eyeing up their master’s woman. Ralph grasped my arm, and we hurried away.
          


          
            The next evening Bernard invited me and Calveley to supper, at his lodgings in one of Brioude’s best hotels. I was overawed by the spotless white-plastered walls, beautiful mirrors and elaborate hand-carved furniture, and baffled by the cringing servants who bowed and genuflected and attended to my every whim. I had never been in such a place before, nor seen my reflection in a mirror, and was shocked by the burly, lank-haired creature I saw in the glass, one of God’s less subtle works, roughly made and coarsely wrapped.
          


          
            There were twelve attending the supper, and most were no finer, with the exception of Bernard and his brother Hortingo, another lean black-haired creature, who had decked their bodies in stolen jewels and finery. There was another captain present, John Cresswell, the Englishman who had been out ravaging the countryside with the Old Brigand and just that day come back to Brioude. He was a stolid, practical Northumbrian, flaxen-haired and double-chinned, and spent much of the meal attending to the mountain of game and roast beef heaped on his silver plate.
          


          
            Hook was not there, and I hadn’t seen him since he handed us over to Bernard’s care. I assumed he had completed whatever his secret business was in Brioude, and ridden away to cause more mischief on the frontier.
          


          
            Bernard was interested in Calveley’s claim of kinship with his famous namesake, and more inclined to believe it than Hook. To my surprise, Calveley had recovered some of his old poise, and spoke of his family with a degree of pride and conviction, though he still looked shabby, and the bruises had not yet faded away.
          


          
            After a while the Gascon tired of listening to the history of the Calveleys, their exploits in ancient wars and the quality of the hunting in Cheshire, and turned to question me. He was pleasant and softly-spoken, but I noticed the rest of the table was silent when he spoke, and there was no doubting his calm air of authority.
          


          
            “You rode next to Hook,” he said, idly fiddling with the large gold ring on his middle finger. The ring boasted a gleaming red stone, like the eye of some malevolent imp, and had probably belonged to some local nobleman or civic dignitary. “That is quite an honour. He is a wary creature, our Hook, and gets bored easily. Why did he find you such good company?”
          


          
            I shrugged. “I could not say, Captain.”
          


          
            “He told me you spent a lot of time studying his maps. Planning a grand campaign, were you?”
          


          
            There was a rumble of laughter around the table, and one black-bearded toady raised his goblet to toast his commander’s wit. Calveley tried to intervene, spluttering that he was no follower of mine, but I spoke over him.
          


          
            “Not at all,” I replied, and decided to roll the dice, “but I have a question for you. Are we the Tard-Venus?”
          


          
            It was a risky thing to say, and Bernard’s brows knitted together as he scowled at me. Everyone present seemed to hold their breath for a moment, waiting for his reaction. I glanced fearfully at Cresswell, looking for support from a fellow Englishman, but he merely winked at me and stuffed another hunk of beef into his maw.
          


          
            “Indeed we are,” said Bernard, and the world exhaled as he showed no sign of anger, “since the likes of the Brigand and Cresswell here, and that grasping bastard Seguin, have given the Auvergne a good sweeping, leaving us to pick at the crumbs in the gutter.”
          


          
            “I think this one has a plan,” said Hortingo, who was even more softly-spoken than his brother. He tipped back his wine and smiled at me as he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Englishmen can be clever, as we all know. Let’s hear it, young man.”
          


          
            Bernard shrugged, and suddenly all eyes were on me. They were a fearsome audience, and my heart thumped at the sight of those villainous, scarred faces studying me with a mixture of contempt, amusement and disdain, but I took a deep breath and plunged on regardless.
          


          
            “Over a hundred miles to the north of here,” I said, keeping my eyes fixed on the table as I drew a map in a puddle of wine, “on the east bank of the Loire, and twenty miles west of Bourges, is the town of La Charité-sur-Loire. I expect you all know it.”
          


          
            There was no reply, so I continued. “The town commands the river, and the road from Bourges which leads into Burgundy. It is a strong place, I grant you, with nine towers and a castle, and no doubt strongly garrisoned. If the Companies took the place, it would make Seguin’s coup of capturing Brioude look like a child’s trick. As Hook said, I have studied maps, and to me it seems that anyone who holds La Charité has a perfect stronghold and a base for storing plunder. From there, raiding parties could ride westward over the river, into Berry and the Orleánais, to the east into Burgundy, and south into the Nivernais. It would give us command of the upper Loire valley. Duke Philip could not touch us, or his pet Archpriest, provided we kept the place well-provisioned and stuffed with men. His entire western frontier would be at our mercy.”
          


          
            I sat back, gulping for breath, and waited. After a silence that seemed to last centuries, someone started to clap, very slowly, and I glanced up to see it was Cresswell.
          


          
            “Damn good,” he grunted through a mouthful of meat, slapping his great hairy paws together,” damn good.”
          


          
            After a moment Hortingo joined in, smirking and tapping his fingertips together in a gentle parody of Cresswell’s heartier effort. Bernard folded his arms, stuck his tongue in his cheek and nodded at me.
          


          
            “It can be done,” he said, “it can be done, and by Mary and all the Saints, it shall be. Not by the Brigand, or Seguin, but by us!”
          


          
            That was the signal for the other brigands and robber knights sat at the table to start making enthusiastic noises, and someone thumped me on the back and pressed a cup of wine into my hand.
          


          
            The evening broke up into fevered discussion of how La Charité might be taken. I said little, since I was a novice and had no knowledge of siege craft, but sat and listened in a cloud of joy and relief.
          


          
            It was one of the greatest evenings of my life, with just one sour note. Calveley had glared at me all the way through my proposal, his single eye glittering with malice, but I took little notice of him. Afterwards, as I sank my third cup of wine and looked around for him, feeling heady enough to try and be pleasant to the wretch, I saw his chair was empty.
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            Like Hook, our captains insisted on travelling by night and resting in the woods by day. I was growing used to the routine by now, and managed to keep up with the vanguard of the combined force, some six hundred English and Gascons under the overall command of Bernard de la Salle, that rode from Brioude. We left suddenly and under cover of darkness, for the de la Salle brothers and Cresswell didn’t want the other captains to learn of our plan and insist on joining in. They would soon learn of our departure, but hopefully dismiss it as a hopeless sortie.
          


          
            For much of the journey I stayed close to Hobbes and Pasmore, though on occasion I was invited to Bernard’s tent to share supper with him and the other captains. He honoured me because the attack on La Charité was my idea, and I was my usual cautious self, saying nothing except when asked and laughing when others laughed.
          


          
            There was still no sign of Calveley. “Perhaps he has deserted,” I said to Pasmore one night as we carefully guided our rounceys over some rough, broken ground. We were shivering inside our woollen cloaks, for the deep winter had arrived, draping the land in frost and damp grey mists.
          


          
            “Let’s hope so,” he replied with a sniff, wiping a drip from the end of his nose, “Calveley is an idiot and a coward. I can imagine it suits him to play the deserter as well.”
          


          
            Even so, I couldn’t help feeling paranoid, and imagined him out there, somewhere in the darkened forests, stalking us with revenge in his heart and a sharp knife in his hand.
          


          
            I spoke to Ralph about my disquiet, but he never had much of an imagination, and laughed it off. “Perhaps John Heym is with him too,” he said, cuffing me playfully about the head, “they would make a pretty pair, wouldn’t they? Don’t be a fool. You always did start at shadows.”
          


          
            “You’re right,” I agreed, returning his blow with interest, but even so the shadow of Calveley remained lodged in my mind. I saw his eye glittering at me in the gloom of my dreams, and heard the faint strains of his damned harp.
          


          
            The Companies always liked to move fast, baffling their enemies with their speed and unpredictable tactics, and so it was during the ride to La Charité. Six hundred men was a strong force, but the Burgundians had the numbers to match it, if given the time to pool their garrisons and summon the Archpriest.
          


          
            Bernard de la Salle was determined to deny them the time, or even the knowledge of our presence, until it was too late. He set a hard pace, and we arrived within sight of the town on the third morning after leaving Brioude.
          


          
            La Charité was as impressive as I remembered, and I remember feeling strangely possessive as I studied the sweeping walls and towers beside the Loire, dominated by the spire of the great Cluniac priory.
          


          
            “My Camelot,” I said, without thinking, and looked around guiltily to check if anyone had heard me. Fortunately, everyone was too exhausted after the hellish night ride through difficult country to care what I said.
          


          
            The defences were at their strongest facing the river, where a gatehouse guarded the stone bridge, and the castle to the north-east loomed over any approach from the valley. Bernard decided to split his company into three, with himself leading the division that would attempt to scale the landward-facing wall to the south, his brother the north, and John Cresswell the east.
          


          
            “I will take the Gascons,” he said, “Hortingo will have command of the Navarrois, and Cresswell the English. Having men who speak different tongues shouting at each other in the dark is a sure way to confusion.”
          


          
            “My Spanish is mediocre, but I’ll do my best,” said Hortingo, still wearing the lop-sided smirk that never seemed to leave his face. He and Bernard were armed cap-a-pie in the latest, most expensive steel harness. Cresswell, by comparison, looked like an unkempt brigand who had dressed in the dark. He wore an upturned iron soup basin for a helm, and was bare-legged under an ancient knee-length leather gambeson sewn with iron plates in a style that had gone out of fashion fifty years previously. He had a sword stuck into his belt, but his weapon of choice was an iron-shod mace.
          


          
            Cresswell had been drinking, and was still taking swigs from a wineskin as he listened to Bernard’s plan of attack. I took one look at him and shuddered. This was the man who was going to lead us up and over the walls of La Charité, assuming he could stagger that far.
          


          
            “Don’t worry, boy” said Thomas Ughtred, Cresswell’s vice-captain, “I’ve been with Cresswell for six years, and he works better with a drink inside him. Seen much fighting?”
          


          
            I replied that I hadn’t, bar the brief massacre by the Loire. “Nothing to it,” he assured me, “stick close to me and a few of the other older lads, keep your head down, and you should be fine. Remember, those bastards inside the town don’t know we’re coming.”
          


          
            Ughtred was a reassuring, bulky presence, a grey-haired veteran of any number of skirmishes and ambuscades, and with the scars to prove it, including the hideous legacy of a sword-slash that had taken away a large chunk of flesh between his jaw and cheekbone. Despite his comforting words I was scared, and resolved to stay well to the rear when we tried to rush the wall.
          


          
            Bernard finished outlining his plan and clapped his gauntleted hands together. “Right, then,” he said, smiling at the armed men standing around him in the gloomy forest, “let’s be about it.”
          


          
            Cresswell led us English through the trees with surprising speed and assurance for a man with so much wine swilling inside him, though our progress was impeded by the scaling ladders that had been pieced together while Bernard talked. I tripped and stumbled under the weight of my burden, earning filthy glares from the two men who shared it. Despite my determination to stay in the rear, I had been picked at random to help carry a ladder, and thus found myself in the vanguard.
          


          
            The flinty walls and towers of La Charité loomed ever closer as we skirted the town. It was two or three hours past midnight, a time when most men are at their lowest ebb, and the unfortunate sentries on the walls would have been chilled to the marrow. The town slumbered on, peaceful and prosperous under a sliver of moon, oblivious to the trap slowly closing around it.
          


          
            Cresswell had given orders that only he and his officers were allowed to speak, and now the order passed along for us to halt. I was grateful for the respite, and unnervingly aware of the men around me, like so many statues standing silent and motionless in the dark.
          


          
            “Ladders forward, but slowly,” the words came whispering down the line, and we crept forward, soft-footing through the edge of the woods. The eastern wall was on raised ground, and we would have to race up the steep slope, fix our ladders and grapnels in place and swarm up them before the sentries knew what was happening.
          


          
            We were on the verge of the trees now, those carrying scaling ladders strung out in a single widely-spaced line, the rest of the company clustered behind us.
          


          
            The sound of a trumpet pierced through the night, a single clear rising note from the woods to the south, quickly answered by another to the north. Our own trumpeter joined the chorus, and someone shoved me in the back.
          


          
            I broke into a run, and a great roar went up as the statues sprang to life, war-cries tearing from their throats as they poured out of the forest and sprinted for the wall.
          


          
            The dozing sentries on the ramparts must have got the shock of their lives as the peaceful woods suddenly vomited a horde of ghastly, screaming Englishmen, along with the bands of Gascons and Navarresse attacking to the north and south.
          


          
            I stumbled along, encumbered by the heavy ladder, keeping my head down and trying to avoid being trampled by my comrades. The scent of loot and death and women was in their nostrils, which meant Hell was about to descend on the people inside La Charité.
          


          
            The soldiers on the walls didn’t even have time to gather their wits and aim a crossbow before the first of our people had gained the slope. Cresswell was to the fore, helping to get the first ladder placed against the wall. I saw my brother swarm eagerly up the rungs, just as he had climbed apple trees in the bailiff’s forbidden orchard in Deep Walden when we were boys.
          


          
            “Ralph!” I shouted, but my hoarse croak was drowned in the general chaos. The first faint crash of church bells sounded a warning inside the town as we pushed our ladder against the wall. Two men-at-arms in steel helms and breastplates immediately scrambled up it.
          


          
            A strange fierce song, wordless but thundering like a dozen war-drums, was playing inside my head. The war-delight was on me, as it had been when the Archpriest ambushed us beside the Loire, and my fears evaporated.
          


          
            Another man-at-arms placed his foot on the ladder, but I gripped his shoulder and shoved him aside.
          


          
            I scaled the rungs as fast as my limbs and those who had gone ahead would allow. The ladder bounced and shuddered under our combined weight, but I cared not. All that mattered was reaching the dark line of battlements that loomed overhead.
          


          
            I gracelessly hooked one leg over the wall and flopped over onto the walkway. The town was spread out below me, shadowy streets gradually coming to life as lights flamed inside the windows. I imagined terrified citizens, woken by the sound of the bells, tumbling from their beds and yelling at each other as they fumbled for lamps and candles with shaking hands.
          


          
            Bernard’s orders were simple: kill, plunder and generally cause havoc until daybreak, by which time the citizens and the garrison should be eager to surrender. Our men were more than capable of knocking the fight out of the French, for they were past masters at it, but my chief concern was to find Ralph and stick close to him until the night was over.
          


          
            Have you ever seen a town being sacked? There is no greater horror perpetrated in war, though I eventually grew immune to it. I first witnessed it at La Charité, and I could scarcely believe the evidence of my eyes as I ran through the streets and alleyways.
          


          
            Something about being let loose on a defenceless populace wakes the darkness inside soldiers, making them devils rather than men. Bernard’s company was no different, though like all experienced routiers they looted and pillaged methodically, and with practised skill. I saw soldiers working in teams to ply their axes against the locked doors of shops and private houses, while their mates stood back and shot arrows at any citizens who dared to show their faces in the windows. Once the doors were broken the screams started as our men charged inside and did their considerable worst.
          


          
            No-one paid any attention to me as I hurried through the chaotic, bloody night, picking my way over goods and furniture dragged out by the looters into the street, or else hurled from the upper storeys. La Charité was a prosperous place, and already were men staggering about the streets, drunk on stolen wine. Many of the braver citizens fought back against the scavengers that had come to kill and rob them, and blood ran freely in the gutters as small battles and individual combats erupted all over the town. I narrowly avoided being impaled by one white-haired old man as he came roaring out from a doorway, jabbing at my belly with a spear, and had to look lively to block his thrust and kick him in the groin.
          


          “Goddam!” he shouted as he buckled to the ground, one hand clutching his private pain while he gamely poked the spear at me with the other, “goddam Anglais!”


          
            I left him there, still shouting, and maybe he lived to crow about how he sent one of the hated foreign robbers fleeing for his life. I hope so.
          


          
            All the time I shouted my brother’s name and experienced terrible visions of him lying helpless and bleeding his life out in some alleyway. It was absurd to hope he could hear my feeble, rasping voice above the noise of the town being murdered, the screams and shouts and clashing steel and clanging bells and smashing timber and whinnying horses. More and more of our men were streaming into La Charité, like a disease spreading inside a defenceless human body, eating it away from the inside.
          


          
            I almost fell over a rape in progress. One of our fellows, breeches around his ankles, was grunting like a pig as he forced himself on a woman helplessly pinned under his stinking weight. The sheer brazenness of it briefly drove all thought of Ralph from my mind, and I stopped, staring like a halfwit at his pale, surging buttocks.
          


          “M’aidez!” the woman shrieked, over and over, “m’aidez!”


          
            I still had a trace of decency in those days, coupled with a steadily diminishing streak of innocence. Rape is part of a soldier’s reward, but I didn’t know that then. Outraged, I bent over the man and smashed the butt of my Good-Dagger against the back of his skull. The blow was hard enough to split the bone and knock him unconscious, if not kill him, and his vigorous thrusting and grunting abruptly ceased.
          


          
            His victim fell to weeping, but I ran on, still bleating my brother’s name, like a goat with a sore throat.
          


          
            I had thought that the garrison, hopelessly outnumbered, would retreat inside the castle and leave the town to die. They had fallen back, but only to regroup. The castle gates opened and over a hundred French men-at-arms sallied out to confront the invaders, led by the constable of the town. I learned this later, and at the time only heard the distant sound of trumpets adding to the general havoc.
          


          
            An uncomfortable voice was worming into my brain, filling me with a sense of shame. This is your doing. You led the wolves to their kill. The slaughter is on your conscience.
          


          
            The sound of hoofs clattering on cobbles alerted me, and I looked up to see a knight mounted on a coal-black destrier galloping in my direction. He saw me skulking in the shadows and lowered his lance. I could not hope to outrun him, for the street was long and narrow and there were no alleys to dodge down. For a ghastly couple of seconds all I could do was stand and stare at death as it approached with a lance-head aimed at my liver.
          


          
            The war bow has saved my life on many occasions, and this was one. A flurry of cloth-yard shafts whistled out of the darkness above and behind me, slamming into the knight’s big horse and sending her tumbling onto her side, legs flailing as she screamed and spasmed in pain. Men rushed past me, archers in kettle hats, baying for the fallen knight’s blood like a pack of hounds descending on a kill. Two more jumped from the sloping roofs of houses either side of the street.
          


          
            A fallen knight is still a knight, and he still had his sword. The blade flickered like a serpent’s tongue and took the closest archer’s leg off below the knee. Two more leaped in to aid their crippled mate, and went down in a storm of blood. Others closed in around the gleaming figure of the knight, hacking and clubbing at him with spear-butts, axes and hammers.
          


          
            Someone caught my arm. I twisted away, sword raised to stab, and relaxed. It was Pasmore.
          


          
            “Easy, Page,” he said, his leathery face wrinkling into a grin as he released my arm, “we have enough enemies here without turning on each other.”
          


          
            “My brother,” I croaked, lowering my sword, “have you seen him?”
          


          
            “Last I saw, he was with Cresswell, trying to break into the church,” he said, pointing at the tall steeple of the priory, “the monks were dropping stones on our heads, so I left them to it.”
          


          
            I thanked him and ran towards the priory.
          


          
            Ralph was lying on his side in the gutter of a side-street. He looked peaceful, as though he was asleep, one arm tucked under his head, the other draped limply across his chest.
          


          
            The massive edifice of the priory was not far off. The bells had fallen silent, for Cresswell and his brigands had finally managed to force their way in, and were busy plundering and killing.
          


          
            I knelt beside Ralph and searched for any sign of a pulse. Instead my fingers found a deep hole in his neck, stretching from ear to ear, through which the remnant of his life’s blood was slowly pumping. The front of his jerkin was thick with the stuff, and it had splattered onto the cobbles as he lay dying.
          


          
            My breath seemed to catch in my windpipe as it dawned on me that Ralph, my only living kin, was gone. A rising sense of horror, the kind of horror that only hits us when a loved one dies, engulfed me, and I could not move or breathe.
          


          
            A second longer, and Calveley would have had me. I caught the glint of steel in my eye, and rolled aside just as his sword swept through the air where I had been kneeling.
          


          
            “Pig,” he spat, and swung at me again, his thin black-clad figure leaping over Ralph’s corpse. I caught the blow on my buckler, gasped at the jolt of agony that coursed up my arm, and was knocked backwards against a wall. Fresh agony ripped through me as my spine scraped against the crumbling brickwork.
          


          
            “You’re going to die, traitor, turncoat, pig.” His voice was mocking, imbued with all the aggression and venom that I thought Ralph had knocked out of it. He was quick, too, his sword dancing in the air before my eyes. I had never seen him fight, or even spar, and never suspected he possessed any skill. But Calveley was a gentleman, of sorts, and had been raised to bear arms.
          


          
            The sword leaped for my neck. I parried clumsily and knocked it aside with my Good-Dagger, but didn’t dare attempt a counter-thrust. Instead I retreated, shuffling crablike along the wall as he came on, hacking, slashing and stabbing in a blur of movement and steel.
          


          
            His sword snaked past my guard and slashed my shoulder open. I fell back, gritting my teeth against the pain, and he cut me again, his blade scoring a thin line of fire across my chest.
          


          
            I was using my Good-Dagger like a stave, parrying and blocking, but making no attacks of my own. I was already wet with sweat and blood, and thought I could hear the voices of my old instructors, Gurney and Uriens.
          


          
            “Left, right, parry, stamp, thrust!” the dulcet Welsh tones of Uriens thundered in my head, “my God, Page, have you no rhythm? Have you never danced, you lumbering English slug? Again!”
          


          
            “Drop your sword once more, and I’ll beat you even harder,” warned the sadistic sergeant-at-arms, Gurney, in his nasal Warwickshire twang, “and next time I won’t hold back, neither.”
          


          
            They were of little help. I could hear the breath rasping in Calveley’s throat as he muttered curses and imprecations, and it struck me that he had lost his wits.
          


          
            “My Company, my sweet Company,” were some of the more legible words he uttered, “you took my glory, pig, you stole it from me, you and your brother.”
          


          
            He seemed to gain strength from his rage, but I had recovered from the speed and surprise of his attack now. I was younger than Calveley, and the knowledge that he was my brother’s killer poured like ice into my brain, filling me with careless courage.
          


          
            I stopped retreating and stood my ground, caught his next thrust on my buckler and attempted to grab his wrist. A desperate ploy, but I luckily caught hold and pulled, and as he stumbled I lashed out with my boot and caught him under the right knee.
          


          
            Calveley was tougher than he looked. A sharp hiss of pain escaped from between his clenched teeth, but he didn’t fall. Instead he hesitated, favouring his left leg as he waited for the pain in his right to pass. He called me a pig again, among other things, and I decided to shut him up.
          


          
            “Not a pig, but a wolf,” I said, and threw my Good-Dagger at his face. I deliberately threw it at his blind side, which also happened to be his right, and followed up by snatching up a loose rock and hurling it at his head.
          


          
            The rock bounced off his skull with a satisfying thump, and this time he fell, half-stunned, blood spurting from a gash on his forehead. I dived at him and grabbed his sword, cutting my fingers on the blade, and wrenched it out of his grip.
          


          
            “Kill him, Page!” shouted Hobbes from somewhere to my right. I knelt on Calveley’s thin chest and held the tip of his sword over his eye. He struggled feebly to throw me off, but lacked the strength.
          


          
            “For my brother, for Richard Kelleshull, and for all the men you deserted beside the Loire,” I said, and rammed the blade home.
          


          14.


          
            Above the South Door of the great priory at La Charité-sur-Loire, framed by a Romanesque arch supported by twin pillars, is a tympanum of the Transfiguration. Christ himself stands on the mountain inside a halo of light in the centre of the tympanum, flanked by two of his apostles.
          


          
            This was just one of many elaborate carvings inside the priory, but there was something about the image of the miracle of Christ in radiance that fascinated me. I often resorted to the church in the days following the sack and surrender of La Charité, and studied the tympanum in the south transept.
          


          
            Cresswell and his men had wrecked the interior, tearing down the altar and smashing the stained glass windows for the sheer joy of it. Several monks had died trying to stop them, and their brothers spent long hours on their knees praying for the souls of the murdered men as they scrubbed blood from the flagstones. The haunting echo of their plainchant echoed through the cloisters, filling my tarnished soul with a kind of peace.
          


          
            One day my peace was broken by a woman’s voice.
          


          
            “Are you the man on the mountain, Thomas Page?”
          


          
            I turned, and found myself looking at the Raven. She was dressed more formally than the first time I had seen her in Brioude. Her lustrous hair was pinned back into a long braid, she wore a sober grey dress, and there were no gold ornaments glimmering at her wrists and ears. She was scarcely less beautiful, though, her severely scraped-back hair only serving to accentuate the sleek natural lines of her face.
          


          
            Once, I would have been hopelessly nervous and tongue-tied in her presence, but Ralph’s death had changed me. We had buried him in a quiet spot in the woods just outside La Charité, with a French padre forced at sword point to mumble the last rites over his grave. I didn’t sleep for three days and nights afterwards, but prostrated myself in a local chantry, weeping and begging for the salvation of his soul. Afterwards I felt cleansed, as if a fire had swept through me, destroying all my fears and doubts.
          


          
            “No,” I replied, “I am the man in darkness. I come here because I envy the one who is surrounded by light.”
          


          
            The Raven nodded solemnly, and glanced up at the tympanum. “You have not asked my name,” she said. She had a pronounced Spanish accent, complete with a lisp.
          


          
            “I’m not interested in your name.”
          


          
            “Liar. I remember the way you stared at me in the market-place at Brioude. And now you are the man everyone is talking of.”
          


          
            “Me? Why? I’ve done nothing.”
          


          
            She folded her arms and slowly looked me up and down, as though studying a painting. “I expected arrogance. All you soldiers for hire are arrogant. Maybe you are different. Interesting.”
          


          
            “When word reached Brioude that La Charité had fallen,” she went on, “and that the plan had been conceived by some Englishman no-one had ever heard of, I said to myself, I must meet this man. Seguin didn’t like it, for he had not yet tired of parading me in front of his peers, but I left anyway. I was sick of him. Most soldiers treat death as a business, but to him it is a pleasure.”
          


          
            She took a small step closer, and I became aware of her delicate sweet scent, like roses after rain. “As I came north, more stories reached my ears. Of how you rampaged about the town performing mighty deeds, and slew a man named Calveley in single combat, kinsman to the great routier.”
          


          
            “If knocking down an old man and a rapist count as mighty deeds, then that is true,” I replied, though secretly I was flushed with pleasure at the thought of men talking of me as some kind of hero.
          


          
            “And Calveley?” she asked, smiling an oddly crooked smile. Over her shoulder I could see an old monk watching us with disapproval etched into his raddled face, but I ignored him.
          


          
            “True, I killed him.”
          


          
            “How?”
          


          
            “I threw a rock at his head.”
          


          
            She tossed her head back and laughed, exposing perfect white teeth, and the monk’s face twisted in fury at the ungodly sound.
          


          
            I shuddered as The Raven touched the livid scar on my neck with the tip of her index finger. “Many call me a whore,” she said, “and it is true that, in the past, I had no other way of surviving and prospering. These days, however, I only take men that interest me. Seguin interested me for a little while, as did the Bastard of Savoy and Charles of Navarre, among others. Now you interest me, Thomas Page.”
          


          
            I could feel Christ in his magnificence glaring down at me. Between him and the monk I was caught in a cross-fire of holy disapproval, but found that I cared little.
          


          
            She moved in to kiss me, and I responded. My eyes met with the monk’s, who was now a picture of outraged horror, and I winked at him.
          


          
            For the remainder of that rain-sodden November and into December, while Burgundy slowly crumbled and Duke Philip raged at his council in Dijon, I was the Raven’s unofficial guest. She had rented a fine suite of rooms at a hotel near the centre of the town, though I saw little of them outside of her bedchamber.
          


          
            There, between the sighs and moans, she taught me her true name, and something of her strange history.
          


          
            “Well?” demanded Froissart, looking up, weary and red-eyed, from his work. He had been writing for hours, and the grey fingers of dawn were starting to grope through the shutters of the tavern.
          


          
            The grey-haired man who claimed to be Thomas Page smiled and rose wearily from his stool. “Enough for now,” he said, massaging his throat, “all the other customers have gone, and we’re keeping the landlord from his bed.”
          


          
            “Let him stand a while longer! Your tale is only half-finished. Tell me of the Raven.”
          


          
            “Another time, perhaps. My tale is nowhere near half-finished, but I have talked enough for one night. Let me sleep.”
          


          
            Froissart moistened his lips with his tongue, and looked anxiously at what he had written so far. “Damn it,” he said, reaching for his cup with a trembling, ink-spotted hand, “go to your bed, then, and meet me here tomorrow.”
          


          
            “It is tomorrow.”
          


          
            “The next day, then! You will be well paid, I promise.”
          


          
            Page straightened, and scratched his bristly chin. “Agreed,” he said reluctantly.
          


          
            They shook hands on a bargain, and the Half-Hanged Man went to his rest.
          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          


          

        

      


      


    

  


  


  
    



    
      
        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        
          PART TWO: THE RAVEN OF TOLEDO
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          Two days later, as agreed, Jean Froissart and the beggar who claimed to be Thomas Page met again in the fetid semi-darkness of the Plough inn. Froissart came with two man-servants this time, competent ruffians with cudgels in their hands and dirks in their belts. He had no intention of falling victim to another street gang.
        


        
          He found the beggar waiting for him at the same table as before, nursing a cup of ale and studying a piece of yellowed parchment. More pieces were scattered about the table. Froissart spotted a lock of black hair resting on the parchment the other man was reading.
        


        
          The beggar did not look up. “Sit down,” he said curtly, pointing at the bench opposite. Froissart obeyed without thinking.
        


        
          Annoyed at being given orders by a man he still suspected to be a fraud, albeit one with a good imagination and knowledge of history, Froissart reached over and tapped the parchment with his forefinger.
        


        
          “What’s this?” he said, “learning your lines? Remember, I am still not convinced you are who you claim to be. Tonight’s tale had better be a convincing one.”
        


        
          The beggar looked up and fixed him with a bleak stare. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he had been weeping or hadn’t slept, and their cheery sparkle of two days ago had evaporated.
        


        
          “These are her letters,” he said in his usual hoarse whisper, “or such as I was able to rescue from the shipwreck. There were many more…all lost now, at the bottom of the sea off the coast of Portugal, where I was shipwrecked four years ago. I brought them to aid my memory, but I find they are dredging up unwanted ghosts. Watch your tongue this evening, Frenchman. I am in no mood for your arrogance.”
        


        
          Froissart briefly considered calling in his servants, whom he had left to guard the door, to teach the man a lesson, but thought better of it. He had no wish to start a brawl. Word of it might reach the court. His cheeks burned as he imagined Chaucer hearing of the incident and composing satirical rhymes in which Jean Froissart played a central role.
        


        
          He rummaged inside his portfolio for writing materials. He selected a freshly-sharpened quill, dipped it in his inkpot, carefully wiped off the excess and sat poised over a blank sheet of vellum.
        


        
          The beggar picked up the lock of black hair between finger and thumb and gazed at it. “I will tell you of the Raven,” he said, “her early years, and how she came to loathe and despise the King of Castile.”
        


        
          “King Pedro?” said Froissart. The other man nodded.
        


        
          “King Pedro, otherwise known as Pedro the Cruel, and no man deserved such a sobriquet more. His fate became entwined with the Raven’s, and eventually with mine, so it is essential that I tell you this part of her story.”
        


        
          Froissart’s pen scratched busily across the vellum as the beggar began to talk of the woman he had loved.
        


        1.


        
          Her true name was Eleanor Menezes de Alonchel, and she was born in Western Spain, in Alconchel in the province of Badajoz, part of the Kingdom of Castile. She was the daughter of a minor half-Spanish, half-Portugese Rico Hombre, Don Estaban Menezes, whose ancestors had earned fame but little material reward fighting against the Moorish kingdom of Granada. Thus Eleanor came from old and honourable stock, but impoverished and with little to show for their heroics save one poor manor and an old timber hall.
        


        
          They did have one advantage, in their distant kinship to the Portugese grandee, Don Juan Alfonso de Albuquerque. Don Juan was an ambitious and subtle man, destined to rise to power and greatness in the early years of the reign of King Pedro.
        


        
          Eleanor was born in the year 1336, when Castile was under the strong but ruthless rule of Pedro’s father Alfonso XI, known by his people as ‘The Avenger’ or ‘The Implacable’. Alfonso had worked hard to deserve these titles, mercilessly putting to the sword any who opposed him, Christian and Moor. He was also shrewd enough not to push his tyrannies too far, and supremely successful in war. In 1340, when Eleanor was still an infant, he won his great victory over the Moorish armies of Granada and Morocco at the Battle of Rio Salado, ending their ambitions to carve out a permanent Muslim realm in the Iberian Peninsula.
        


        
          Eleanor’s father, Don Estaban, distinguished himself at this battle, and was a member of the Castilian rearguard that rescued the king when he was surrounded by the forces of Abu Hasan. During the desperate fighting around the royal person Estaban’s spine was laid open by a cut from a Berber scimitar, and he had to be carried to safety by his squire. When the battle was done, and the enemy fleeing in rout, a grateful Alfonso had the terribly injured knight carried to his tent on a pallet.
        


        
          “Don Estaban,” said Alfonso, graciously lowering the royal hand for Estaban to kiss, “today you have served me loyally and well. Ask of me anything in my gift, and it shall be yours.”
        


        
          “Except land,” he added hurriedly before Estaban had a chance to speak, “my great lords are all clamouring for lands and castles, and I have nothing left to give to a mere Rico Hombre.”
        


        
          Masking his frustration, Esteban twisted his bloody lips into a smile. “Then, Majesty,” he said in a voice wracked with pain, “I beg that you admit my only son, Charles, into the noble Order of Santiago.”
        


        
          “Done,” the King agreed cheerfully, for such a thing was done easily and at no extra cost, “is that all?”
        


        
          “I have another child, Majesty, Eleanor, a girl of just two years old. I had thought to engage her to some humble country knight, but I would beg you to arrange a good marriage for her.”
        


        
          King Alfonso frowned and stroked his little pointed beard. This was not so easy to grant, for who among his proud nobles would want to enter into a marriage with such poor and humble stock? Fortunately, at this moment his Ensign stepped forward.
        


        
          The Ensign was Don Albuquerque, whom I mentioned earlier. He was still a young man at this juncture, and many years from reaching the zenith of his power, but already a smooth and able politician. He usually shunned the company of Don Esteban, seeing no advantage in rubbing shoulders with some impoverished distant cousin, but now he was all felicity and warm regard.
        


        
          “If I may, Majesty,” he said, bowing with perfect courtesy to his sovereign, “there are several knights in my service who, I am sure, would be happy to betroth their sons to this brave gentleman’s daughter.”
        


        
          Alfonso read much more in his pointed expression. Knights of the middling sort, it said, slightly higher in rank than this man’s family, but not so high they would turn up their noses at his brat: especially if you, Majesty, were to sanction the betrothal, and make the task of persuasion worth my while.
        


        
          “Let it be so, then,” Alfonso declared, “a berth in the Order of Santiago for your son, Don Estaban, and a noble husband for your daughter. Fitting rewards for the service you have done today.”
        


        
          Whether the crippled knight thought these gifts fitting rewards for the loss of the use of his legs, I could not say, but the King was as good as his word. Eleanor’s brother, just fourteen at this time, was admitted to the Order, and Albuquerque found a suitable groom for Eleanor.
        


        
          The infant suitor’s father was a Caballero named Don Fernandez de Castro, and he lived in the city of Toledo.
        


        2.


        
          Eleanor’s childhood was a happy one, sheltered as she was by her adoring father, who was carried home on a litter to spend his days bedridden and embroiled in futile schemes for the further advancement of his family.
        


        
          While Eleanor laughed and played with the children of neighbouring Rico Hombres, the shadows of war and plague descended on Castile. King Alfonso, who scarce spent a moment of his reign in peace, continued to fight his nobles, the other Spanish kingdoms, and the Moors. Meanwhile the Great Plague, that had ravaged Christendom so often in recent years, swept again over the Peninsula and lingered for years, harvesting many thousands of innocent souls.
        


        
          There was a third shadow, and one that would grow to darken the whole of Castile. It took the form of a child, a boy two years older than Eleanor. His name was Pedro and he was the son and heir of King Alfonso and his consort, Queen Maria. Maria was a good and gentle lady, the daughter of the King of Portugal, but sadly neglected by her husband. He preferred the charms of his mistress, Leonor de Guzman, to his wife’s, and soon packed Maria and her son off to Andalusia, where his conscience would not be bothered by the sight of them.
        


        
          The childhoods of Eleanor and Pedro make for a stark contrast. On the one hand we have Eleanor growing up in the safety and security of an indulgent, close-knit family that protected her and gave in to all her childish demands (though she scarcely knew her mother, alas, who died but three years after she was born). On the other we have Pedro, growing up in the secrecy and paranoia of a court in exile, eaten alive by his royal mother, a neglected and miserable woman who lived in dread that her husband might sever all ties with her and wed the hated Leonor.
        


        
          Complicating affairs was the existence of Leonor’s two bastard sons by Alfonso, Enrique and Fadrique, whom the King showed all the love and favour that he denied his legitimate son. Given the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that Pedro grew up an embittered, cynical and selfish young prince.
        


        
          Had he lived to see his three sons grow to manhood, Alfonso might have been forced to embrace or repudiate Pedro, son of a woman he had long since ceased to love. Death took him, though, when he was laying siege to the Muslim-held stronghold of Gibraltar. The plague had descended on his army, like a hawk on carrion, and set about tearing it pieces. King Alfonso’s advisors begged him to withdraw to a place of safety and allow them to continue the siege, but he steadfastly refused.
        


        
          “Gibraltar was lost to the heathen during my reign,” he said, “and I shall not budge a foot until my banner flies again over its walls.”
        


        
          Alfonso was as good as his word, but the plague was no respecter of persons, no matter how royal or courageous. He died the same filthy, agonizing death as so many of his soldiers, and left Castile divided and afraid.
        


        3.


        
          Eleanor was just twelve years old when Alfonso died. Possibly Don Esteban feared that the removal of the King’s strong guiding hand might cause some people to forget their oaths, and wished to ensure his daughter was safely wed before her fiancée thought to try and slip out of the agreement. Whatever his thoughts, the crippled knight hurriedly made arrangements for her journey to Toledo to marry Fernandez de Castro’s son, Don Felipe.
        


        
          For her part, Eleanor knew little of what to expect from the life ahead of her, for she had spent all of her fourteen years in Alonchel. It was in great fear and sorrow, then, that she left the only home she had ever known. In vain she begged her father, who up until that moment had indulged her every whim, not to send her away.
        


        
          “My dear, you have known this fate since you were very young,” said the old knight, stroking her soft midnight hair, “you have never complained before.”
        


        
          “Because it did not seem real until now!” she protested, “why must I be sent to some place I do not know, far away, to marry a boy I have never met, and live among strangers? How can you condemn your only daughter to such a fate?”
        


        
          She risked some tears, knowing that Don Esteban could never bear to see her cry, but his face grew hard. “I have indulged you in countless small things,” he said, “but this is different. The fortunes of our family are at stake. You must do your duty, as I did mine at Rio Salado, and your brother does his in the Order of Santiago. You will go to Toledo, and marry Don Felipe de Castro, and be a good and faithful wife to him. That is my last word on the matter.”
        


        
          His daughter was quite intelligent enough to see how things stood, and that further tears and entreaties were useless. Dry-eyed, she allowed herself to be borne away inside a covered litter, with a strong train of mounted ballesteros and hidalgos to guard her on the journey east, to Toledo and a young husband she had never met.
        


        
          Eleanor caught her first sight of the ancient city of Toledo, perched on its mountaintop and surrounded on three sides by the Tajo River, in the beautiful gloom of a late summer evening. The sky was a delicate shade of light blue, darkening to a rich peach colour on the far horizon, while purple clouds slowly gathered in the heavens. Silhouetted against this magnificent backdrop were the turrets and spires of the Alcázar and the Cathedral, along with the lesser towers and fortifications that enclosed the town.
        


        
          Her spirits lifted the moment she glimpsed the city, and she fell in love with it at once. “I have found my true home,” she declared to one Lopez, the mayor of her ballesteros, and ignored him when he frowned into his beard and muttered that all cities were cesspits and sinks of evil.
        


        
          A troop of horsemen rode to meet them on the plain below the city, led by a grey-haired gentleman in black harness who introduced himself as Don Fernandez de Castro, Eleanor’s future father-in-law.
        


        
          The old Caballero’s manner was stiff and grave as he climbed off his destrier and knelt beside her litter. His lips, when they brushed her hand, were dry, and everything about his tall, spare figure seemed lacking in moisture and vitality.
        


        
          “I hope that the union of our families is a joyful one,” he said in deep, slow tones, putting her in mind of a talking cadaver. He would not look her in the face, but kept his tired old eyes fixed on her midriff.
        


        
          Eleanor responded with perfect courtesy, saying that she was honoured to meet Don Fernandez and overjoyed at the prospect of marrying his son, while inwardly she prayed that Felipe was made of livelier stuff than his sire. Don Fernandez’s joints creaked as he rose and signalled at his men-at-arms to join Eleanor’s escort.
        


        
          The procession entered Toledo via the Puerta de Valmardón, and wound its way through the maze of cobbled streets to the Caballero’s residence, a fine stone house near Zocodover Square in the very heart of the city.
        


        
          “My son is not at home at present,” Don Fernandez informed Eleanor as he handed her down from the litter, “I sent him away to stay with a kinsman in the country, until the time came for your wedding. It is not fitting for a bridegroom to meet his fiancée before they are bound together in wedlock.”
        


        
          His voice made Eleanor think of tomb lids slamming deep beneath the earth, and she wished this dreary old man would go away and leave her alone. She was tired from her journey, and hungry, and could feel her patience melting away.
        


        
          Fortunately Don Fernandez observed the rules of hospitality as rigidly as those of courtesy. He gravely introduced her to his plump, formidable-looking wife, Doña Adelina, and her troupe of female servants, and then withdrew, leaving Eleanor in their care.
        


        4.


        
          It did not take many days under the stern supervision of Doña Adelina for Eleanor to realize that she had been born into the wrong gender and class. The life of a noblewoman, it seemed, was one of child-rearing, house-keeping and dull amusements, and a horrifying prospect to one of such independent character as Eleanor.
        


        
          “You have been too much sheltered from the world,” was Adelina’s verdict after Eleanor had refused for the seventh time to join her in a little embroidery, “they tell me you never knew your mother, and grew up surrounded by males. Lamentable.”
        


        
          She shook her head and pursed her lips into a thick line of disapproval. Eleanor was needled by the woman’s tone, and had not yet learned the value of discretion.
        


        
          “You regret my humble birth, and that Don Albuquerque ordered your father to marry his son into my family,” she said sweetly, relishing the startled look on Adelina’s face, “let us have no secrets between us, dearest mother-to-be. I am too skilled at divining such things, and you have no skill at hiding them.”
        


        
          Adelina lifted one heavy, plump hand and slapped her, a stinging blow that left vivid marks on her cheek. “Never speak to me in such a fashion again,” she said in a masculine growl, “or I shall lock you in the cellar with the rats.”
        


        
          “Will you, indeed?” retorted Eleanor, holding her cheek but refusing to cry. “And what will my husband think, when he arrives here to find his fiancée a prisoner?”
        


        
          “Felipe will think what I tell him to think, as does my husband. There is a lesson for you there, had you the wit to learn it.”
        


        
          Adelina misjudged Eleanor, dismissing her as spoiled and headstrong. She was these things, but she was also possessed of an uncommon, restless intelligence, complemented by the best education her father had been able to provide. The prospect of spending the rest of her days in a gilded cage of respectability bored and frightened her in equal measure. Never a particularly good or devout Christian, she turned to prayer for an answer to her predicament, but God was silent.
        


        
          “You want me to play the desolate role of housewife,” she said, glaring accusingly at the little figure of Christ on a crucifix nailed to the wall above her bed, “and so you say nothing. Will you speak to me now?”
        


        
          Christ remained mute, frozen in agony as he endured his torture on the cross. Abandoned by God, or so it seemed to her, Eleanor turned her able mind to thinking of a way out. Fleeing back to her father’s estate would do no good, for he would simply send her back to Toledo. Vanishing into the night was another option, but Eleanor loved her comforts too much, and her noble status. Living on the street as a homeless fugitive, begging for her daily bread, was not the escape she sought.
        


        
          For three days and nights she pondered on the problem, listlessly enduring Doña Adelina’s sharp remarks and succumbing to her lectures on good housewifery. All the while her mind pondered on Don Fernandez.
        


        
          Careful study of her future father-in-law suggested to Eleanor a man who was scarcely master of his own house, and one who had little interest in being so. He seemed content to allow his wife to look after day-to-day matters, spending much of his time at home in his private study. At meals he sat gloomy and silent at the head of the table, listening and nodding along to his wife’s aggressive domestic chatter as he spooned gruel into his mouth.
        


        
          The dining hall was as stark and frugal as its master, all the dishes being of pewter and the table covered by a plain white linen cloth. The bill of fare was as bland as the decor, for Don Fernandez complained of a delicate stomach and refused to eat any rich foods. Thus, his family was condemned to gruels and meat devoid of spices. Eleanor, who loved fine wines, delicate spices and strong sauces, felt like she was being forced to consume nursery food.
        


        
          She usually sat in silence, praying for the ordeal to end, but one evening she decided to chance her hand and draw Don Fernandez out of his shell.
        


        
          “You have been in your study all day, sir. Has your labour been productive?” she asked, furnishing him with her brightest and most innocent smile.
        


        
          This opening sally met with a slight twitch of his tufted grey eyebrows and a sharp intake of breath from his wife.
        


        
          “Perhaps you will go for a ride tomorrow? Being cooped up all day in a dusty little room cannot be good for a man.”
        


        
          Again, nothing, though his bony hand holding the spoon trembled a little. His deep-sunk eyes in their bony sockets stayed resolutely fixed on his meagre supper.
        


        
          She persevered. “I am an educated woman, sir, not an ornament. Perhaps I could assist you in your work, whatever it may be?”
        


        
          That was enough for Doña Adelina, who erupted, stamping her foot and pointing at the door.
        


        
          “Out!” she yelled, “what makes you think you have the right to interrogate my husband? Have you no notion of how to behave properly, no manners at all, you ill-bred country slut? Go to your room, and stay there until I decide what to do with you!”
        


        
          Eleanor had half-expected such a reaction, and rehearsed in her mind how best to deal with it. Dabbing her lips with a napkin, she rose, curtseyed to Don Fernandez, smiled at the fuming Adelina and walked calmly from the room.
        


        
          A furious row broke out behind her almost as soon as the butler had closed the door. Eleanor listened for a while, smiling at the sound of Adelina’s harsh voice raised like a clarion in the heat of battle.
        


        
          “God curse Albuquerque!” she shouted, “but for him, and his desire to curry favour with the late king, we would never have this smirking bitch foisted upon us! And God curse you and your timidity! Could you not have stood up to him, just once? Could you not have placed the honour of your family before his desires?”
        


        
          Her husband bleated something in reply, but his voice was feeble and Eleanor could not hear it without putting her ear to the door, which she was loath to do. Still smiling, she tripped lightly down the passage towards her room. She had got little from Don Fernandez, but succeeded in sowing discord between husband and wife. The harvest might prove useful.
        


        5.


        
          Within a day of the furious row that Eleanor had stirred up, which raged long into the night and left the house oppressed by a hot, ringing silence, two unexpected twists occurred.
        


        
          The first was the arrival of young Don Felipe de Castro, unannounced and uninvited, from his cousin’s farm in the country. He clattered into the house one afternoon, dusty and sweating from the road, preceded by a couple of flustered servants and a pack of over-excited dogs. The beasts had started howling as soon as they caught his scent, and smothered the young man in love and slobber.
        


        
          Eleanor was still technically confined to her room, for Doña Adelina had not yet decided on a suitable punishment. However, Eleanor had managed to charm an elderly salver into leaving the door unlocked. When the dogs set up their noise she put down her Bible, cautiously opened the door and crept on bare feet down the passage to the hall.
        


        
          If her heart failed to skip a beat when she first beheld Felipe, it certainly gave a little flutter. Under the grime of his journey, Felipe was almost handsome, with an open, honest face, short brown hair and gentle blue eyes. He had inherited his mother’s heavy physique, making him a little too stocky and heavy-boned for Eleanor’s taste, but his voice was raised in laughter, and sounded like it did so quite often. Eleanor hadn’t heard the blessed sound since arriving in Don Fernandez’s grim household.
        


        
          He was dressed in a plain tunic and hose, knee-high riding boots and a short cloak spattered with dirt and dust from the road. Only the fine sword at his hip gave a clue that he might be a nobleman’s son, and he didn’t stand on ceremony, allowing the dogs to leap at him, licking his face and further muddying his clothes.
        


        
          “Down, you hounds of Hell,” he cried, pretending to lash the animals away with his riding crop, “you fiends, you curs! Obey your master! Let me alone, for pity’s sake!”
        


        
          “I’ve rarely seen them so excited,” said Eleanor, folding her arms and leaning against a wall as she watched the show, “usually they skulk about in the yard, gnawing on kitchen scraps and growling at anyone who comes near.”
        


        
          Startled by her voice, Felipe looked up. “Lady,” he gulped, getting his cloak and scabbard tangled as he attempted a clumsy bow, “forgive me, I didn’t know you were there.”
        


        
          Eleanor shrugged. He was not much older than her, she judged, but about half her age in terms of maturity. “There is nothing to forgive. A man can play with his dogs if he likes. Your parents, however, may think otherwise.”
        


        
          “My parents…” Don Felipe’s voice trailed away as he suddenly realized who this slender, confident young girl must be. He swallowed, and groped for words, but was rescued by the appearance of Doña Adelina.
        


        
          The mistress of the household stood framed in the doorway, a burly and intimidating figure, bristling with aggression. There was no sign of her husband.
        


        
          “Felipe,” she said in a voice dripping with quiet menace, “what in the name of God are you doing here? You were not sent for.”
        


        
          The young man’s naturally ruddy complexion paled a little, but he stood up straight to face her. Adelina’s presence dampened the joyful spirit of the dogs. They retreated to the yard with flattened ears and tails tucked between their legs, clearly mindful of their mistress’s temper.
        


        
          “I came home because I was deadly bored in the country, mother,” he replied with a note of defiance in his voice that pleased Eleanor, “cousin Rodrigo is a bore, and farming is a bore. I also came because I wished to see this bride that was picked out for me so many years ago.”
        


        
          His mother flashed a dark glance at Eleanor. “There she stands,” she said, “and I wish you joy of her. God knows she has brought none to this house. Both of you are dead to propriety, it seems, so at least you have something in common.”
        


        
          Eleanor was surprised. This was pretty tame stuff from Adelina, whom she had expected to erupt upon seeing Eleanor escaped from her room and talking to her betrothed before the wedding day. Despite her disapproving words, the unexpected return of her son seemed to have softened her, and an awkward silence descended.
        


        
          Felipe broke first. “I would like to see father, if he is here.”
        


        
          “He is in his study, as always. I should have thought the howling of those foolish dogs was enough to rouse even him, but apparently not. Come through to the hall and I will send a servant to summon him.”
        


        
          Felipe moved towards the doorway, and remembered Eleanor. Blushing again, he half-turned and gave another awkward little bow, before hurrying away, a chick fleeing to its mother. Adelina caught him in a fierce embrace, kissed him on both cheeks and then glared over his shoulder with pure malice in her little eyes.
        


        
          This is my son, madam, the glare seemed to say, you are not worthy of him, and we both know it. Tread carefully.
        


        Knowing it was foolish, but unable to resist, Eleanor grinned back at her.


        The second unexpected twist stemmed from Don Fernandez. On the morning after his son’s return, Eleanor heard a key turning in the lock on her bedroom door (Doña Adelina had banished her back there, and placed a better guard on the door) and that serious old gentleman entered.


        
          “Doña Eleanor,” he said, pausing in the doorway, “I trust I am not disturbing you.”
        


        
          Eleanor had been sitting on the window seat and gazing listlessly out into the little garden below, where there was a little pool and a grove of orange and lemon trees. She stood up and smoothed her dress.
        


        
          “Not at all, sir,” she replied, bracing herself for a dull conversation, “and I welcome your company. One soon grows tired of one’s own.”
        


        
          He nodded and paced carefully into the room, quietly pushing the door shut behind him. He made a little coughing noise, folded his hands behind his back, and frowned at the floor.
        


        
          “You don’t wish,” he said, seeming to choose his words carefully, “to marry my son.”
        


        
          A chill passed through Eleanor. It was impossible to gauge the old man’s mood, but she was suddenly aware that her future depended on what she said next.
        


        
          “With respect, you are wrong, sir,” she replied politely, “I wish for nothing else in the world.”
        


        
          “Lying to me will do you no good. Try again.”
        


        
          Eleanor lost patience. “Very well. I have no objection to Don Felipe, since I have only seen him once and he seems personable enough. But I have no wish to marry a man I don’t know, I have no wish to live a life that has been pre-determined for me, and I have no wish to be treated like a brood mare and die young of boredom or in childbed, as seems to be the fate Doña Adelina wishes on me.”
        


        
          He remained gazing at the floor, though his frown deepened and a few more lines appeared in his hollow-cheeked face.
        


        
          “You speak your mind too readily,” he remarked, pulling at his nether lip, “that is a worry, but perhaps something that can be worked on. Is it worth the effort, though?”
        


        
          Eleanor felt unbalanced, and had no idea what he was talking about. She said nothing, waiting for him to make his meaning clear.
        


        
          Now he did look up, and something like a smile twitched at the corners of his shrivelled mouth. “However, you do know when to keep quiet. That is something. Doña Eleanor, I am not a cruel man, and have no wish to inflict a joyless life on someone so young, and with such a rare independence of character. In return for you making my son happy, and his mother, I will offer you something.”
        


        
          For a ghastly moment Eleanor thought he was about to proposition her. Visions rose in her mind of his dry, emaciated body crawling all over her in bed, and the bile rose in her throat.
        


        
          “I want you to meet someone,” he said, making no move towards her, “someone important. Very important. He can help you live the life you want, and serve Castile at the same time. It will mean journeying to Seville.”
        


        
          A wave of relief flooded through Eleanor, drowning her natural caution. “Please,” she said with more eagerness than she intended, “tell me more.”
        


        6.


        
          We have already met Don Juan Alonso de Albuquerque, in his younger days as Ensign to King Alfonso. He had not been idle in the years following Alfonso’s victory at Rio Salado, but continued to claw his way up the rungs of power in Castile. By the time of Alfonso’s death from plague, Albuquerque counted among the truly great ones in the land. As capable as he was ambitious, he had become the King’s right-hand man, Prime Minister and Grand Chancellor, as well as lord of many castles and estates in Portugal and Castile.
        


        
          The death of his master threw the kingdom into a state of flux, and Albuquerque was quickest to snatch up the threads of power that had suddenly torn loose. From his power base at Seville, the capital of Castile, he wove webs, forged and broke alliances, and did all he could to hold on to power.
        


        
          Above all, he laboured to maintain his influence over the new King of Castile, Pedro, son of the late King by his neglected wife, Maria of Portugal. Pedro was young, only sixteen years old, and not yet alive to the possibilities and temptations of kingship.
        


        
          In his private quarters in the upper levels of the Moors’ Palace in Seville, the official royal residence, Albuquerque sat and ran his shrewd grey eye over his latest potential agent.
        


        
          “This one is very young,” he remarked after a long moment of silent scrutiny, “and I do not normally entrust work to striplings. Why do you have such confidence in her, Don Fernandez?”
        


        
          The knight of Toledo, who was standing by Eleanor’s side, swallowed hard before replying. Usually such a composed, self-contained man, he was nervous in his master’s presence.
        


        
          Eleanor could appreciate why. The short, dapper man behind his enormous desk of dark polished wood radiated authority. Elegantly but simply dressed in black robes and floppy black hat, a close look at Albuquerque was enough to indicate that here was a man not to be trifled with. There was an odd youthfulness about him, though he was in his late forties, his plain, unremarkable face shaved as smooth as glass, his grey hair neatly cropped. His power was all in the eyes, steely blue orbs that judged and condemned and never showed any trace of human feeling. He also had a habit of tapping the tips of his long white fingers that Eleanor imagined must drive his wife mad, assuming he had one.
        


        
          “She has an iron will, a certain independence of mind, and a fine education,” Don Fernandez replied in his deep, sombre voice, “true, she is also headstrong and inclined to speak her mind, but these are the vices of youth. I believe she has the makings of someone who could be useful to your lordship.”
        


        
          Albuquerque sniffed, and tilted his head to one side. “How is your father, girl?” he asked, ignoring Don Fernandez.
        


        
          “He is well, thank you, lordship.” Her voice sounded thin and hollow to her ears, swallowed up in the musty semi-darkness of Albuquerque’s study. Outside the streets of Seville baked in brilliant sunshine, but he had ordered lattices to be set up over the windows to block out the light.
        


        
          “I remember him at Rio Salado. He was very brave. I made a promise to him that I would find a good husband for his daughter. I don’t like breaking promises, least of all to a kinsman.”
        


        
          Don Fernandez stepped in hurriedly. “There is no question of breaking the marriage contract. My wife wanted Eleanor out of Toledo until the wedding, which was a perfect excuse to bring her to Seville. I can see no reason, barring pregnancy, why Eleanor could not continue to serve you even after she is married.”
        


        
          “Do you not? Surely your son will want his wife to stay at home?”
        


        
          “Felipe will want what he is told to want, lordship.”
        


        
          It seemed to Eleanor that Don Felipe’s parents made a lot of assumptions about their son. “He did not appear so weak-willed to me,” she said frankly.
        


        
          Albuquerque looked at her in surprise, though his eyes remained dead and expressionless.
        


        “Independence of character, indeed,” he said dryly. “There are not many who would dare to speak so openly in front of me. I may have work for you. There is an element of danger, but if you are careful and curb that tongue of yours, you should come to no harm.”


        
          He looked slyly at Don Fernandez. “I feel sure your guardian here will raise no objection to what I have in mind. Were you to fail, and be killed, he would be free to marry his son into a more noble family.”
        


        
          The old knight stiffened, but said nothing. Eleanor despised his cowardice. “What work, lordship?” she said, “I am not afraid.”
        


        
          “You may be aware that our young King has two half-brothers, Fadrique and Enrique, the sons of his father’s mistress, Leonor. Both have decided to be thorns in my side. Don Enrique in particular considers that he has an equally valid claim to the throne, and secretly married a lady for whom I had other plans. That is by the way. What concerns you is that he is currently in the town of Algeciras, attempting to stir up rebellion. Algeciras is a valuable port, and cannot be lost to the pretender.”
        


        
          He leaned forward and laced his fingers together. “I need someone to enter the town undetected, sound out the burghers about their loyalties, and then bring a report back to me. Don Enrique and his supporters are suffered to lodge inside Algeciras, but the extent of their support is unclear. The situation calls for someone no-one would suspect of being a royal envoy.”
        


        
          He looked her up and down again. “Such as, for instance, a fourteen-year old girl. Well, madam, what do you say? Are you up to the task?”
        


        
          Eleanor now realized that both men regarded her as interesting but expendable. She was learning fast, however, and refrained from saying so.
        


        
          “Absolutely, lord,” she replied.
        


        
          Albuquerque was a ruthless man, but not ruthless enough to dispatch an untried young girl on a dangerous mission without protection. He assigned her a bodyguard, a tall, comely, fair-haired young man with eyes like two chips of ice.
        


        
          Don Fernandez introduced her to Martin the morning after the interview with the Chancellor. They met in Fernandez’s suite of rooms high in the palace, a large but windowless chamber, secure against prying eyes and ears.
        


        
          “Martin here will look after you,” Fernandez assured her, “he may be young, but he is a lethal swordsman, and has many kills to his name. You will be safe in his hands.”
        


        
          “Although,” he added, swinging around to address the young man himself, who was leaning against a wall with his arms folded and a lazy smile on his handsome face, “you are to take that as a figure of speech, nothing more, do you hear me? Eleanor is my son’s fiancée and I want her returned as pure and uncorrupted as she is now.”
        


        
          Martin stifled a yawn and stretched out his long, vigorous limbs, putting Eleanor in mind of a great cat. “Her purity is safe with me,” he said in a soft, musical voice, “and I shall endeavour to shield her from corruption. Never fear, old man. I am aware of my excesses, but keep them on a tight leash.”
        


        
          Don Fernandez scowled, clearly not convinced. “See that you do,” he mumbled, and turned back to study Eleanor’s disguise for the journey. Albuquerque had decreed that she should travel dressed as a Carmelite nun, which would reduce the likelihood of her being molested on the road. Martin would travel as her servant, and if questioned would say that he was a soldier employed by Eleanor’s convent to see that his young mistress reached Algeciras safely, where she had a message for a sister convent.
        


        
          Eleanor felt cumbersome and ridiculous in the heavy brown robes and wimple of a nun, but did not complain. She was a quick learner, and realised the importance of curbing her tongue and learning the part of a demure, unworldly novice.
        


        
          “Good,” said Fernandez after he had inspected her, “most convincing. Remember to keep your eyes downcast and speak seldom. If you must speak, let your words be few and courteous.”
        


        
          “She looks like a whore in a nun’s outfit,” said Martin in a sneering tone. “I know her type. There’s something wanton about the eyes. You can’t mask it.”
        


        
          Don Fernandez’s long face suffused with rage, and he spun around, clapping a hand to the sword at his hip. For a long moment the two men eyeballed each other. Martin was all smirking insouciance, his lithe body flowing perfectly into a fencer’s stance, while the old Caballero stood trembling and uncertain. He had barely drawn his sword an inch, and just a glimmer of steel was visible above the silver-mounted scabbard.
        


        
          “Are you going to draw on me, then?” Martin mocked, “I would love to see you try, you old corpse.”
        


        
          Eleanor wondered if she should intervene. She carried a blade of her own, a slender poniard tucked discreetly inside her skirts. Her father and brother had taught her how to defend herself with a knife, reasoning that it may come in useful in such an unstable, lawless realm as Castile. Her long brown fingers curled about the smooth wooden grip.
        


        
          Stupid, she chided herself, what good can you do? Are you going to step between them and knock up their blades?
        


        
          In the event, such a course wasn’t necessary. Fernandez’s hand fell away from his sword and he stepped back, the angry red spots on his sallow cheeks fading. Martin made a contemptuous noise and whisked his blades back into their scabbards.
        


        
          “Now that mummer’s farce is over,” he said, suddenly all briskness, “we should be about our work. Since you can no longer play the part of a knight, Fernandez, play that of a groom and go prepare the horses.”
        


        
          Eleanor’s hand gripped her poniard again. Surely the old man wouldn’t swallow a second insult?
        


        
          There was no spark of defiance this time. Wordlessly, Fernandez shuffled away in the direction of the stairs, his head bowed and tears sparkling in his eyes.
        


        
          “Well, he was crushed easily enough,” Martin said, winking at her, “if only they were all so spineless.”
        


        
          Eleanor wondered at his meaning, but her new-found caution forbade her to ask.
        


        5.


        
          The journey from Seville to Algeciras was largely uneventful, thanks in no small measure to Martin’s intimidating presence. More than one youthful Hidalgo or troop of ballesteros passed them on the dusty road, and made lustful eyes at the pretty young novice perched side-saddle on her plodding mule. Martin discouraged any further advances by lightly touching one of the butcher’s tools hanging from his saddle. He added to his air of menace by wearing a white hood that concealed much of his face, save for his neatly-trimmed golden beard and white teeth that flashed in a dangerous grin.
        


        
          The port town of Algeciras lay on the tip of the southern coast of Spain, less than fifty miles south-east from Seville. Martin was mounted on a strong, high-spirited gelding, and horse and rider chafed at the slow pace set by Eleanor’s mule.
        


        
          “We could reach Algeciras inside a few hours, were it not for that sorry creature,” he complained. The mule’s head drooped further, as if in silent apology.
        


        
          Eleanor shrugged. “There’s no rush,” she replied, “and I need the time to ponder Albuquerque’s instructions.”
        


        
          Martin snorted, and galloped away up the road. Just when Eleanor thought he was about to disappear over the horizon, he savagely yanked on his reins, forcing his beast to slide to a halt in a cloud of dust.
        


        
          Ignoring her bodyguard’s theatrics, Eleanor laid her hand on the saddlebag containing the precious letter to the burghers of Algeciras, written and signed by King Pedro himself.
        


        
          “You should reach the town by tomorrow morning,” Albuquerque had told her, “and I recommend you wait until dusk before entering via the north gate under cover of darkness. Once inside, you will make your way to the mercantile quarter to the house indicated on the map, and beg an audience with the owner of the house, a Jew named Simuel Levi. Levi is in my service. He is a capable man and has contacts with the burghers. Pass the letter I will give you onto him, and he will show it to the relevant parties. Wait for his return and their response, and then hurry back to Seville. Here is the letter.”
        


        
          He handed over a folded sheet of vellum, sealed with a blob of red wax stamped with the royal arms of Castile. “On no account are you to open this letter and read the contents,” he said severely, “it is written by the King himself, and His Majesty’s words are not for your eyes. You are the messenger, nothing more.”
        


        
          The mission sounded simple enough, and tinged with just enough mystery and potential danger to make it exciting. She thought of the strange set of circumstances that had brought her here, and what her father might make of his precious daughter being employed in such a fashion.
        


        
          I am doing it for the good of Castile, father, and did he not say that I must do my duty? If you and my brother can risk your bodies in the service of the State, why can’t I?
        


        
          Eleanor might well have used these words to justify her scandalous conduct to Don Estaban, if it came to it, but she knew them for a fraud. She was going to Algeciras because it was exciting, and opened up the prospect of a far more stimulating life than the one offered by Don Felipe.
        


        
          Her thoughts turned to her young suitor. Eventually she would have to marry him, assuming she survived the mission and wasn’t immediately dispatched on another by Albuquerque. Marriage seemed a more dismal prospect than ever, even to an amiable and halfway attractive husband.
        


        
          Don Fernandez’s words came back to her: “I can no reason, barring pregnancy, why Eleanor could not continue to serve you even after she is married.”
        


        
          Pregnancy. That was part of a whole world still alien and frightening to her. Her upbringing had not equipped Eleanor with much understanding of sex and procreation, bar a few mumbled, hideously embarrassed references to it by various hard-faced tutors. A blush came to her own cheeks as she recalled Martin saying she had the eyes of a whore.
        


        
          At that moment Eleanor resolved never to be the slave of men’s lusts or the mysterious and often lethal business of bearing children. That was her only hope, she reckoned, of retaining her independence.
        


        Algeciras was spread out before them, its white walls slowly fading to a dull grey as night descended. The horizon beyond the town was filled by the dark, silent waters of the Bay of Gibraltar, with the rugged silhouette of the Rock and the walled citadel guarding it visible on the southern side of the bay.


        
          Eleanor had found Toledo a breath-taking sight, but this was even more so. Born and raised inland, she had never set eyes on the sea before. To her mind Algeciras and Gibraltar were half-legendary places, scenes of so many bitter battles between Christians and Moors.
        


        
          “One day we will tear that place away from them,” said Martin, disgust and resentment fighting for supremacy on his face as he glared at the citadel guarding Gibraltar, “we might have done so already, if King Alfonso had not died of plague.”
        


        
          He looked quite the soldier now, having donned a mail shirt over his leather jerkin and a helmet with cheek-pieces and a brim in place of his hood. Eleanor could have almost found him attractive, were it not for his relentlessly sarcastic tongue and awful dead eyes.
        


        
          She shaded her eyes to get a better look in the gathering gloom, and glimpsed the Moorish banner, a yellow crescent against a green field, drooping from the highest tower of the citadel. She knew something of the recent wars, having heard excitable versions of them from her father. In his pitifully crippled state, the old man loved to tell of the battles he had fought in with startling courage and success, depending on how much wine he had taken on board.
        


        
          “For two years we besieged Algeciras,” he would say, squirming on his pallet as he waved his sword in the air, cutting lanes through ranks of invisible Mussulmen, “for two years we sat outside the citadel, even as plague swept through our ranks and the enemy showered arrows and stones and boiling oil down on our heads, screaming on their false Prophet to deliver them from the fury of the Christians. But Allah didn’t come, and we prevailed in the end, God be praised!”
        


        
          There was much more in this vein, as Estaban described with furious glee how he had ridden through the streets when the town had fallen at last, hacking down Godless pagans right and left and guiding his horse over their heaped corpses.
        


        
          From the memory of these bloodthirsty recitations Eleanor plucked out a few useful facts. Algeciras was essentially a Moorish town, built by Moors and held by them until the successful Castilian siege just a few years previously. Flushed with his victory, King Alfonso had flooded the half-ruined town with Christian settlers and moved on to besiege Gibraltar, where he met his death. Gibraltar was still in Moorish hands, a state of affairs that seemed to thrust knives into Martin’s soul.
        


        
          “I can’t look anymore,” he growled, jerking on his reins, “let us be about our business, or else I will end up swimming the bay and attacking the citadel single-handed.”
        


        
          Eleanor bowed her head in agreement – she was staying in the character of a demure nun – and guided her gentle mule in the wake of the dust kicked up by Martin’s gelding, which he bullied mercilessly along the wide, rutted highway. Strong as his animal was, he seemed intent on flogging it into the ground, and even in the darkness Eleanor could see the beast’s flanks were wet with blood from the cruel slashes of Martin’s spurs.
        


        
          The gates were still open, and they joined the thin trickle of traffic entering the city. At any moment Eleanor expected to be stopped and arrested as a spy. In the event no-one spared her a second glance, bar the sentries on the gate who leered at the pretty young novice before waving her through. Cursing the looks she was born with, Eleanor pulled up her wimple and shawl until only her eyes were visible.
        


        
          “Now you look like a Mohammedan woman in a burkha,” Martin said reprovingly as they guided their horses through the cobbled, torch-lit street beyond the gates, “a bad look for a Christian, and it won’t do you any good. Men will be drawn to your eyes.”
        


        
          He grinned at her. “Whore’s eyes,” he said, and she had to restrain herself from striking him.
        


        
          “Albuquerque said you know the way to Samuel Levi’s house,” she said quietly, “so tie a knot in that insolent tongue of yours, and take me there.”
        


        
          Inclining his noble-looking head in a mock bow, Martin urged his gelding through the mob of beggars, lepers and street hawkers clustered near the gates.
        


        
          Irritating as he was, Martin evidently had his uses, and knew the city well. He led Eleanor away from the bustle and noise of the main street, down a sloping alleyway, which obliged them to dismount and lead their horses, and on through a maze of alleys and side-streets. At no point did he appear lost, though he was uncharacteristically tight-lipped and silent as they crept through the dark heart of Algeciras.
        


        
          They encountered few people, bar a few whimpering beggars and one or two drunks lying insensible in puddles of cheap wine. Martin wrinkled his nose at their stench, and one of the beggars was unwise or drunk enough to shuffle up to him and whine for money.
        


        
          The supplicant was rewarded with a vicious punch below his ribs that left him doubled up on the slimy cobbles and gasping for breath.
        


        
          “For God’s sake, let him be!” hissed Eleanor.
        


        
          “I shall not let him be,” snarled Pedro, white-faced, his eyes blazing with hatred, “he is a filthy animal, and animals need discipline.”
        


        
          Before Eleanor’s horrified eyes, Martin kicked the man again and again, his face drawn and pale with a terrible inner fury. At last, when his victim had ceased shuddering and whimpering and appeared to be dead, or at best unconscious, Martin spat on him and strode away.
        


        
          Shaking her head at such senseless cruelty, Eleanor dug inside the pouch in her girdle, and placed the few dineros she carried inside the beggar’s limp hand.
        


        
          “I’m sorry,” she whispered, though she had nothing to apologize for, and hurried away after Martin.
        


        
          Simuel Levi’s house was one of the more modest buildings in the merchant’s district, but by no stretch of imagination the residence of a poor man. It was set a little way back from the main street, which even in this affluent part of town was littered with animal dung and the contents of people’s chamber pots flung from upper-story windows. There were other slimy things strewn about the cobbles, bits of seaweed and rotting fish, for the merchant’s district was situated near the docks.
        


        
          Martin and Eleanor crouched in the shadows of the alley opposite Levi’s house. The alley was barely wide enough for them to sidle in single file, so they had left their horses tethered to the railings of a merchant’s garden. Eleanor gagged as a night wagon rumbled past on the main street in front of them, carrying its load of human waste, but the stench didn’t seem to affect her companion. His earlier rage had quite dissipated and he was calmly studying the little white house, with its pretty tiled roof and avenue of lemon trees leading to the green-painted door.
        


        
          “The house is probably being watched,” he murmured, stroking his beard thoughtfully, “Levi is suspected of having royalist sympathies, though he was careful to bow the knee to Don Enrique and send him an ostentatious present of Byzantine gold when he arrived in Algeciras. The Jew has not made a single wrong move so far, but Enrique is no fool.”
        


        
          He stood up and flattened himself against the wall. “Go up to the door and ring the bell,” he said to Eleanor, “when the hatch opens, whisper the password. A Carmelite novice visiting a Jew may be considered strange, but not as strange as one in the company of a soldier. I will stay here.”
        


        
          A worm of fear crawled up Eleanor’s spine. “I thought you were supposed to be protecting me,” she hissed.
        


        
          Martin shrugged. “You will come to no harm. If anyone tries to ambush you between here and the door, I will deal with them.”
        


        
          Eleanor’s fingers closed about the hilt of her poniard. She didn’t trust Martin in the slightest. The worm became a snake, its coils tightening around her vertebrae as she realized she might have to cope with any unwanted assailants in the dark by herself.
        


        
          She left Martin kneeling in the shadows of the alley and hurried across the wet cobbles, feeling utterly ridiculous in her heavy novice’s outfit and almost tripping over her long skirts. She pushed open the little gate, hurried up the paved avenue and reached for the brass bell-pull hanging by the door. Anxious not to alert any undesirables in the area or wake up Levi’s neighbors, she gave it only a gentle tug, but the sound of the bell seemed to fill the silence of the night, crashing and echoing inside her head like cymbals tumbling down a flight of stairs.
        


        
          Eleanor laid her ear flat against the door, her heart rattling as she listened for the sound of approaching footsteps from within. There were none, and she twisted around to make a hopeless gesture at Martin.
        


        
          The alley was empty. He had deserted her. Eleanor was alone, friendless and stranded in the middle of a strange city, standing like a fool on the doorstep of a stranger’s house. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and a patina of sweat formed on her forehead despite the chill of the night.
        


        
          “Damn him,” she muttered, and turned again to try the door, hammering on it with the palm of her hand. At last she heard shuffling footsteps from inside, and the little hatch set into the upper part of the door shot open.
        


        
          “Who is it, trying to knock down my door at this time of night?” demanded a weary, bloodshot pair of eyes, “more Godless heathens, I suppose, come to mock the old Jew. I warn you, I have a crossbow and am eager for a chance to use it.”
        


        
          “Maria,” whispered Eleanor. This was the password given to her by Don Albuquerque, who had reckoned it an appropriate one, since it was the name of King Pedro’s mother.
        


        
          The eyes became a touch less suspicious, and for good measure Eleanor produced the letter bearing the royal seal and waved it before them.
        


        
          “Put that away!” hissed the old man’s voice, suddenly alarmed, “do you want the whole street to see? Come inside, in the name of God, before you rouse the town.”
        


        
          There was the sound of a heavy bar being shifted, and heavy iron keys rattling inside heavy iron locks, before the door swung open a few inches, just wide enough for Eleanor to squeeze through.
        


        
          She did so, and just had time to glance back at the alley before the door slammed shut. There was still no sign of Martin.
        


        6.


        
          Simuel Levi was taller than average, though slightly stooped and round-shouldered, and of a sallow complexion. He had a nervous, furtive look about him as he beckoned Eleanor to follow him down the shadowy passage of the hallway.
        


        
          “Come,” he whispered in a hoarse voice, “come, come.”
        


        
          Like a man who spends his life waiting anxiously for the next catastrophe, she thought. There was no light in the hall, save from the lantern he carried, and she obediently followed his stooped figure, swathed in a night-gown and furs, as he hobbled away into the gloom.
        


        
          The house was cold and deathly quiet, with no sign of any servants, and the walls were bare. Eleanor had seldom been in such a cheerless place, and was relieved when the flickering light from Levi’s lantern revealed a heavy black door. He stopped before it, carefully laid down the lantern and plucked the heavy bunch of iron keys from his girdle.
        


        
          “In here,” he breathed, fiddling with the keys until he had the right one, “we can talk safely in here. My study and sanctuary.”
        


        
          Beyond the door was a large room, quite different to the starkness of the hall, with carved oak panel on the walls and plush, comfortable furniture. There were several shelves of leather-bound books and ledgers, all of them with notes attached in what Eleanor presumed to be the Jew’s neat, concise handwriting.
        


        
          Simuel ushered Eleanor inside, pointed her towards a high-backed chair next to a desk of dark polished wood, and carefully locked the door again.
        


        
          “Now,” he said in a much stronger, more assertive tone, “let’s have a look at that letter.”
        


        
          Eleanor was surprised by the sudden change in him. Levi had straightened his back, losing the hunched, nervous look, and several years had dropped away from him. He strode purposefully to his desk – his slight limp had also vanished, she noticed - and sat on the chair facing hers. The room was dimly lit by tapers in brackets on the walls, and he provided more light by placing his lantern on the desk.
        


        
          He held out his hand. “Give it to me,” he said impatiently. Wondering at the subtle ways of the world, and whether she would live long enough to acquire them, Eleanor produced the letter and handed it to him.
        


        
          “You have not asked my name,” she said as he broke the seal and unfolded the vellum, leaning back and squinting to make out the writing.
        


        
          “I am not interested in your name,” he murmured absently, waving her into silence. His eyes widened as he read, and he half-rose from his chair, frowning and biting his lip.
        


        
          “Did Don Albuquerque inform you of the contents of this?” he demanded.
        


        
          “No, sir,” she replied, feeling uncomfortable under his intense, scrutinizing gaze, “he gave it to me sealed, and with strict orders to deliver it to you with the seal intact. All I know is that you are to sound out the loyalty of the burghers.”
        


        
          Levi nodded, neatly re-folding the letter and tucking it into his girdle. “That was prudent, I suppose, though Albuquerque does tend to overdo the secrecy. Since it is pertinent to your mission, you may as well know that His Majesty has dispatched a fleet of galleys that are even now working their way around the coast to Algeciras. They are filled with troops commanded by one Don Gutier Fernandez. If the burghers do not persuade the rest of the town to repudiate Enrique, declare for King Pedro and open the gates to his soldiers, Don Gutier has orders to storm Algeciras and massacre everyone inside.”
        


        
          “I must go,” he said, moving towards the door, “you stay and wait for me here. My servants are abed, but I will rouse and inform them of your presence. If I am not back by noon tomorrow, I recommend you leave this house and get out of the city as quickly as possible. Don Enrique’s agents are prowling the streets, and I would not give a half-dinar for the virtue of any attractive young girl inside Algeciras when King Pedro’s army arrives.”
        


        
          He unlocked the door and was about to stride out when Eleanor called after him. “You have still not asked my name.”
        


        
          He shrugged his bony shoulders. “I told you, I’m not interested. It is best I know as little about you as possible.”
        


        
          “You should at least know that I didn’t come here on my own. I had a bodyguard, a sword-for-hire named Martin. He deserted me.”
        


        
          That made his wrinkled brows knit together. “Did he, indeed? Albuquerque should be wiser in his choice of servants. I can see he chose well in you, at least. Now I must go.”
        


        
          He slid out and quietly shut the door, but did not lock it, leaving Eleanor alone in semi-darkness.
        


        
          She dozed a little in one of the comfortable leather sofas, and was roused by the morning light slanting through the wooden shutters. Her eyes cracked open, and she realized someone was gently tapping her on the shoulder.
        


        
          She instinctively reached for her poniard, but a hand closed over her wrist.
        


        
          “Careful,” drawled a familiar voice, “you might hurt someone with that little sticker, most likely yourself.”
        


        
          Through eyes still bleary with sleep she made out the grinning, insolent features of Martin. His athletic figure was half in shadow, silhouetted by the light flowing into the room, but there was no mistaking him.
        


        
          Eleanor didn’t waste time on making surprised noises, knowing that they would only amuse him. “Why did you come back?” she demanded, snatching her wrist free, “for that matter, why did you run away? To hunt more defenceless beggars, perhaps.”
        


        
          Martin laughed and folded his arms. “I had brought you safe to Simuel Levi’s house, which was all I was contracted to do. I wanted to do some spying about the town, and could hardly have you lagging after me, falling over your skirts and appealing to the conscience I don’t have.”
        


        
          “You could have told me you intended to slip away!”
        


        
          “I could have, yes. But I didn’t.”
        


        
          That was clearly all the explanation she was going to get. Martin turned away, yawning, and wandered over to peer through a gap in the shutters. “I must say, all this cloak and dagger stuff appeals to me,” he mused, “Levi reckons I have a natural skill for it.”
        


        
          In her astonishment at seeing Martin, she had forgotten all about the Jew. “Have you seen him?” she said, rising from the sofa, “has he returned? He left here in a hurry last night, and took the letter with him.”
        


        
          “He is here. I met him in the street in the early hours of the morning and escorted him home. A man followed us for a while, some villain in a cloak and a mask, but he ran away before I had a chance to kill him. One of Enrique’s servants, I should imagine.”
        


        
          “What did Levi say? Will the burghers declare for King Pedro?”
        


        
          “Ask him yourself. Levi! Get in here, you old Pharisee. I know you’re listening to our every word.”
        


        
          The door slid open, and Simuel Levi shuffled into the room. He was wearing his shamefaced, furtive expression, Eleanor noticed, and had reverted to playing the vulnerable, crook-backed old man.
        


        
          “The burghers have agreed to declare for the king,” he muttered without looking at Eleanor, “and they assure me that as soon as the royal flag is displayed outside the walls, the people will follow suit. Enrique and his supporters will be expelled or killed.”
        


        
          He took a hesitant step towards Martin, wringing his yellow, liver-spotted hands. “You must leave the city now, before the fleet arrives,” he said, “and hurry back to Seville.”
        


        
          Martin threw himself back, onto the sofa. “Why?” he said, patting Eleanor’s knee before she could recoil, “there is no danger here, so long as the burghers keep their word. And if they do not, I want to witness their punishment. I hear Don Gutier is a thorough man.”
        


        
          His careless insouciance angered Levi. “Don’t be a fool!” cried the old man, “our fleet is not here yet, and until the royal banner flies from the walls Algeciras is a death-trap. The streets are full of dangers.”
        


        
          “I know. I’m one of them.”
        


        
          Levi coloured. “Very well!” he said resignedly, throwing up his hands, “do as you wish. Parade in the broad light of day, and take your chances. The Lord knows I cannot stop you.”
        


        
          “Ah, Simuel Levi, they said you were wise.”
        


        
          Martin rose, treated the old man to a mock bow, and offered his hand to Eleanor.
        


        
          “Come, my dear,” he said, “take my hand, and let us wander down to the docks. There should be some rare excitement down there, quite soon.”
        


        
          Eleanor would rather have held a poisonous snake, but knew she dared not refuse. She well knew how Martin’s mood could switch from pleasant to lethal in a second. She hitched her lips into a smile and placed her hand in his.
        


        
          The church bells were already clashing as Martin and Eleanor fetched their animals from Levi’s stable – Martin had retrieved them during his nocturnal wandering - and rode down towards the docks. The wide street was full of people heading in the same direction, babbling with excitement and fear, and they had to guide their way carefully through the press.
        


        
          “I expect the fleet has been sighted already,” said Martin, shading his eyes to peer towards the sea, “young King Pedro likes to act quickly. Good.”
        


        
          “Why didn’t Albuquerque tell us about the fleet?” wondered Eleanor. She had to raise her voice to be heard above the noise and hubbub of the crowd. She knew the question was indiscreet, but it hardly seemed to matter anymore.
        


        
          Martin gave one of his careless shrugs. “Possibly he didn’t know. Relations are strained between the King and his Chancellor. The young eaglet chafes under the talon of the old crow.”
        


        
          They turned a bend in the street and now they could see the harbour and the broad waters of the Bay of Gibraltar, deep blue and glittering in the aching brightness of the morning sun. The docks were packed with hundreds of people, the great and the good of Algeciras mixed in with the lower orders. Social differences were briefly forgotten as they gaped and pointed at the line of black dots steadily approaching from the sea to the north.
        


        
          Martin stood up in his stirrups to get a better look. “Well, well,” he murmured, “here they come. I count fifteen galleys…no, sixteen, enough to carry several hundred soldiers.”
        


        
          Even perched on her mule, Eleanor could barely see over the heads of the people in front of her. She noticed that a few of the more prudent souls were already peeling away from the crowd, and hurrying back up the cobbled street as fast as they could. She wondered if the promise of the burghers would hold good, and felt a shiver of fear at the thought of the fate of Algeciras, and her own, if the city declared for Enrique.
        


        
          Her eye was drawn to two young men in particular. They were knights, mounted on enormous destriers even bigger than Martin’s gelding, and one wore a long white cloak embroidered with the red cross of the Order of Santiago over his gleaming harness. Eleanor’s admiring gaze was drawn to the Templar’s companion, a startlingly handsome man with curling hair and the face of an unshaven angel.
        


        
          She glanced back at the Templar, and her hand flew to her mouth as she recognized the face under the iron coif. She hadn’t seen it for four years, ever since its owner left Alonchel, but Eleanor would recognize her brother anywhere. Don Charles Menezes de Alonchel had grown a drooping moustache since she had last seen him, and his youthful face had acquired a few deep lines. Otherwise he was lean and dark as ever - almost, but not quite, his sister’s twin.
        


        
          Eleanor was certain she had made no sound, but perhaps Charles sensed her presence. He glanced up as he and his companion cantered up the street, and his jaw dropped when he saw her. She had neglected to hide her face.
        


        
          Charles sawed back on his reins. “Eleanor, is that you?” he cried, shading his eyes with a white-gloved hand to stare at his sister in disbelief.
        


        
          Eleanor found she was lost for words, an affliction that never troubled Martin.
        


        
          “Well, this is interesting,” he said, emerging from under the shadow of an awning, “Don Pero Carillo and his Templar friend. I did hear you were both in the city with Enrique.”
        


        
          If Charles had looked astonished before, he now looked in danger of erupting as angry blood flooded up his neck. The curly-haired knight Martin had named Don Pero Carillo urged his horse between Charles and Martin, and reached for the broadsword at his hip. Martin’s sword had already leaped from its scabbard.
        


        
          Their blades crunched together, steel against steel, and the big horses plunged and wheeled in a circle. The fugitives from the docks gave the fighters a wide berth, disappearing down side alleys or into shop doorways rather than risk the whirling blades and clattering hoofs.
        


        
          Eleanor was too close to the duel for comfort, and urged her mule out of the way. She could hear shouts coming from the docks now, mingled with the blare of trumpets and the clash of cymbals.
        


        
          “God save King Pedro! Hail King Pedro!”
        


        
          The people of Algeciras had seen sense and were declaring for the King. Those few who had decided otherwise were fleeing through the streets, and if it were not for the presence of her brother Eleanor would have joined them.
        


        
          Charles drew his sword and looked from his sister to the combatants, his face an agony of indecision.
        


        
          “Go, Charles!” shouted Carillo as he parried another vicious cut from Martin, grimacing as his opponent’s blade missed his face by inches, “your first duty is to Enrique! You must get him out!”
        


        
          Charles grasped Eleanor’s arm. “Come with me,” he said in a voice that brooked no argument, and she allowed him to lead her up the street. Charles cleared a path with the flat of his sword, and his horse trampled or barged aside those who were too slow to get out of the way.
        


        
          They forced a path through the narrow street and reached a plaza, with a pretty white church at the northern end and covered market stalls in the centre. There were less people here. Charles reined in for a moment.
        


        
          “Eleanor,” he said, looking at her with singular concern, “I don’t know how you came to be here, or to be in the company of that man. My mind is full of questions, but we only have time for one. Where do your loyalties lie?”
        


        
          She held his gaze, and in other circumstances would have burst out laughing at the seriousness of his expression. “Where they have always lain,” she replied, “with my family.”
        


        
          His pressure on her arm increased. “This is not the time for clever answers. Who is the true King of Castile, Pedro or Enrique?”
        


        
          “I care nothing for either. I have never even seen them.”
        


        
          Charles’s face flushed again, and for the first time in her life she was afraid of him. “Never even seen them?” he shouted, and now his grip was agony, “what do you mean? I just saw you with my own eyes, in the company of Pedro, God rot him!”
        


        
          “No, you are mistaken. His name…his name is Martin…”
        


        
          Cold sweat prickled on Eleanor’s skin as the truth dawned. But t was absurd! The King of Castile would never choose to risk his life masquerading as a common mercenary, and enter a city full of his enemies with no companion save a young girl. He would have to be mad to take such a risk.
        


        
          Her brother studied her expression. “He fooled you,” he said in a softer voice, releasing his iron fingers from her arm, “that is what I will choose to believe until we have leisure to speak further. For now, you must come with me.”
        


        
          “I go where I please!” she said fiercely, “you forget yourself, Charles, and you forget me. I have been ordered to do things against my will for a long time now, and am heartily sick of it.”
        


        
          “Father said you inherited our mother’s pride,” he said gloomily, twitching his reins, “and that the only way of getting you to do something was to order you to do the opposite. Go back to Pedro if you wish, assuming brave Carillo has not slain him, and ask him why he deceived you. Perhaps his soldiers will stop raping you long enough for him to supply an explanation.”
        


        
          Eleanor hesitated, and he clapped in his spurs and urged his beast into a lumbering trot. “Choose,” he cried as he rode away, “you always did claim to know best. Now prove it.”
        


        7.


        
          Don Carillo did not succeed in killing Pedro the Cruel. Instead, when he saw the Castilian soldiers disembarking from their ships and flooding into their town, Carillo knew the duel would have to be abandoned. He threw his sword at the King of Castile, and galloped to safety with soldiers and citizens in close pursuit, calling him traitor and howling for his blood.
        


        
          Pedro’s brother, the pretender Enrique, was also lucky to escape. He and a handful of loyal knights were forced to abandon the bulk of their possessions and the fine house they had hired in the merchant’s quarter, and ride for the northern gate as though all the demons of Hell were at their heels. Several knights were pulled from their horses by enraged citizens who would not have dared meet their eyes just a few hours before, and mercilessly beaten to death in a manner that Pedro no doubt approved of.
        


        
          Enrique himself, with a sadly reduced group of companions, escaped with his skin intact, if not his pride and ambition. Among those who escaped with him were Carillo, Don Charles de Menezes, and Eleanor: she had made her choice, and gone with her brother.
        


        
          Eleanor was not the only woman to escape from Algeciras in the company of Enrique. The other was his young and beautiful wife, Doña Juana de Villena. She was the daughter of Don Juan Nuñez de Lara, Lord of Biscay and one of the three most powerful nobles in Castile after the King.
        


        
          Enrique’s mother, Leonor, mistress of the late King Alfonso, had sought to promote the cause of her son by secretly marrying him to such an important heiress, much to the rage and chagrin of King Pedro and Albuquerque, who had planned other matches for her. The girl herself, used as a pawn in the great game of marriage and politics, seems to have persuaded herself that she was in love with Enrique, and insisted on sharing all his dangers.
        


        
          During the harrowing flight from Algeciras Eleanor was impressed by Juana, who had hacked off her chestnut locks and wore a sword and leather jerkin like any common ballasteros. The young noblewoman never once complained, even when the company was forced to ride hard through the night from Pedro’s soldiers.
        


        
          At last the pursuit slackened, and the fugitives came to rest in the middle of a desolate, moonlit plain, their exhausted horses threatening to collapse beneath them. Like her companions, Eleanor had ridden thirty miles at a furious gallop, and had to bite her lip against the throbbing pain in her thighs and lower back.
        


        
          “So this,” said Enrique, pulling off his leather helm and throwing it to the ground in disgust, “is what has become of my coup. This is my army of conquest, which I planned to lead to Seville in triumph! My wife, three knights, and…who in God’s name are you?”
        


        
          He frowned suspiciously at Eleanor. She drew breath to explain herself, but Charles intervened before she could speak.
        


        
          “This is my sister Eleanor, Majesty,” he said, “I found her in Algeciras, wandering the streets. She had suffered at the hands of Pedro, for refusing him when he tried to take her virtue. She has pledged her loyalty to you, and swears death to the pretender.”
        


        
          Enrique looked unconvinced, and Eleanor had no desire to hide behind such a clumsy lies. “My brother is trying to protect me,” she said, “but I can speak for myself. The truth is I came to Algeciras in the company of King Pedro, without knowing who he was. He called himself Martin and had adopted the guise of a common sell-sword.”
        


        
          To her surprise, Enrique had no difficulty with this version of events. “That sounds like my brother,” he said, looking her up and down, “it is his habit to walk among his enemies in disguise, imagining it a great joke. And I take it you are no nun?”
        


        
          She risked a smile, and shook her head. “No. It is a long story.”
        


        
          “Longer than we have time for, at present.” Enrique twisted in the saddle and looked back to the south. “Pedro’s bloodhounds may still be tracking us. We must ride on.”
        


        
          “Our horses are fit to drop,” said Don Juan Rodriquez de Señebria, the third and last of Enrique’s remaining knights, “and where do we go? Your Majesty’s list of supporters grows thin.”
        


        
          Enrique looked lost. Eleanor did not know it then, but the pretender was in even worse straits than she thought. His little rebellion had died at Algeciras before it ever really drew breath, and there was no-one he could run to. His mother, Leonor, was in royal custody at Seville, though that did not stop her intriguing from afar, and his brother Don Fadrique was head of the Order of Santiago and could not afford to openly support any revolt against King Pedro. As for the barons and burghers of Castile, many harboured sympathies for Enrique, but dared not show them while Pedro was in the ascendant.
        


        
          “It seems,” sighed Enrique, “that we must be discomfited. I would welcome any suggestions.”
        


        
          “Let us go north, across the Pyrenees into France,” Carillo said eagerly, “and plead for support from King John, or Edward of England. If they will not help us, we could hire out one or other of the Great Companies. Think of it, Majesty, you could march on Seville with great Captain-Generals like Robert Knolles or Hugh Calveley at your back!”
        


        
          Enrique would not have it. “England and France are at war, and I would not unleash the Companies on Castile. What would I pay them with? I have no money beyond that I carry in my purse, and what I can promise once Pedro is overthrown. No mercenary would sign an indenture made of promises.”
        


        
          “Abandon the cause, then, and find a ship that will carry us East!” cried the excitable Carillo, “let us fight and die in the Holy Land, like true Christian knights!”
        


        
          The other men looked thoughtful, and Eleanor perceived that Carillo’s notion, useless though it sounded to her, held a certain appeal for them.
        


        
          “Speaking as a woman,” she said, “I have no wish to die in the Holy Land, or anywhere else but Spain. Nor do I think Your Majesty should abandon your cause. Your brother would be overjoyed to have you out of Castile so easily.”
        


        
          Enrique’s frown returned, but then his wife chose to speak up. “She is right, my love,” said Juana, “now is not the time to flee abroad, to wander through Europe begging for help, or to hide your head under an Eastern sun. Stay in your native land and wait for better days. Your brother Pedro is a vicious fool and will soon alienate the whole of Castile.”
        


        
          Enrique looked from his wife to Eleanor, and back again, and threw up his hands. “The men tell me to flee, the women tell me to stay and fight,” he exclaimed, “the world is turned upside down, and I know not what to do or where to go.”
        


        
          “If you leave, I will stay and fight your cause,” his wife said stoutly, “I will hole up in the mountains and forests with these knights and a band of outlaws, and ambush Pedro’s troops wherever we find them.”
        


        
          Enrique looked at her with admiration. “It is settled, then,” he said, “we will stay and fight it out. Just us, against all my brother’s knights and men-at-arms! Perhaps they will write songs about us.”
        


        
          “Satirical ones, probably,” said Charles, who seemed less keen to throw his life away than the others. “Majesty, may I suggest we ride inland, and give Seville a wide berth? We may yet evade Pedro’s soldiers if we lose ourselves in the countryside.”
        


        
          Enrique agreed, and the little group of fugitives resumed their flight. They wandered through Castile for several weeks, hiding where they could by day and travelling by night. To avoid detection the men sadly doffed their knightly gear, burying their helms and hauberks in the woods or by the roadside, and spent the last of their money on purchasing food and clothes from local peasants.
        


        
          Eleanor put off her ridiculous and now somewhat tattered nun’s outfit and mimicked Doña Juana in donning male garb: a jerkin, breeches and cracked leather boots. To increase her resemblance to a man, she cut her long hair brutally short.
        


        
          “Such a pity to trim those raven locks,” said Carillo with his usual smiling gallantry, “I had dreamed of running my fingers through them.”
        


        
          Eleanor went crimson. She thought she was in love with the angel-faced knight, and entertained nocturnal fantasies about him that would have had any true nun hurrying straight to confession.
        


        
          Carillo’s fine notions of chivalry only extended to people of his own class, and he disappointed Eleanor by suggesting that the company keep their money and obtain what they needed by violent means.
        


        
          “Let me put my boot to a few doors, Majesty,” he said, drawing his sword as they approached a little village nestling in a valley west of Seville, “a few threats should be enough to frighten these clods into handing over what we need.”
        


        
          Enrique restrained him. “These people are my subjects, or will be,” he said, “we must not harm or intimidate them. My brother would burn the thatch over their heads and steal the money from their pockets, which is why I must behave differently.”
        


        
          Carillo looked baffled, but bowed to his master’s judgment. Eleanor had overheard, and her estimation of Enrique increased. She had already noted his physical similarity to Pedro, both being tall and muscular and fair-haired, but there the similarities seemed to end. Enrique acted with humility where his half-brother was arrogant, gently where Pedro was cruel, and expressed genuine-sounding care for the prosperity and well-being of Castile.
        


        
          Little did she realize the pretender’s true character. In truth he was as faithless and immoral as Pedro, only more inclined to hide behind a façade of charm and courtesy.
        


        
          Doña Juana was just as blind to her husband’s darker side, and talked of little else besides his virtues and ambitions. Eleanor soon found her tedious. Women, in her view, should not be so wholly absorbed by their husbands.
        


        
          The fugitives continued to head north. Fortunately, none of the people they encountered on the way suspected that the dirty, ragged, bearded figure of Enrique was anything other than he claimed to be, an impoverished Rico Hombre who had lost his lands and was on his way to France to enlist with the Great Companies. His followers, he explained, were those few loyal servants and retainers that had not abandoned him.
        


        
          “In that sense,” he said bitterly as they sat huddled around a flickering campfire one night, “I am telling the truth.”
        


        
          After several weeks of this futile wandering, Enrique made the decision to leave Castile and cross into the Kingdom of Leon, for no other reason than it was safer. He led his increasingly tired and demoralised followers over the border and into the Cantabrian Mountains, where he found a haven in a crumbling, abandoned castle hidden among the snow-capped peaks overlooking the border of Leon and Galicia. In this desolate ruin he set up his tiny court, apparently content to sit and wait for better days. All the spirit had gone out of him, and his wife’s defiant talk of living as outlaws in the forests fell on fallow ground.
        


        
          During the journey north Eleanor had talked much with her brother. He had succeeded in persuading her of the evil of King Pedro, and the absolute necessity of deposing him. This was no difficult task, since she knew from her own experience what kind of a man Pedro was.
        


        
          “You have been a witness to his arrogance and cruelty,” Charles said to her one night, shortly after their arrival at Enrique’s tumbledown palace, “imagine the fate of Castile, with such a monster for a king. He will plunder the land, break the law as he pleases, and alienate everyone around him, until war is inevitable. It is inevitable anyway. The question is - how long will the people wait before rising against him?”
        


        
          “He is just sixteen,” Eleanor pointed out, “and as yet does not hold all the reins of power in his hands. I have met the Chancellor, Don Albuquerque. A subtle and devious man. He could keep Pedro on the right path for a few years, at least until the King comes of age.”
        


        
          Mention of Albuquerque caused Charles to grimace in disgust. “He is also our enemy, and another reason for striking at Pedro. If Albuquerque is allowed ten years of peace to build up his power he will be unassailable. We must strike at them as soon as possible.”
        


        
          “How? Your would-be king has no army, no money, and no support. What about your master, Don Fadrique? He is the head of the Order of Santiago. Could he not lend his knights to fight for his brother Enrique?”
        


        
          Charles shook his head. “He sent me to Algeciras to offer his verbal support to Enrique, but will do no more than that. His position as head of the Order is too delicate.”
        


        
          He looked thoughtfully at his sister. “You told us that Albuquerque employed you as a spy. Did you have any liking or aptitude for the work? Speak honestly.”
        


        
          “I found it an adventure. Our father tried to force me into the life of a dutiful, wedded wife, but it was not for me. You should have met my potential mother-in-law. An arrogant, overbearing bitch, puffed up with pride and spite.”
        


        
          “She sounds oddly familiar,” Charles said dryly, “though father should have realised you could not be made to conform. You should have been born a boy. However, we must make the best of what you are.”
        


        “My talent lies in spying, Charles. Use it.”


        
          Her brother looked uncomfortable. “I have no doubt that Don Enrique will do just that. And soon.”
        


        
          Some weeks later, in the heart of a lonely, sun-baked valley near the border of Leon and Castile, a wagon lay overturned on its side. The horses had bolted free from their traces and fled, but the butchered corpses of the occupants lay scattered about, four men and one woman. The men had died sword in hand, while the woman had been a nun of San Clemente and died on her knees, murmuring prayers and holding a crucifix to her breast. Whether fighting or praying, they had all gone the same way.
        


        
          Lawlessness had consumed Castile. King Pedro had fallen dangerously ill, and the news of his impending death had spread across the kingdom. Almost overnight, factions sprang up among the courtiers and Rico Hombres. Instead of seeing to the peace and good order of the realm, Don Albuquerque was raising troops to fight the rival contenders to the throne that had suddenly sprang up like mushrooms after rain, and the storm-clouds of civil war gathered over the land. Bands of robbers and marauders took advantage of the unsettled times to plunder and destroy at will.
        


        
          One such band had ambushed the wagon. Just as they were wiping the blood from their swords, a war-horn sounded and another parcel of thieves appeared on the ridge behind them. The newcomers charged, and a fierce battle erupted on the valley floor.
        


        
          From her vantage point on a rocky spur overlooking the valley to the north, Eleanor stood by her horse and watched the carnage.
        


        
          She was no longer recognizable as the daughter of a Castilian gentleman. Her black hair was cropped shorter than ever, and she wore the garb of a common soldier. A falchion and her poniard, which had still not tasted blood, hung from her hip.
        


        
          Many girls of her age would have recoiled from the sight of so much violent death. She watched dispassionately, wondering how many of the robbers would survive the fight.
        


        
          At last the swirling dust settled, the screams and clanging blades subsided, and she could count the cost. Twenty men had fought, and fourteen lay dead. Of the remainder, two had fled, and four lay feebly moaning for aid, their bodies hacked and slashed to pieces. The stench of blood and excrement and spilled guts rose from the valley.
        


        
          None of the survivors were in any condition to threaten Eleanor. She mounted her horse and rode down the slope, picking her way carefully across the uneven and rocky ground. She halted next to the first corpse and dismounted to strip it of anything valuable.
        


        
          Any qualms she might have felt at corpse-robbing had been extinguished by several weeks of living rough in the mountains, and it was with a methodical, businesslike air that she took the dead man’s dagger, his belt, the cheap silver rings from his fingers, and his purse.
        


        
          She moved through the valley, falchion in hand, plundering every bleeding body she passed. One of her victims had enough life left in him to clutch feebly at her wrist, but she stilled his protests with a quick stab to the throat. Schooled by Don Enrique and her brother Charles, who like most knights of those times were skilled in brigandage and murder, Eleanor had become a swift and merciless killer.
        


        
          Only the nun gave her pause. Some things were inviolably sacred, and Eleanor confined herself to making the sign of the cross over the woman’s blood-soaked body. Suddenly consumed by disgust, she decided to get away from the valley and its smell of death.
        


        
          “Wolves,” a voice hissed as she turned away. Eleanor looked back to see the nun’s eyes gazing up at her. The dying woman’s bruised and bloody lips worked as she struggled for breath.
        


        
          “Wolves, tearing at the carcass of Castile. God curse you.”
        


        
          Eleanor looked around at the carnage, the scattered bodies of the dead and dying. “It seems I am a lone wolf, sister,” she murmured, “God keep you.”
        


        
          She walked away, leaving the crows to pick over the fallen.
        


        
          The money Eleanor had stolen from the dead paid for a few loaves and a flask of wine from a hilltop village, a poor and isolated place where the fearful peasants asked no questions of the surly, well-armed routier. From there she followed a winding route through high mountain passes and rocky trails, until she reached Enrique’s headquarters.
        


        
          She arrived to find her brother on the ground floor of the crumbling, wind-blown shell of the tower, desperately trying to coax flames from a pile of kindling inside a ring of stones. Don Enrique was perched on the window seat that overlooked a dizzying view of a ravine. It was late afternoon, and he was peering intently at a somewhat tattered bit of parchment.
        


        
          Charles sprang up and grinned at her through his scrubby beard. “Here is the Raven with our supper,” he said cheerfully. He was a scarecrow figure, half-starved and unshaven and clad in rough woollens, having buried his mail and Templar robes in a little wood in Castile.
        


        
          The Raven. Charles had started to call her by that old familiar nickname, inspired by her habit of climbing into the tops of trees as a girl. Enrique had declared it suited her perfectly, and so the name stuck. Eleanor raised no objection, for it lent her an air of mystery that might prove useful in the future.
        


        
          “One of my little birds sent this letter,” announced Don Enrique, tapping the parchment with his thumb, “informing me that the city of Burgos has renounced its loyalty to King Pedro and declared Don Juan Núñez, lord of Biscay, the rightful King of Castile.”
        


        
          Charles looked solemn at the news. “I am sorry to hear it, Majesty,” he said. “Núñez is an upstart and a traitor. He betrayed old King Alfonso, of blessed memory, and now he has betrayed his son.”
        


        
          “So he has,” nodded Enrique, “as has the Infante of Aragon, who has also declared himself the rightful King of Castile, along with a host of lesser pretenders. What a multiplicity of kings! Castile will be torn to pieces by these squabbling vultures.”
        


        
          “While the rightful monarch languishes here in exile,” said Carillo, stepping through the doorway, a brace of scrawny rabbits slung over his shoulder. Eleanor flushed at the sight of the young knight, no less handsome in leather jerkin and breeches than plate and mail.
        


        
          “Monarch of nothing,” Enrique said bitterly. “Monarch of wind and rocks. How my brothers would laugh to see me!”
        


        
          He brooded for a while, staring out of the arrow-slit window, while the others stood in awkward silence, waiting for the king’s command. Eleanor had a suspicion that she was more useful to Enrique than any of the men present, and so it proved.
        


        
          “You,” he said, pointing at her. “You will go to Burgos, and see what is happening there.”
        


        
          “You have spies in the city already, Majesty,” Charles pointed out, giving his sister a worried look.
        


        “I have learned to trust the Raven more than any other of my little birds,” said Enrique, “I confess I had my doubts about her, but she is loyal, brave and resourceful.”

        And expendable, thought Eleanor, but dared not say so. She didn’t relish the prospect of travelling alone to a strange city and spying on Enrique’s enemies, but at least it was an opportunity to escape these lonely mountains. And to escape Carillo, whom she still desired with an implacable intensity. The fact he was completely oblivious to her desire only made it worse.


        
          “I will go to Burgos, Majesty,” she said, bowing gracefully.
        


        8.


        
          Eleanor adopted a new guise to enter the city. She had grown used to being in the company of men, and behaving like a man, and reckoned it would be amusing to play the part of a man for a while. More amusing, at any rate, than resuming the joyless guise of a Carmelite nun.
        


        
          Her brother helped her with this new role, and suggested that she become Cesario, a poor jinete or light cavalryman from the foothills of the Cantabrian Mountains, whose lord had been murdered by bandits.
        


        
          “Cesario is travelling to Burgos to seek honest employment,” said Charles, who had entered into the spirit of the deception, “his only trade is soldiering. Without employment he will be reduced to banditry, like so many of his fellows.”
        


        
          He walked around his sister, closely inspecting her costume. She wore the same leather jerkin, boots and breeches that she had become accustomed to wearing, and Charles had cut her hair even shorter, to make her appear less feminine. He had no need to worry on that score, for Eleanor had rarely felt or looked less like a woman in her life.
        


        
          “And what will Cesario do, once he reaches the city?” he demanded.
        


        
          “Offer his services to the cabelleros villanos, and follow where they lead,” she replied promptly, “until it is time to flee.”
        


        
          The cabelleros villanos or ‘peasant knights’ of Burgos were common men of the city who enjoyed relief from taxes in return for providing mounted soldiers for the king during time of war. Whom they would fight for now Castile was in a state of flux was uncertain, though Enrique reckoned they would most likely declare for Núñez. They had a controlling influence over the consejo or urban commune of Burgos, and it was Eleanor’s task to discover if the people of the city wanted Núñez as king, or if that was merely the desire of the burghers.
        


        
          Of the identities and activities of the other ‘little birds’ Don Enrique had spying on his behalf in Burgos, he told her nothing: better, he explained, that his agents work in ignorance of each other, for that way there was less chance of betrayal.
        


        
          “You make a fine horse-soldier, in appearance at least,” said Charles, “though God knows what father would say. He must be entirely ignorant of our current predicament. I have not written to him for months.”
        


        
          “He will know by now that I broke my engagement with Don Felipe, and fled from Toledo,” said Eleanor, “but you should write to the poor old man. Tell him sweet lies of our progress, and that we are living high at Don Enrique’s expense in a fine palace in the mountains.”
        


        
          She laughed at the mortified expression on her brother’s face. “Let me write the letter, though God knows who will carry it, if telling lies does not accord with your knightly honour.”
        


        
          Charles frowned. “Save your deceit for our enemies,” he said, and for the first time since their reunion he sounded angry, “if you start lying to our father, where does it stop? Would you lie to God?”
        


        
          Rather than offend him, for Charles was a devout man who held family and God close to his heart, Eleanor declined the argument and turned the conversation back to her appearance. Even so, she noticed her brother looking at her with suspicion in his eyes, and knew that she had sewn a seed of doubt in his mind.
        


        
          She rode west from the mountains with Enrique’s blessing, a steel cap on her head, a targe or little round shield strapped to her arm, and a light spear slung across her back. These were to complete her disguise as Cesario, the unfortunate jinete who had lost his employer to bandits.
        


        
          Burgos, the ancient capital of Castile, was located on the River Arlanzón in northern Spain, a few days’ ride west. Eleanor journeyed through a landscape of forested hills and mountains that slowly broadened out into rolling plains, dotted with villages and sprawling castles.
        


        
          She passed a great many travellers on the dusty roads - farmers driving herds of goats, clergymen perched on ambling mules, pilgrims and tradesmen, the occasional troop of mounted men-at-arms, even a knight or two followed by their squires – but few spared her a second glance. There were a great many jinetes and Rico Hombres wandering the roads, especially in these uncertain times, and one more was of little interest. Eleanor took great pleasure in her disguise, and imagined that she had succeeded in fooling the world.
        


        
          When she was but a few miles from Burgos, and the mighty towers of the cathedral were visible on the horizon, she heard wild barking and the blowing of hunting horns, and a horde of wolfhounds burst from the woods flanking the road. They were chasing a wild boar that skittered across the road, directly in front of Eleanor’s horse, and caused her beast to shy.
        


        
          The boar and the hounds vanished into the trees on the opposite side of the road as she struggled to control her rearing horse. A party of huntsmen mounted on coursers galloped out of the woods after them. Three rode on after their quarry, but the fourth saw Eleanor and reined in. More riders appeared behind him, but halted when he raised his hand.
        


        
          “Mind where you’re going, fellow,” he said mildly, looking Eleanor up and down, “you almost rode over our game.”
        


        
          The huntsman was in vigorous middle age, his face and grey-streaked beard slick with sweat from the exertion of the hunt, and cut a fine figure in his green jacket, thick leather leggings and knee-high boots. He wore a longsword and dagger at his hip, and a hunting horn hung from a thick leather baldric over his shoulder. His noble status was obvious by his arrogant bearing and the servile respect accorded to him by the other men.
        


        
          Eleanor tried to imagine how a young gallant like Cesario might respond, and overplayed it. “Your game almost crippled my horse, fellow,” she retorted, pitching her voice as low as possible, “so mind where you are hunting!”
        


        
          The words rang embarrassingly hollow, and the nobleman looked at her with amusement dancing in his soft blue eyes. His followers grinned at her insolence, though she noticed one or two placing tentative hands on their swords.
        


        
          “Here’s a brave one,” he said, scratching his beard, “what are you doing on the road alone?”
        


        
          “I am on my way to Burgos, to offer my sword to the cabelleros villanos,” she replied.
        


        
          “Are you indeed? And to whom do you profess loyalty?”
        


        
          “To the King.”
        


        
          He grinned, exposing broken but otherwise well-kept teeth. “A clever answer, boy, but not good enough. Which King? There are so many in Castile at present.”
        


        
          Eleanor hesitated, but only for a moment. “The Lord of Biscay,” she replied, and tensed, ready to turn her horse and flee if that proved the wrong answer.
        


        
          Her luck had held. “Then you and I shall be friends,” the nobleman declared, “for I am Don Garci Laso de la Vega, one of Don Juan Núñez’s chief adherents. I flatter myself that you may have heard of me?”
        


        
          As it happened, Eleanor did vaguely recall him. Known as “El Joven” or “The Younger”, to distinguish him from his father of the same name, Don Garci enjoyed a distinguished reputation as a soldier, and had led Castilian troops at the Battle of Rio Salado. He was also high in the favour of Don Fadrique, Master of the Order of Santiago and Don Enrique’s half-brother, and said to be an honourable, chivalrous knight.
        


        
          Eleanor’s heart leaped, for she could not have hoped to stumble into the company of a better man. “I know your name and fame, of course, Don Garci,” she said, humbly bowing her head, “and would be honoured if you took me into your service.”
        


        
          His grin widened, and laughter rippled through the men gathered behind him. “You would indeed,” he said, “but I don’t employ any man just for the asking, especially if he won’t tell me his name.”
        


        
          Eleanor blushed, and hated herself for it: Cesario was not the blushing sort. “Cesario,” she replied, “of Leon. My lord was ambushed and murdered by robbers in the mountains, forcing me to seek employment elsewhere.”
        


        
          “Cesario of Leon,” repeated Garci, raising his eyebrows, “Leon is a big place, can you not be more specific? No, ignore that question. I am not one to pry, and you look a little young to have too many sins on your conscience.”
        


        
          He weighed her up, tapping the leather thong in his right hand against his boot. “You may ride with my company,” he said at last, “and come back with us to Burgos, once we have run this accursed hog to earth. More than that, I cannot promise. Now, we have been delayed long enough from our sport.”
        


        
          He turned his horse about and raked in his spurs, urging her on into the woods where the hunt had disappeared. His men galloped after him, with Eleanor toiling in their wake.
        


        
          The boar was soon cornered against a fallen tree, where he stood swinging his head from side to side to keep the ravening hounds at bay. He was a splendid beast, a light smoky-grey colour with black stripes, and his curved yellow tushes that dripped foam.
        


        
          His death almost led to Eleanor’s. The hounds flew in for the kill before any of the huntsmen had a chance to loose off an arrow, and seized their quarry by shoulder and throat and leg. The squealing boar tried to break free. He charged in Eleanor’s direction, barely impeded by the hounds grimly clinging to his flesh. The bundle of limbs and bodies rolled towards her at terrifying speed, but she had enough presence of mind to drop to one knee and present her spear.
        


        
          “No, Cesario!” she dimly heard Garci yell through the blood rushing in her ears, “that is no hunting spear you carry! Get out of the way!”
        


        
          He was right: the spear she held was the light javelin Enrique had given her. A proper boar-spear, by contrast, was much longer, with a blade like a razor and a cross-piece about eighteen inches from the point. The cross-piece prevented the boar from rushing right up the length of the spear as it went into his chest and goring the hapless person at the other end.
        


        
          There was no time for Eleanor to spring aside. She just caught a glimpse of the razor-sharp bristles quivering upright on the boar’s back, his fierce and rolling eye, and was overwhelmed by his rank stench and the frantic growling and barking of the hounds. Then the tumult closed over her head, and all was pain, stinking darkness and a terrible crushing weight that expelled all the air from her lungs.
        


        
          When she woke up, she was lying on a cloak spread over a patch of flat ground. Garci was looking down at her. His men were engaged in the ritual of cutting up the carcass of the slaughtered boar. One man, bloody to the elbows, was skilfully disembowelling the kill with his hunting knife, while two more were building a fire. As was customary, the surviving hounds were to be rewarded with a cooked meal of bread and entrails.
        


        
          Three of Garci’s hounds would eat or hunt no more in this world. They lay beside the kill, their backs broken and their bellies split open by the boar’s tusks, their eyes staring glassily at the darkening afternoon sky. Eleanor would have felt pity for them, if she was not so distracted by pain.
        


        
          “Just bruises,” Garci said softly. She was touched to see tears glimmering in his eyes, though they were probably for the dead hounds rather than her. “You have my groom to thank for your deliverance. When the boar rolled over you he stepped in, calm as you like, lifted aside one of the hounds and thrust his falchion into the quarry’s heart. Then we dragged you clear.”
        


        
          Eleanor cautiously sat up, wincing as pain lanced through her side. “Riding will be difficult,” she gasped.
        


        
          “My men will rig up a stretcher, and carry you to Burgos. The city is not far. Once there you can rest and recover at my lodgings in the castle. We will need you on your feet soon enough, when King Pedro comes to avenge himself on the city.”
        


        
          She forgot the pain for a moment and looked at him in surprise. “I heard that he was dying,” she said, but he shook his head.
        


        
          “Not so. He was gravely ill for a while, but the whoreson has the constitution of a bull. The latest news from Seville is that he has risen from his sickbed, and intends to put himself at the head of the army Albuquerque has scraped together. Castile is rotten with treachery and rebellion, but Burgos will be his first target. So you had best mend quickly.”
        


        
          Thus Eleanor was carried the last two miles to the gates of Burgos, lying on a stretcher made of twisted branches. The four men carrying the stretcher and struggling to keep up with the horsemen were not happy with their lot.
        


        
          “Why is our lord so anxious to help this vagrant?” asked one, giving Eleanor a dark look. His companions hushed him into silence, fearful lest Garci should overhear. Eleanor noticed two of them exchanging wry glances, and wondered if Garci had a fondness for pretty young boys that went beyond the usual limits of male comradeship. If so, he was destined to be sorely disappointed.
        


        
          Word of Pedro’s recovery and his intention to march on Burgos had obviously spread, for the roads were choked with refugees fleeing for the sanctuary of the city walls. The crowds parted at the sight of Garci and cheered him as he rode past.
        


        
          The little procession entered the gates of Burgos and made its way along Sant Estaban Street towards the castle. Trumpets screeched on the battlements to welcome Garci as he led his party through the gates of the outer ward, where they were met by a group of servants. The boar, now divided into quarters, was swiftly dispatched to the kitchens, and the hounds led away by their handlers to the kennels. Eleanor’s stretcher was laid on the ground, and Garci himself helped her to stand.
        


        
          “Still hurting, I see,” he remarked as she gasped at a fresh burst of agony in her side.
        


        
          “It’s like being stabbed,” she replied through gritted teeth.
        


        
          “As one who took a Mussulman spear in his ribs at the siege of Gibraltar, let me assure you that it is not,” he said with a smile, “but you are clearly in some pain. Come.”
        


        
          He took Eleanor’s arm and led her to the gateway of the inner ward. She was conscious of many pairs of amused eyes watching her as they left, and prayed that Garci had nothing shameful in mind.
        


        
          His suite of private rooms was on an upper floor of the castle, and he dispatched a page boy to escort her there while he paid his respects to his lord. The page took her to an antechamber, where he informed Eleanor that Don Garci was wont to entertain guests, and left her there to admire the furnishings.
        


        
          There was much to admire: the walls were hung with tapestries depicting Biblical and hunting scenes, worked in red and gold thread, and a suit of twinkling golden mail hung on a stand in one corner. A small table stood in the middle of the room, covered by a white linen cloth, and on the table was a chessboard made from a block of pure white marble. The pieces were elaborately carved from silver and ebony. Light from the rose-red fire crackling in the hooded hearth blazed inside the translucent White King as he cowered behind his pawns.
        


        
          The contrast between this opulence and Don Enrique’s broken castle in the Cantabrian Mountains could not have been greater. Eleanor felt a pang of envy as she looked around the room. This, she realized, was how she wished to live – surrounded by wealth and power and beauty, not as some ragged fugitive in the wild, or as a spy, manipulated by powerful men and then cast aside once her usefulness was exhausted.
        


        
          Garci entered the room carrying a jug of wine. He gave Eleanor a knowing look, and poured two generous measures into a pair of elegantly chased pewter goblets standing on a side-table.
        


        
          “My lord is ill,” he said, handing Eleanor one of the cups, “a sickness came over him suddenly while we were out hunting. He shivers like a man suffering from an ague, and has taken to his bed.”
        


        
          “I am sorry to hear that,” Eleanor said politely, though she wasn’t, much. Vile as King Pedro might be, she had heard little to the credit of Núñez, and wondered why a man like Garci would serve him.
        


        
          Don Garci took a sip of his wine and gave her another of his searching looks. “Cesario of Leon,” he said, ruefully shaking his head, “it’s not a bad story, but needed work. As for your disguise, only a born fool could fail to see through it. Now, madam, will you tell me your true name and the reason you were on the road, masquerading as a soldier?”
        


        
          Eleanor put down her cup and started for the door, but Don Garci barred her way. “Wait,” he laughed, “there is no danger here. I’m not offended by your deception.”
        


        
          Like the boar in the forest earlier, she stood at bay, uncertain and looking around wildly for an escape route. There was none, save the green door at the opposite end of the room that led to Garci’s bedchamber.
        


        
          She flushed at the thought of venturing in there. A similar thought must have occurred to Garci. He took a step closer, slowly placed the tip of his index finger under her chin and tilted her head up for closer inspection.
        


        
          “Far too pretty for a boy,” he murmured, “even with your hair shorn.”
        


        
          Eleanor hardly dared to move, and was conscious of her heart beating far too quickly as his soft blue eyes roved over her body.
        


        
          “Tell me your name,” he asked quietly, stroking the line of her jaw with his thumb.
        


        
          “Eleanor,” she whispered, “daughter of Don Esteban de Menezes, of Alonchel.”
        


        
          His eyes widened. “I remember him, at Rio Salado. He took a wound that crippled him, and won the favour of King Alfonso. Well, well, so you are his child. Wait, though! You were betrothed to a nobleman of Toledo.”
        


        
          She risked a little smile. “So I was, but I flew away.”
        


        
          In spite of his age, Don Garci was still a handsome man, and Eleanor found that she didn’t object to his touch. She also noticed a red flush creeping up the side of his neck, and that his hand was trembling slightly. Another woman might have been afraid, but she was amused by the effect she was having on him.
        


        
          “Were you married, before you took flight?” he asked. His voice had acquired a thick, slightly inebriated quality to it that had nothing to do with wine. She shook her head and smiled at him.
        


        
          The smile remained fixed in place when he gently gathered her into his arms and kissed her, and when he took her by the hand and led her towards the green door.
        


        10.


        
          Don Garci enjoyed a reputation for being an honourable man, and so he was, according to his own notions of honour. He had a wife, Leonor, but had packed her off to oversee his estates in the country. She was not present in Burgos to be shamed by his affair with Eleanor. It was by no means unusual for noblemen to take mistresses, and there were few who commented adversely on the willowy young girl who had suddenly appeared by his side.
        


        
          For Eleanor’s part, she was happy to be petted and paraded by the great man, even if he was some thirty years her senior, and to be admitted to the physical aspect of love that had so far passed her by. Garci was kind and gentle to her, and showered her with expensive clothes and gifts.
        


        
          “Grow your hair again,” he said, sighing as he ran his hand over her cropped scalp, “long, shining black tresses tumbling loose to your shoulders, to go with your dark eyes. The rest of you will be decked out in white and gold. Such stark contrasts! Such beauty!”
        


        
          Eleanor, who was naked as a needle, laughed and performed a mock now. “As you wish, lord,” she said, blowing him a kiss, and skipped away featly when he reached for her. She swiftly became an expert at teasing him, and servicing his lust only when she felt like it. That way, she reasoned, he was unlikely to grow bored of his young mistress, and he was too chivalrous to force himself on her.
        


        
          Weeks passed. Eleanor barely left his chambers except to escort him to meals in the Great Hall. This, he explained, he would never have done had his lord been fit to attend, but Núñez was still confined to his sickbed, and his condition was said to be deteriorating.
        


        
          Of Eleanor’s past Garci asked little, and she told him even less. Perhaps the fact that he was bedding another man’s betrothed played on his conscience, for he was of a free and easy disposition and didn’t like to dwell on awkward truths. Instead he spoke of his past fighting the Muslims under old King Alfonso. She found his constant replaying of old battles tedious, but there were plenty of comforts to distract her.
        


        
          Eleanor was becoming complacent, and in her youthful naiveté made the mistake of assuming their situation could last forever. Their idyll was shattered by the arrival of the long-expected news that King Pedro was indeed marching on Burgos at the head of a great host. Eleanor was not surprised by that, but shocked when she discovered the identity of the messenger.
        


        
          She was drowsing contentedly on Garci’s great bed, her rich clothes scattered about the floor, when she heard raised voices coming from the antechamber. Intrigued, she swung her legs off the mattress, snatched up one of her lover’s fur-trimmed robes and belted it around her as she crept to the door.
        


        
          The door was slightly ajar, and she peered through it to see Garci’s massive back as he stood in the middle of the room, gesturing animatedly as he talked. The blood drained from Eleanor’s face as she recognized the other man with him.
        


        
          She would have known Don Carillo’s angelic features anywhere, even under the dust and grime of the road and several weeks’ growth of beard. Since arriving in Burgos, Eleanor had all but forgotten him. His sudden and unexpected appearance filled her with a sense of outrage, and any notion of caution deserted her as she pushed the door open and stalked into the room.
        


        
          He blanched at the sight of her. “Eleanor,” he said quietly, raising a hand as though to ward her off, “so you are here. Enrique thought you had been killed. I see now that you have either neglected your mission, or performed it phenomenally well.”
        


        
          “What is this?” demanded Don Garci, turning to frown at Eleanor, “do you two know each other? Eleanor, you should have kept to your room.”
        


        
          “She was with me and Enrique in the mountains,” said Carillo before Eleanor could speak, “and before that, with King Pedro in Algeciras. Her brother, Charles, is a knight in the Order of Santiago. In truth, she is a sly and secretive creature, and I have never trusted her.”
        


        
          Eleanor was astonished to hear Carillo talk of her in such unfavourable terms, and at his hypocrisy: for a man who took great pride in his knightly honour, Carillo had been less than honest with her, and failed to inform her that he was Garci’s brother-in-law.
        


        
          “I have never given you any reason to distrust me,” she said, drawing the robe tighter about her.
        


        
          “Madam, you are a spy, and even your brother expressed doubts as to whose side you were really on,” he replied in a venomous tone, “what noble lady creeps about the land in disguise, serving first one master, and then another? Now I find you here. What am I to think?”
        


        
          “Have a care, Pero,” murmured Garci, but Eleanor was in no mood for restraint.
        


        
          “I am just as surprised to find you here!” she cried, stamping her foot, “Enrique said nothing to me of sending you to Burgos. Were you dispatched to spy on me, then, to ensure I did not betray him?”
        


        
          “Be quiet, both of you,” snapped Garci, “I will not endure this squabbling. Don Carillo, you say that she has served both King Pedro and Don Enrique. Very well. Why did Enrique send her to Burgos in the guise of a man?”
        


        
          “To join the cabelleros villanos,” Carillo replied, “and ascertain if the people of the city would acclaim the Lord of Biscay as King.”
        


        
          Garci did not seem surprised. “Indeed? But instead, she fell in with me while I was out hunting. I must say, she has made little effort to join the villanos.”
        


        
          He swung around to confront Eleanor, who shrank away as the huge knight loomed over her, his eyes suddenly full of judgment and suspicion. “Don Carillo has asked a fair question, my love. Whose side are you really on?”
        


        
          Eleanor mastered her fear of him, and lifted her face to meet his glare. “I am on my side,” she replied, “and the side of whoever pays me most.”
        


        
          She knew that Garci loved courage, and indeed he started to smile, but Carillo was not so impressed. “There is a word for a woman who follows such a path,” he cried, but fell silent as Garci lifted a finger in warning.
        


        
          “Indeed there is,” he said softly, “but you will not utter it in my presence. Who I choose to lie with is my affair, do you understand?”
        


        
          “Perfectly,” Carillo replied, masking his anger, and from that moment Eleanor ceased to exist for him.
        


        
          “Good,” said Garci, “since that is settled, we may turn to the more pressing matter of King Pedro. But not, I think, in your presence, my dear. You must sleep in the servant’s quarters tonight.”
        


        
          Eleanor felt a stab to her heart. Carillo’s revelations had obviously caused Garci to distrust her, and he looked at her now with the same expression that her brother Charles had worn, when she advised him to lie to their father. To be suspected by those she loved – and she did feel a kind of love for Garci Laso, mingled with greed and lust – pained her deeply.
        


        There was nothing to be done except obey, and wait for an opportunity to redeem herself in his eyes. She bowed meekly and returned to the bedchamber to dress.


        
          Excluded as she was from her lover’s confidence, Eleanor did not learn until much later the reason for Carillo’s presence in Burgos. The truth was that his master, Enrique, driven to desperation by the squalor of his mountain hideaway and the hopelessness of his cause, had decided to throw in his lot with Núñez.
        


        
          To this end he had dispatched Carillo to Burgos with a verbal message, couched in terms of the most craven obeisance, offering to give up his own claim to the throne of Castile, in exchange for a generous annuity and a place at Núñez’s court at Seville once Pedro was overthrown.
        


        
          Enrique had put aside his pride for naught. Núñez’s sickness worsened with terrifying speed, until the doctors despaired of his life and rumours swirled around the city that he had been poisoned. Whether this was true or not, Eleanor never discovered, but considered both King Pedro and Don Albuquerque easily capable of stooping to such a ploy.
        


        
          Poisoned or not, the old schemer breathed his last mere hours before a troop of jinetes galloped into the city with news that Pedro’s army was just a few miles from Burgos.
        


        
          Núñez’s untimely death left Garci in command of the defence of the city. One night Eleanor made her way to the Great Hall where he and his advisors were arguing over how best to proceed. She kept herself well-hidden behind the throng of knights and burghers, and listened carefully to what passed.
        


        
          What she heard filled her with terror for Garci’s safety. He was standing at the head of the table in full harness, his helm tucked under his arm. “I will not skulk inside the walls, and allow King Pedro to lay siege to Burgos,” he said in a loud voice so that all might hear, “instead I will take the strongest force I can muster, and march out to meet him head-on.”
        


        
          “A pitched battle?” one greybeard exclaimed, tearing at his whiskers in horror, “it is not to be thought of. The King is said to have six thousand men at his back. Burgos cannot summon half so many.”
        


        
          “We must not risk all on a battle,” one of his colleagues agreed, “if you fight, you will be well beaten, Don Garci. The city cannot afford the loss of so many fighting men.”
        


        
          “Be quiet, you timid old fools!” cried Carillo, who was standing at Garci’s side, looking more than ever like some Arthurian paladin in his polished harness. Eleanor’s heart gave a little throb at the sight of him, and for a brief moment she recalled her old infatuation.
        


        
          “Don Garci does not propose to ride out on some hopeless sally and sacrifice the lives of the garrison,” he went on, glaring around the table, “but merely to make a show of armed force, and then offer terms.”
        


        
          This met with a mixed response. The fighting men, many of whom were Garci’s poor relations and bound to agree with him, made approving noises, but the city dignitaries looked doubtful. They were more in favour of ejecting all useless mouths from the city, closing the gates, and daring Pedro to waste his strength in a long siege.
        


        
          “My thanks, Don Carillo, but I can speak for myself,” said Garci, smiling wearily at the young knight, “but what you say is true. I will go out to meet the king, and ask to treat with him.”
        


        
          He raised his hand to still the protests. “Peace, gentlemen. I am in command here, and you will have to trust my judgment.”
        


        
          “What can you offer Pedro?” demanded the greybeard who had first spoken, “he is not yet twenty, and yet all the world knows of his black nature. I have heard dark rumours of what goes on inside his palace at Seville. He is a latter-day Caligula, a Nero for our time!”
        


        
          This met with cries of approval from his colleagues, and contemptuous looks from the soldiers in the room. Eleanor noted how opinion was evenly split, but knew that Garci would follow his own course, regardless of what anyone said.
        


        
          “As I recall,” he said when the contending voices had died down, “Caligula and Nero were only allowed to play the tyrant because the Roman Senate lacked the courage to defy them.”
        


        
          It was a shrewd retort, and he followed up by banging his mailed fist on the table. “The swiftest way to tyranny is to surrender to it!” he shouted, his voice rising like a war-horn, “and so it will be with this king. Let Pedro see us skulking behind the safety of our walls, like so many rats packed into a cage, and he will know that we have not the will to defy him. Then, gentlemen, you will see the cruelty in him run loose.”
        


        
          Eleanor smiled as she listened to the speech, and at the fierce acclaim it met with from the soldiers. The burghers could muster no effective response, and their feeble bleats were ignored.
        


        
          She pressed herself into a corner as the armed men filed out, Garci at their head, followed by the complaining, shuffling crowd of dignitaries and merchants. Garci failed to notice her hiding in the shadows, and for a moment she considered running out to speak with him. She decided against it, for his face was set in a grim mask, and she feared he would brush her aside.
        


        
          Garci swiftly mustered a considerable body of knights, squires and men-at-arms and led them out of the gates. Eleanor joined the people clustered on the parapet of the city walls to watch them depart. She had to admit that the long, well-ordered column of horse and foot made a brave show as they tramped out of the gates, their armour shining and their banners and pennons fluttering in the breeze.
        


        
          She shaded her eyes to look south, and thought she glimpsed a column of dust on the horizon, and the glimmer of spear-heads. King Pedro was coming to Burgos, and in her mind’s eye she replayed the dreadful memory of that night in Algeciras, where she had witnessed the King of Castile, God’s anointed, wantonly assaulting a defenceless beggar. What he might do to Eleanor if he laid eyes on her again, she could not imagine, but her fears were all for Garci.
        


        
          He returned at dusk, just as the long shadow of night was stealing across the land, intact and at the head of his men, and accompanied by the much larger royal host. Eleanor, who had remained at her post in the hours since Garci’s departure, saw the massed array of banners, lances and spears advancing, and was flooded with joy, for that meant there had been no battle.
        


        
          Her joy dissipated when she saw the royal arms of Castile – a quartered banner displaying a rearing red lion against a white field, and a three-towered castle against a red field - in the van. King Pedro himself rode under it. He wore gilded armour of black and gold, and was mounted on a magnificent white destrier.
        


        
          Still, it seemed that Garci had pulled the devil’s teeth. A palpable sense of relief swept along the wall, as the relieved citizens of Burgos cheered and waved their hats at the approach of the king. Eleanor sneered at their joy. These same people had acclaimed Núñez just days before, and she was beginning to suspect they would acclaim a crowned monkey if it meant they would be left in peace.
        


        
          She hurried back through the streets. Garci had given no explicit orders for Eleanor to be banished from the castle, and the guards made no attempt to bar her from entering his apartments. However, the door to his private study was locked.
        


        
          The realisation that he genuinely suspected her of being a spy hit her like a blow, and she sat on his bed and wept awhile, cursing herself for being so weak.
        


        
          “Fool!” she chided herself, slapping away the tears that trickled down her cheeks, “if you wish to survive in the pit of snakes that is Castile, you will have to become as hard as any man. Observe them, see how faithless and murderous they are, and learn from them.”
        


        
          She could hear the roars of the crowd outside, mingling with a riotous din of clashing cymbals, blowing horns and the rattle of drums, presumably to acclaim King Pedro as he rode through the streets.
        


        
          It occurred to her that Garci had failed in his duty, which was to prevent Pedro entering Burgos. Now the royal army had taken the place without a blow being struck, and she had no confidence in Pedro or Albuquerque – presumably the old statesman had accompanied the King to Burgos – keeping faith with whatever peace terms they had agreed to.
        


        
          She heard iron footsteps ringing on the flagstones outside, and Garci appeared in the doorway, massive and intimidating in his harness.
        


        
          “Eleanor,” he said in a hoarse voice, “I was told you were here. You must dress in your finest, and accompany me to dinner. The king is our guest tonight, along with a great crowd of his knights. The survival of Burgos may depend on keeping him in his present good humour.”
        


        
          She hugged her knees as she looked up at him, feeling small and fragile in his presence. “He accepted your offers of peace, then?”
        


        
          Garci blew out his cheeks. “Not at first. Those damned fool burghers almost ruined everything. Pedro was in a vile mood when we met him, and threatening to have all our heads on spikes. The burghers attempted to flatter him, which he rightly interpreted as hypocrisy. For a moment I thought we were doomed, but somehow Carillo and I managed to soothe him.”
        


        
          “Is Albuquerque with the King?” she asked.
        


        
          “That he is, and one of his creatures, an evil ruffian named Manrique, attacked me with his bare hands as I approached the royal banner, calling me traitor and such. A group of knights separated us, for otherwise I would have twisted the fool’s neck.”
        


        
          “I thought you had spurned me, Garci Laso,” she said, deliberately changing the subject and yearning up at him. He shifted and unlooked uncomfortable.
        


        
          “Never in life, my love,” he said awkwardly, and approached the bed to gather her in his arms. She allowed herself to be folded in the iron embrace, but only suffered his lips on hers for a moment before pulling away.
        


        
          “I cannot meet the King,” she said firmly, “for he knew me in Algeciras. We were not enemies, as such, but he is of a vicious disposition, and I saw him at his worst. He may decide to do me harm, out of sheer spite.”
        


        
          Garci threw his head back, and regarded her through narrowed eyes. “I ought to have questioned you more closely about your past,” he said, “and shall do so, once this night is safely through. I promised Pedro I would introduce my lady to him, which he found amusing, since he happens to know that my wife is not in Burgos. I suppose I can tell him you are sick.”
        


        
          She looked at him gratefully. “Do me that kindness, and I promise to answer all your questions.”
        


        
          Up to a point, she added privately.
        


        11.


        
          The welcome feast passed with every sign of renewed friendship and warm feeling between King Pedro and the leading citizens of Burgos, though Eleanor’s feigned sickness meant she had to rely on Garci’s report when he staggered back to his chambers, much the worse for drink.
        


        
          “There will be peace now,” he declared, breathing fumes and clumsily pawing at her shift as she helped him into bed, “and the rest of Castile will have to settle down, once word spreads that Burgos has come to terms.”
        


        
          “And what of Enrique?” she asked, reaching for a silk cloth to dab away the wine spillage around his mouth, “he is still at large, and in rebellion against his half-brother.”
        


        
          Garci cracked his thumb to indicate what he thought of Enrique. “That young man is a nothing. He fled like a whipped puppy from Algeciras, and offered to give up his claim to the throne to Núñez in exchange for a safe billet and thirty pieces of silver. Pedro will either kill him, or let him live out his days as a wandering fugitive, friendless and despised. Why a true knight like Don Carillo chose to enter the service of such a worm, I cannot fathom.”
        


        
          Eleanor tried to press more questions on him, but his taste for politics was exhausted for that night. After an unsuccessful attempt at boarding her he fell into a deep, impenetrable sleep.
        


        
          The atmosphere inside Burgos soon darkened. Albuquerque’s creature, Manrique, who had assaulted Garci and called him a traitor, insisted on moving his troops inside the Ghetto, a sort of interior citadel separated from the rest of the city by a strong wall. Many of the burghers dwelled there in fine white-plastered houses that they were now obliged to give over to the soldiers.
        


        
          That was just the beginning. King Pedro had his troops billeted in other parts of the city, until Burgos began to resemble a military camp.
        


        
          Eleanor observed this shadow creeping over the city, and tried to warn Garci that something terrible was afoot, but he refused to heed her, or the advice of his close council. He was a trusting man, and willing to believe that Pedro’s smiling countenance was a true reflection of his soul. Eleanor, who had taken care to avoid Pedro since he entered the city, despaired of her lover’s folly.
        


        
          The day came when he was summoned to meet the King at dinner in the castle (in deference to their royal guest, Garci and his household had moved out to private lodgings in the city). Believing that Pedro wished to discuss final peace terms, nothing could dissuade an elated Garci from attending the meal, which was to take place the following day, a Sunday. It was useless to argue with him in this mood, and Eleanor didn’t even try.
        


        
          That night an unexpected message arrived from the Queen-Mother, Maria, recently arrived at Burgos with her household. She had embarked on an affair with a much younger man that had scandalized Castile, and was out of favour with her son, which might have been the explanation for her attempt to warn Garci.
        


        
          The message was placed in the hand of one of Garci’s men-at-arms, and bore a blank wax seal. He split it open in the privacy of his bedchamber, with Eleanor present.
        


        
          “Let nothing on earth bring you to the palace on the morrow,” he read out, “that is all it says. It is signed ‘Maria’. My God, she is indiscreet! What if this message had fallen into the wrong hands?”
        


        
          Eleanor plucked the bit of parchment out of his hands and studied the writing by the light of a candle. “I have heard that Albuquerque hates the Queen Mother, and resents her influence on her son,” she said, “this would be a valuable weapon to use against her.”
        


        
          To her amazement, Garci refused to heed the warning, thinking it some subtle ploy on Maria’s part to gain a political advantage over her son.
        


        
          “The old bitch cares nothing for my welfare,” he said, “why, I have only met her on a few occasions, and we hardly exchanged a word. She must be playing some game of her own.”
        


        
          He looked into the embers of the fire, into which Eleanor had tossed the charred fragments of parchment, and shrugged. “It matters not, since I can hardly refuse the king’s invitation. He is staging a bull-fight in the palace grounds to celebrate the peace. There will be a riot if it is cancelled.”
        


        
          Eleanor looked sadly at him, studying the rough planes and contours of his face and storing them away in her memory. “You are going into the jaws of death,” she said quietly, “and I will not follow you.”
        


        
          “I could order you to come,” he said, though without much conviction.
        


        
          “What will you do?” she asked, “drag me into the royal presence in chains? You are not that kind of man, Garci Laso.”
        


        
          Even so, when Garci left for the palace the following morning, accompanied by Carillo and his other brother-in-law, a gentleman named Don Ruy Gonzalez, Eleanor did not stay meekly in their lodgings, waiting and praying for his safe return. Instead she followed at a discreet distance, losing herself among the excited crowds making their way through the streets to the bull-fight inside the palace grounds.
        


        
          Despite the presence of so many armed men watching from the ramparts and street corners, Burgos was in the grip of a holiday atmosphere, assisted by the barrels of free wine that King Pedro had ordered to be set up in the market square.
        


        
          She kept Garci and his companions in sight as they rode through the gates of the castle, into the outer ward where the bull-fight was being set up. The arena was already filling up with people, and one of the furious black bulls being dragged unwillingly from his pen by a team of handlers.
        


        
          The gates to the inner ward and the palace were heavily guarded by a double line of men-at-arms, but their captain recognized Eleanor and nodded at his men to let her through. Once inside the gatehouse, she flickered through a side-entrance and up a twisting stair to a passage that led to the gallery above the Great Hall, where musicians often played to entertain guests at banquets.
        


        
          She met no-one as she moved along the narrow passage, and no strains of music filtered from the direction of the gallery. The wall to her right was a wooden arcade with a row of narrow windows cut into it. For caution’s sake Eleanor peered around the corner of the wall leading to the gallery. The breath caught in her throat when she spied two men armed with crossbows standing next to the balcony. Fortunately, their eyes were fixed on the hall below, and they failed to notice her as she sidled back to the furthest window of the arcade.
        


        
          The scene below was like a tableau, with the players carefully positioned for the drama about to unfold. King Pedro sat on his carved wooden throne on the dais at one end of the hall, flanked by half a dozen of his ballasteros, burly soldiers armed with iron-shod maces. He was the same handsome, arrogant foulness that Eleanor remembered from Algeciras, though noticeably thinner, doubtless the legacy of his recent sickness. He sat stiffly, his back straight as a lance, his face expressionless.
        


        
          To his right, sat below the dais on a humble stool, was Albuquerque. The little grey-haired man was dressed in his usual sober black, and might have been transported straight from Eleanor’s brief meeting with him in Seville. Beside him stood a stout, middle-aged woman clothed in fine silks whom Eleanor took to be the Queen Mother, and an elderly, nervous-looking clerk.
        


        
          Silence reigned in the hall until the doors swung open and Garci strode in, followed by his brothers-in-law and three aged burghers. The old men were pale as ghosts, and had to be shepherded into the hall by six more of Pedro’s grim-faced ballesteros.
        


        
          There was a rustle of silks as the Queen Mother suddenly ran from the hall, followed by her clerk. Both disappeared through the curtain behind the dais.
        


        
          Only now did Pedro speak. “Alfonso Garcia, Pero and Alfonso Fernandez,” he said, flicking a finger at the burghers, “you are under arrest for treason. Soldiers, get them out of my sight.”
        


        
          Rough hands seized the three hapless burghers, who wept and begged in vain for clemency as they were dragged away to prison.
        


        
          Eleanor looked at Garci. He and his companions had stopped in the middle of the hall, and watched in confusion as the burghers were arrested and forcibly removed. He clapped a hand on Carillo’s wrist as the young knight reached for his sword.
        


        
          “Alcade, do your duty,” murmured Albuquerque, nodding meaningfully at a court official standing behind the ballasteros guarding the dais. The Alcade, a puffy-faced, burst-bellied man, gaped stupidly at him, then at Garci, and finally at Pedro. He knelt beside the throne and said something in a low voice that Eleanor couldn’t overhear, but whatever it was angered Pedro.
        


        
          “What’s that?” he yelled, glaring at the Alcade in fury, “you refuse to execute my orders?”
        


        
          The fat man backed away, almost tripping over the step in his haste to get away. “Majesty, I cannot!” he whined. “It is not just. I cannot give the order for Don Garci’s arrest.”
        


        
          Such defiance from a mere servant seemed to unhinge Pedro for a moment, and he struggled for speech. Meanwhile Garci and his brothers-in-law were seized by the ballesteros. The three men were too astonished to resist, even Carillo, and all eyes turned to the youth on the throne.
        


        
          Pedro’s words, when they came, were strangely hesitant and lacking in authority. “Soldiers, arrest this man,” he said, pointing at Garci. The order was scarcely necessary, since two of his men were already holding Garci’s arms.
        


        
          From her vantage point, unseen and unheard, Eleanor frantically cudgeled her wits for some way of rescuing her lover. What she could do against so many armed men? Her fingers curled around the hilt of the poniard at her hip, which was still to taste blood.
        


        
          Garci remained silent and outwardly calm, even when his brothers-in-law were hustled out of the hall. Neither went quietly, and roared impotent threats and curses at Pedro until the doors slammed shut on them.
        


        
          “Sire,” Garci said coolly, “I have two last requests to make of you. Let me have a priest to hear my confession, and send word to my wife, Doña Leonor, apologizing for my failure as a husband, and leaving all my estates in her keeping.”
        


        
          Eleanor put a hand to her mouth as she watched Pedro. Would the brute deny Garci the right of a confession?
        


        
          Seeing the King hesitate, Albuquerque intervened. “My confessor is in the chapel,” he said, snapping his fingers at the trembling Alcade. “You, make yourself useful and fetch him.”
        


        
          The servant hurried out, and returned moments later with a white-haired priest in tow. Garci obediently knelt to be shriven, and while he murmured his confession Pedro took an elaborate turn about the room, explaining with why his death was necessary.
        


        
          “You must understand my position, Don Garci,” he said, “Castile is rotten with conspiracy and treason, and I can only survive by making harsh examples of those that openly defy me. Burgos acclaimed the Lord of Biscay as King in my stead, and so the city must be punished. I am no tyrant, mind, and there will be no wholesale executions.”
        


        
          He paused, nodding to himself as if acknowledging some inner voice. “Yes. Rather, I see myself as a surgeon, extracting cancerous growths from the body politic. You are one such tumour, Garci Laso.”
        


        
          Garci paid him little heed, but bowed his head while the confessor gave him the sacrament. When it was finished, and the priest had made himself scarce, Albuquerque whispered into Pedro’s ear.
        


        
          The king nodded and beckoned to the captain of his ballasteros. Garci watched, bright-eyed and impassive, as the mace-bearer lumbered to his side.
        


        
          “What shall I do with this man, sire?” asked the captain, pointing with his mace at the kneeling penitent.
        


        
          Pedro raised his eyes to Heaven. “Kill him!” he hissed.
        


        
          Eleanor looked away, though she heard the mace whirl and shatter Garci’s skull like an egg, spilling his brains over the floor.
        


        Pedro the Cruel’s first assassination was complete. It was done in his presence, and at his command, so none can say he embarked on his murderous career by accident: rather, it was the fulfilment of his dearest wish. From this moment on, until his squalid death, he craved the sight and smell of bloodshed.


        
          Froissart stopped writing to cut a new quill and massage his wrist. “And what then?” he asked wearily. Once again he had worked through the night, oblivious to the tavern emptying around him and the landlord fastening the shutters, and the physical strain of two late nights in a row was starting to tell. His belly rumbled, his bladder felt over-full, his wrist ached, and purple spots danced in front of his eyes.
        


        
          Despite his exhaustion, he was keen to reach the end of the tale. The beggar who claimed to be Thomas Page still sat opposite, his heavily-lined features partially lost in shadow.
        


        
          The beggar reached for his cup, which Froissart had paid to be filled and refilled many times during the course of the night, and moistened his lips with the dregs.
        


        
          “Then the rest of Pedro’s ballasteros dipped their knives into Garci’s body, just to make sure he was dead,” he rasped, “and at his command tossed it from a balcony into the arena of the bull-fight. The crazed bulls trampled and savaged the body, much to the horror of the people and the delight of Pedro.”
        


        
          He put down the cup and stared into the darkness of the hearth, as if reading his past in the cold grey ashes. “The mangled remnant was scraped up and placed on a bier on the ramparts of the palace, as a constant reminder of the price of rebellion.”
        


        
          Froissart nodded. During his travels through Spain he often had heard stories of Don Garci Laso de la Vega’s gruesome demise, and the beggar’s account accorded with what he had heard.
        


        
          “All well and good,” he said primly, dipping his freshly-cut quill into his depleted pot of ink, “and what of Eleanor? Did she stay in Burgos to witness the humiliation of her lover’s corpse?”
        


        
          “No. She stole away, as fast as she could, out of the city and out of Castile. The murder of Garci greatly affected her, and her loathing for King Pedro became an abiding hatred that lasted the rest of her days.”
        


        
          Froissart nodded as he scribbled this down. “Pedro was a hard man. Where did the Raven fly to next?”
        


        
          “To the Kingdom of Navarre, where she fell in with Charles the Bad. She was his bedmate for a time, until he tired of her and sold her to one of the mercenary captains in his employ. That was Arnaud de Crevóle, known as the Archpriest. She passed from his embrace into that of Humbert, the Bastard of Savoy, and so on down the long years, until she found me standing before the tympanum at La Charité-sur-Loire.”
        


        
          Froissart noted the beggar’s discomfort at talking of Eleanor’s time serving the sexual needs of most of the great princes and soldiers of Christendom, and decided it was another point in the man’s favour. Why would a fraud show distress at the whorish antics of a woman he had never known?
        


        
          “And her meeting with you,” he said dryly, “was no doubt the most significant of her life.”
        


        
          The beggar didn’t seem to register Froissart’s mocking tone, or if he did, he made nothing of it. “I do not say so,” he replied gloomily, “but of all her lovers, I was the one she stayed with, and the one she died for in the end. I do not flatter myself. There was some affection between us, true, but she regarded me principally as a source of funds and a tool for vengeance.”
        


        
          “Against Pedro?”
        


        
          “Against the world. But this is a story for another time. I am tired.”
        


        
          The beggar placed his big hands flat on the table, like a man bracing himself, and winced as he stood up.
        


        
          Froissart looked at him in dismay. “You are leaving? Again? But we have not yet reached the meat of your tale!”
        


        
          “My tale?” replied the beggar, with a wintry smile, “so you accept I am Thomas Page?”
        


        
          Froissart scowled. “Not quite. But you spin a decent narrative, whoever you are. You need not crawl back to whatever rough lodgings you are renting. I have a suite of rooms at the Tower, all at the Duke of Lancaster’s expense.”
        


        
          The beggar shook his head, smiling, and moved away towards the door.
        


        
          “Will I see you again tomorrow?” Froissart called after him. The beggar lifted his hand in a vague gesture that might have meant anything, and the door closed behind him.
        

      

    

  


  


  
    



    
      
        


        


        


        
          
        


        


        


        


        
          PART THREE: THE BULL OF NAJÉRA
        


        



        “To M. Jean Froissart.


        The Wolf is caged, but the Raven loves him at last.


        Come to Steventon.


        H. CALVELEY.”


        
          

        


        
          In the study of his private suite of rooms in the Tower, lavishly provided and paid for by his patron, Froissart puzzled over this brief note.
        


        
          It had been delivered to a guard on the outer gate by a man who provided not a single word of explanation, or indeed said anything at all, though the guard reckoned he knew an old soldier when he saw one.
        


        
          “He was dressed like a tradesman,” he informed one of Froissart’s servants as he handed over the note, “but there was no hiding the scars and calluses on his hands, or the way he carried himself. He was an old routier, or my name’s not John Tanner.”
        


        
          The servant repeated these words to Froissart, who didn’t care what the guard’s name was, but did care very much about the meaning of the note. The references to Thomas Page and Eleanor de Menezes – the Wolf and the Raven, respectively - were clear enough, as was the identity of the sender.
        


        
          “H. Calveley” could only be Hugh Calveley, the famous mercenary captain who had terrorized most of his Europe during his career and was now enjoying a comfortable retirement in the English countryside. Steventon, in Berkshire, was one of his manors, bought with the plunder of his many campaigns. Froissart had met Calveley on a handful of occasions in Spain and France.
        


        
          They were all alike, these soldier-adventurers, Froissart reflected as he re-read the note. Calveley was cut from the same cloth as Robert Knolles, John Hawkwood, Bertrand de Guesclin, and the rest. Commoners, in his view, devoid of the chivalry and gentle blood that marked out the soldier-aristocrats he so admired.
        


        
          “The Wolf is caged,” he muttered to himself, tapping the thin strip of parchment against his forefinger. He remembered Thomas Page – or rather, the beggar who claimed to be Thomas Page – speaking of the enmity that had existed between him and Calveley’s worthless kinsman, William, and how Page had finally killed him in a messy duel in the streets of La Charité-sur-Loire.
        


        
          If the story was true, perhaps Hugh Calveley had taken a belated revenge on Page for the death of his kinsman. From what Froissart knew of Calveley, he was more likely to slaughter his enemies than incarcerate them, unless there was money involved.
        


        
          The man Froissart had met for two nights in succession in the Plough inn had lacked two farthings to rub together. Unless his beggar’s guise was a sham, and he was as rich as most other ex-mercenary captains who survived to old age. But why would anyone try and deceive Froissart? The Frenchman was a mere chronicler, a recorder of other men’s deeds, and of no great importance.
        


        
          Froissart sighed and massaged his forehead. He had been obliged to attend his patron at dinner, where the Duke had been more than usually tedious and prosed interminably about his campaigns in France - every one of which had been a disaster, not that you would know it from listening to him.
        


        
          All in all, Froissart would be happy to leave England, judging it a cold and dreary country peopled by coarse braggarts and ruffians. He could scarcely believe that this was the land that had birthed the likes of Edward of Woodstock, Henry of Grosmont, Thomas Beauchamp, and all the other noble English paladins whose deeds of arms had first inspired him to take up his pen. They were dust now, their glory faded and their places taken by lesser men.
        


        
          Only the beggar still intrigued him. Since taking down the story of the Raven of Toledo, Froissart had returned to the Plough for five nights in succession, and sat for hours at the same table waiting for him to appear. He never did, and Froissart’s attempts to question the landlord and other regulars at the inn met with curt rebuffs or blank stares. No-one, it seemed, knew anything about the mysterious man with the red scarf and the gold earring. Froissart had tried to glean more information by handing out a few discreet bribes, but that had only left him slightly poorer and none the wiser.
        


        
          And now Hugh Calveley had invited him to Steventon. Ordinarily, Froissart would have politely declined, for he knew the details of Calveley’s military career. There was nothing the man could tell him that would be worth adding to his Chronicle. However, judging from the note Calveley clearly knew something about the fate of Thomas and Eleanor.
        


        
          Froissart stared gloomily out of the window, at the slate-grey skies and the rain sheeting down the glass. He was an old man, almost sixty, and the prospect of splashing through the muddy winter roads to Calveley’s country manor at Steventon was enough to make his rheumatic joints ache.
        


        
          On the other hand, it would be something of an adventure. At heart Froissart was a knight-errant, of the sort that he loved to write about, but God had seen fit to make him a clerk. True knights, he knew, did not mind a little rain and discomfort.
        


        
          Besides which, he hated to leave a tale unresolved.
        


        
          In the days of his fame all manner of legends had gathered around Captain-General Sir Hugh Calveley, many of them based on his gigantic size and physical strength. Most legends are distorted, but in his case they were accurate. Calveley was indeed freakishly large, over seven feet tall in his black harness, and wielded with lethal skill a glaive that most men were incapable of lifting.
        


        
          That was how Froissart remembered him, but he arrived at Steventon to discover that illness and age had worked their crippling effect on this remarkable ogre.
        


        
          After handing Froissart’s horse over to a groom and ushering his servants away to the kitchens, Calveley’s steward showed him into the hall of the fine half-timbered manor house, where the man himself was seated beside the hooded fireplace. Froissart paused on the threshold to study his host.
        


        
          His first impression was that Calveley was not long for this world. The old soldier’s extraordinary length was stretched out on a huge leather-cushioned sofa that looked as though it had been made especially for him, and wrapped in furs and a padded night-gown. His large skull rested on a bolster, and the mane of flaming red hair that had once spilled over his armoured shoulders was now white, sparse and straggling, with only a few patches of faded colour hinting at its former glory. Calveley’s skin was a ghastly shade of yellow, stretched tight over long, brittle bones.
        


        
          His eyes were half-closed, and his big hands cradled a cup of some steaming liquid that filled the hall with a pungent stench of mixed herbs and spices.
        


        
          “Monsieur Froissart,” murmured the fallen giant, his eyes widening a little, “how long has it been, twenty years?”
        


        
          “Something like that, Sir Hugh,” Froissart replied, stepping into the hall and bowing stiffly from the waist, “I believe the last time we met was in Aquitaine. I can still smell the burning villages.”
        


        
          Calveley’s lips twitched into the ghost of a smile. He beckoned Froissart over to a spare chair next to the fire. “Sit,” he rumbled, slowly lifting his cup to his mouth, “Adam, go and fetch our guest some rations.”
        


        
          The steward bowed and hurried away through a door at the far end of the hall, leaving the two men alone. Froissart took his seat and looked around him.
        


        
          “You have done well for yourself,” he said politely. The hall was large and spacious, with white-plastered walls, red tiles on the floor and heavy black beams supporting the roof. It would have been the pride of any modestly wealthy country gentleman.
        


        
          Froissart knew that Hugh Calveley had once been the lord of great lands and castles in Spain, before he frittered much of his money away in endless unprofitable campaigns. The Frenchman suspected that enforced retirement in such modest surroundings could only be a disappointment to him.
        


        
          So it proved. “Well?” Calveley growled, something of his old fire kindling in his tired, deep-set eyes, “you call this living well, do you? Don’t try and flatter me, sir. It is a glorified barn, nothing more.”
        


        
          He subsided, wincing at some private pain, and took another long drink from his cup. “Milk of the poppy,” he gasped, wiping his mouth with a trembling hand, “the only thing that soothes my arthritis. Damn this failing body of mine. It always was too damned big, and now it is breaking apart. Too many scars, Froissart, too many old wounds and stretched tendons and fractured bones.”
        


        
          Froissart, whose own bodily ills had been aggravated by several hours in the saddle, enduring the wind and rain and rough roads from London to Steventon via Reading, grew impatient.
        


        
          “I received your note,” he said, digging the strip of parchment out of his purse, “what do you mean by sending me this foolish riddle? I have no time for games, Sir Hugh.”
        


         At that moment Adam returned with a bowl of broth, half a loaf of wheaten bread, a jug and a cup on a wooden tray. Silence reigned as he settled the tray on Froissart’s lap, poured out a generous measure of wine, and padded out again.


        
          Froissart generally didn’t take much notice of servants, but he took a closer look at Adam as he departed: a big, heavy-set man, bald as an egg, his pugnacious face criss-crossed with old scars.
        


        
          “That’s Adam Maker, the man I sent to London with the message,” said Calveley, “an old comrade of mine from the wars. He’s a mute. He spent some time in a dungeon in Brittany, where the local castellan had his tongue torn out.”
        


        
          Froissart cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “About this message,” he said, “what is the meaning of it? I presume it refers to Thomas Page and Eleanor de Menezes.”
        


        
          “It does.”
        


        
          Calveley took another sip of his foul-smelling drink and stared at the leaping flames in the hearth. “I have hunted Page for years,” he murmured, “he was the man you met in Eastcheap.”
        


         Froissart almost dropped his spoon. The broth was good, hot and spicy and full of shredded beef, but he had suddenly lost his taste for it. The beggar had been telling the truth after all!


         “How did you know I had met him there?” he demanded.


        
          “My agents saw you. They had lost his trail for a while, but spotted him sitting with you in the Plough.”
        


        
          Froissart pushed his bowl aside and leaned forward eagerly. “Where is he now? What have your men done with him? Your note mentioned that he was caged. I took that to mean he was imprisoned somewhere?”
        


        
          Calveley held up his hand. “Peace. I am an old, sick man, and you ask too many questions too quickly. Give me time and space to answer them.”
        


        
          Froissart suppressed his impatience by taking a long drink of wine.
        


        
          “I gather that our mutual friend told you a story,” said Calveley, “all about his exploits in France, and the origins of that black-haired Spanish whore he loved.”
        


         Froissart nodded to indicate this was so.


        
          “It is not often that a man has the undivided attention of Jean Froissart,” Calveley went on, “the greatest chronicler of our age. I know all about the great work you are trying to complete. My tale, I fancy, will make a worthy final chapter.”
        


        
          “I have not come here to listen to your old war stories!” Froissart cried, upsetting the tray on his knees as he rose, “I want to know what you have done with Thomas Page! Tell me this instant, or I will go back to London!”
        


        
          Calveley’s glare pinned him back to his seat. “You will not speak to like that again,” he said in a soft and steely tone, “and you only leave this house when I give you permission. Understand?”
        


        
          Froissart gave a submissive jerk of his head. He had spilled his broth, and some of the scalding hot liquid was trickling down his leg. Easily intimidated by stronger men, Calveley’s stare had transfixed him like a spear-thrust.
        


        
          “That’s better,” said Calveley, the grim lines of his weathered face softening a little, “there is no need for animosity. We are not enemies. I would tell you, however, of one who was my enemy, and how I hunted him through Brittany and Spain.”
        


        
          His features darkened again. With an oath he cast his empty cup into the fire. “Of how he eluded me,” he growled, “and humiliated me, until we had our reckoning at Najéra.”
        


        
          Froissart screwed up the courage to speak. “I have already written about the Najéra campaign,” he said, “it is described in my Chronicle and other works.”
        


        
          “Not all,” said Calveley, shaking his oversized head, “you have not written all of it. Have you brought writing materials?”
        


        
          “No,” Froissart said bitterly, “I did not expect to be put to work when I came here.”
        


        
          Calveley lifted one long arm and snapped his fingers. Adam, who Froissart reckoned must have been eavesdropping in the corridor, appeared and gave a bow.
        


        
          “Fetch pen and parchment for our guest,” Calveley ordered, “and send a maid to clear up the mess on the floor. He had an accident.”
        


        
          Adam bustled to it, and Froissart was swiftly furnished with a quill and a stack of fresh parchment while a mousy-haired girl cleaned up the remains of his meal.
        


        
          When all was settled, Calveley poured another cup of his opium-laced restorative and began to speak.
        


        1.


        
          I did not encounter the Wolf until the 29th of September 1364, which was the day of the Battle of Auray. You know all about Auray, of course, but I will supply my version of the campaign here.
        


        
           Such a grand affray deserves an eye-witness account, though dry words alone cannot convey the glory and terror of battle – the war-shouts, the zip of arrows, the whinnying of terrified horses, the boom of cannon, the gush of blood and the sweat of terror. The cramping of limbs in the press, the fear and excitement welling in the pit of one’s gut. You have never been in a battle, Froissart. You have spent your life writing about something you cannot understand. Hark to one who does.
        


        
          Auray was the final and decisive battle of the Breton wars, much to my regret, for the conflict between the rival ducal Houses of Blois and Montfort had provided me with a good living.
        


        
          I arrived back in Brittany in the spring of 1362, after an interesting couple of years in which I commanded a contingent of men-at-arms in the service of Pedro of Castile, and then returned to France and narrowly escaped arrest for violating the Anglo-French peace. We old routiers never learn, and I never had much respect for treaties that were only made to be broken.
        


        
          May of that year found me again in the west of Brittany, where I had enjoyed such rich pickings in my youth (and been captured and ransomed twice, in that absurd affair of the Combat of the Thirty, and during a sortie under the walls of Montmuran. Aye, I’ve had an interesting time of it).
        


        
          The Breton crisis was much as it always was, with both sides tearing up the countryside and making a fat profit from raid and counter-raid, which is how a war should be. Along with my old comrade, James Pipe, I took service with Sir John Chandos on the side of Earl John de Montfort. I had fought for the Earl in my previous stint in Brittany. Not out of any sentimental attachment to the young firebrand, you may be sure, but because he paid better.
        


        
          The whole of France was drowning in fire and blood at this time, with the Free Companies and the armies of Edward of England ravaging at will. The King of France was still a prisoner in England. He was briefly allowed to return to Paris in the summer of 1362, but took one look at the state of the place and scuttled back across the Channel. The Dauphin scraped together an army to try and disperse the Companies, and sent the Comte de Tancarville and the Comte de Marche to meet them in battle at Brignais. There the French were thoroughly whipped and chased like hares through the woods and fields. Great days!
        


        
          Months of profitable chaos passed by. In the autumn word reached me that the great walled town of La Charité-sur-Loire in Burgundy had fallen, stormed at night by an alliance of English and Gascon freebooters. I was busy reducing a castle at the time (I forget where, some fly-speck of a place in western Brittany) and the news was an intriguing distraction from the drudgery of the siege.
        


        
          I would have shrugged it off - towns and castles were being taken and re-taken every day, and I doubted the Companies could hold La Charité long – save that the messenger, a dirty-faced little Navarrois esquire, also informed me that my cousin, William, had been killed in the street-fighting.
        


        
          “How did he die?” I demanded, and was gratified by the look of abject terror on the esquire’s face. I had the gift of inspiring terror in those days. Not difficult with a face like mine, stuck on top of this monstrous trunk.
        


        
          “Captain-General,” he snivelled, falling to his knees and clasping his hands together, “he fell, not at the hands of a Burgundian, but in a duel with one of your countrymen.”
        


        
          I tried to bring my cousin to mind. I had only met him once or twice at Christmas on my father’s estate at Lea in Cheshire. William Calveley had been an esquire of no great reputation, lord of a few profitless manors in England, though I had heard he was planning to come to France and restore his fortune. I would have liked to employ him in my retinue and school him in the military arts. Now some whoreson, and a fellow Englishman to boot, had denied me that pleasure.
        


        
          “Who killed him, maggot?” I snarled, reaching down to grasp the esquire’s belt and lift him, one-handed, clean off his feet. You may not think so now, when you look upon this enfeebled, rotting hulk, but I was fearsomely strong in those days.
        


        
          “A man named Thomas Page, Captain-General,” he stammered, turning blue as he gasped for breath, “I know nothing about him, save that he slew your kinsman in revenge for the death of his brother.”
        


        
          I dropped him to the floor and kicked him out. For long hours afterwards I brooded on the killing of my cousin, while the bombards and mortars boomed and cracked outside (and made damned little impression on the castle, for all their infernal noise and stench). I was eaten up with thoughts of revenge on the man who had slain my cousin. No-one harmed a Calveley, I vowed, and lived long to boast of it.
        


        
          In the end I decided to leave the conduct of the siege to James Pipe and go back to Montmuran, where most of my Company, three hundred lances and seven hundred archers, was quartered. I had some vague notion of leaving the Earl’s service and riding west to hunt down Page in Burgundy, but that was impossible. The war in Brittany had reached a critical juncture. Bertrand de Guesclin was laying siege to Mantes and Meulan on behalf of the Blois faction, and my men could not be spared.
        


        
          Nor could I do anything to save the towns. They were garrisoned by a lot of cowardly and useless Navarrois, whose commanders proved unequal to Du Guesclin’s wiles: for instance, at Meulan his miners dug a tunnel under the defences, soaked it in bacon grease and fired it, bringing the outer wall crashing down.
        


        
          The war in Brittany ground on, and in the spring of 1363 the Earl ordered me to raise the siege of Bécherel. Off I went, like a good little retainer, and on the way I encountered my old acquaintance, James Hook.
        


        
          Hook, you may recall, was an Englishman who rose to modest estate by serving as a spy and double agent, first for England, and then for whoever paid him most. I spotted him sitting on a riverbank outside the blackened remains of a village, dangling his feet in the water and placidly eating his supper as he watched my men ride past.
        


        
          I came up behind him – for a big man, I could soft-foot when I wanted to - and gave him a kick.
        


        
          “Hook, you viper,” I snarled, “you deceiver, you liar, you slippery-tongued Judas. How long has it been?”
        


        
          “Not long enough, Captain-General,” he replied, ruefully rubbing his arse as he scrambled to his feet. “The last time we met was in the Auvergne, back in ’59, I think.”
        


        
          “And where have you doing recently?” I prodded him in the chest with my forefinger, “if you are in the service of the Blois faction, don’t think of spying on my Company. You know me, Hook. I’ll hang you up by your toes from the nearest tree.”
        


        
          He shuddered. “Yes, Captain-General, I know you. Truth is, I have had a hard time of it in recent months. I was in the employ of the Duke of Burgundy, but there was a misunderstanding over stolen wages. Now I work for the Captal de Buch. He has dispatched me to speak to Charles of Navarre about the projected invasion of Burgundy.”
        


        
          I didn’t believe a word of it. “A great man like the Captal de Buch wouldn’t employ a sewer-rat like you, except to clean his latrines. Never mind, you can keep your secrets. How long were you in Burgundy?”
        


         “Three years, Captain-General.”


        
          “Then you will know about the fall of La Charité-sur-Loire, and a man named Thomas Page?”
        


        
          He nodded. “I was not present when the town fell, but spent some time there after the Companies stormed it. It is in the hands of Louis of Navarre now. His troops flushed out the mercenaries just a few days ago.”
        


        
          This news had not yet reached me, but it made sense. Louis of Navarre was the younger brother of Charles the Bad of Navarre, and the ally of my own master, Montfort. Charles had claimed Burgundy and Normandy for himself, and must have dispatched his brother to make a pre-emptive strike by seizing La Charité, thus gaining control over the east of the duchy.
        


        
          “What of Page?” I demanded impatiently. “Have you met him? Was he at La Charité when it fell a second time?”
        


        
          Hook grinned. “Not only was he there, his men were first up the ladders. He knew that the town couldn’t hope to hold out against the Navarrois, so he offered his services to Louis.”
        


         “What services can one man offer?”


        
          “You have been too long in Brittany, Captain-General. The Wolf of Burgundy, as Page is known, commands a considerable following. Since La Charité fell last year, he has gained a reputation as a captain who can think and fight, quite often at the same time. He has taken half a dozen castles through various stratagems, and extracted fat ransoms from towns all over the duchy. Some say he relies on the advice of his woman, the Spanish whore they call the Raven. Whether that is true or not, the Duke can do nothing with him, and every army he sends against the Company of Wolves and their allies is severely beaten.”
        


         “He already commands his own Company?”


        
          “Yes. The Wolves must number five or six hundred men by now. They are a holy terror. He only takes able fighting men between the ages of sixteen and thirty, and is generous with the division of plunder.”
        


        
          A sly look crept over Hook’s face. “I know he killed your kinsman. Page suspects you are thirsting for his blood. I have spoken with him on a few occasions.”
        


        
          I folded my arms and looked across the river, where the wagons carrying my ordnance and baggage were creaking past. “How would you like to earn some good money, Hook? I have a job for you.”
        


        
          “Your pardon, Captain-General. At any other time I would be happy to serve, but I have my message to deliver.”
        


        
          I glanced down at his patched cloak, torn and dirty clothing, and the lean purse hanging from his belt. “Five hundred francs if you accept,” I said.
        


        
          Pure greed shone in his eyes, and he patted his jerkin theatrically. “Strange,” he said, “I seem to have lost the Captal’s letter. Ah, well. What job, Captain-General?”
        


         “Just this. Do you see my crest?”


        
          I pointed at the standard carried by my esquire at the head of my troops. It bore my personal crest, three black bull-calves divided by a diagonal red line against a white field.
        


        
          “I know it well, Captain-General,” Hook said ingratiatingly, “it has flown victoriously over a score of battlefields.”
        


        
          “Spare your flattery for those who can stomach it. I want you to take a message to Thomas Page, wherever he is. Tell him this. The Bull will gore the Wolf.”
        


        
          Hook smirked in appreciation. “The Bull will gore the Wolf,” he repeated. “I shall tell him.”
        


        
          “Good. And hear me, Hook” – I gripped his dirty neck – “if you have any thoughts of absconding with my five hundred francs without fulfilling your mission, forget them, for I will hunt you down and boil you in a pot. You know me.”
        


        
          He cringed, and offered a nervous salute. Not that I had any serious doubts he would deliver the message. It amused Hook to stir up trouble, and he knew I didn’t make empty threats.
        


        
          “Oh yes, Captain-General,” he said, “I know you.”
        


        2.


        
          Hook was wise enough to heed my threats, though I did not receive a reply to my message until after Christmas. By then the Breton war had bogged down in the depths of a particularly harsh winter, and the contending factions were equally mired in peace negotiations at Poitiers that had been dragging on since the summer. The proposal, put before the Prince of Wales as mediator, was that Brittany should be split between Charles de Blois and John de Montfort, and that both parties should have the right to call themselves Duke.
        


        
          I have already mentioned that I am no great lover of treaties. They are usually nothing but wind and hypocrisy, merely an excuse for both sides to recover their breath before the next round of fighting. That was the case at Poitiers. Charles de Blois and Earl John loathed each other like poison, and everyone present knew that the issue could only be decided on the battlefield.
        


        
          Peace had also been declared between France and England, and their armies disbanded. The ranks of the Companies were swelled by thousands of these unemployed soldiers, and I and my fellow captains spent a profitable winter ravaging and pillaging the French countryside.
        


        
          Page’s reply reached me at Rennes, where I was nursing my liver back to health after a debauched Christmas spent in the company of Chandos, James Pipe and Robert Knolles. My recovery wasn’t aided by an ultimatum we had just received from King Edward himself, ordering us to give up the territories we had wrested from the French and return them to King John of France, as per the terms of the Treaty of Bretigny. I was inclined to spit on His Majesty’s ultimatum, though he had knighted me and I could not afford to alienate my liege lord. Without Edward’s patronage I was a mere brigand.
        


        
          Taken in all, I was in a foul mood when James Hook found me. He came swaggering into the dining-hall of a merchant’s house I had requisitioned, looking considerably better-fed and clothed than the last time I had seen him.
        


        
          “Captain-General,” he trilled, sweeping off his hat and executing an elaborate bow, somewhat impeded by his little paunch.
        


        
          “Hook,” I said, looking up from the remains of my breakfast, “what reply from the Wolf?”
        


        
          “Straight to the heart of the matter, as ever,” he laughed. “Well, after long weeks of searching I eventually found him, though not in Burgundy. He and his Company of Wolves are camped in the hills near Lyons, despoiling the country as they please, levying ransoms from the citizens, and resisting any attempt to dislodge them. I was received in their camp with great courtesy, and delivered your message to Page in person.”
        


        
          “His response?”
        


        
          “Quite lyrical. That handsome whore they call the Raven was at his side. She whispered into his ear before he made a reply. The words are hers, I suspect.”
        


        
          “Hook,” I growled, “tell me what the bastard said, before I break you over my knee.”
        


        
          “Just so, Captain-General, just so. My apologies. He said that the Wolf and the Raven together have no fear of the Bull, and that they will tear out his eyes and throat if he should venture from his pen.”
        


        
          He waited warily for my response, clearly expecting an explosion of wrath. Instead I sat back and grinned. “Insolent little bastard,” I remarked, picking at a nail. “So he has no fear of me. Interesting. I cannot leave Brittany until this war is resolved and I am released from Montfort’s service. Have you any notion where Page will go next?”
        


        
          “He confided in me that he is waiting on the result of the negotiations at Poitiers,” he replied, “if Blois and Montfort make peace, then he will take his Company out of France and offer his services to Prince Enrique of Trastamara. The Raven, I understand, has long held a grudge against King Pedro of Castile, and wishes to see him deposed and his head on a spike over the gates of Seville.”
        


        
          “And if the negotiations fail?”
        


        
          He smirked at my eager expression. “He will bring his Company to Brittany, and enter the service of Charles de Blois. In which case, Captain-General, there should be no need for you to seek him out. You will be fighting on opposite sides.”
        


        
          I gazed out of the window, at the snow-heaped rooftops and icy streets of Rennes. “Then let God extinguish any feelings of goodwill at Poitiers,” I said, “which I have no doubt thereof. Mark my words, Hook, war will resume in the spring.”
        


        
          And so it did, and hard on the heels of winter came the Wolf.
        


        3.


        
          As I predicted, the negotiations at Poitiers failed, and the proposal for splitting the Duchy rejected. Montfort was all for it, but Charles de Blois, that proud idiot, refused to even entertain the notion. He compounded the insult by refusing to speak to his rival directly, and both factions departed from Poitiers threatening war and shaking their fists at each other. The Prince of Wales was left to reflect that he made a far better soldier than a diplomat, and turned his attention back to screwing taxes out of his subjects in Aquitaine.
        


        
          “Matters are coming to a head, now,” said my chief, Sir John Chandos, rubbing his elegant hands in gleeful anticipation of a slaughter, “the war can’t drag on for another year. Brittany is burned and wasted to exhaustion. One pitched battle will have to settle it.”
        


        
          Chandos was an odd beast, one of the most lethal killing gentlemen of my rich and varied acquaintance. For the past thirty years he had done little else but fight, and had been in the thick of every great English victory in France, from Sluys to Crécy to Poitiers. He was a boon companion of the Prince of Wales, and as flamboyant as a knight of such fame and favour can afford to be. He liked to wear a patch made of yellow silk over the socket of his missing eye, (gouged out in some skirmish), slashed doublets embroidered with pearls and images of baboons and angels, and white calfskin gauntlets.
        


        
          In person he was tall (though still a head shorter than me) and lean, with a nervous, agitated, dried-up look about him, no doubt thanks to his habit of drinking too much, eating too little, and avoiding sleep whenever possible. Chandos was a man that ever had to be doing. He almost wept with joy when news arrived that hostilities in Brittany had been resumed.
        


        
          John de Montfort decided to assault the sea-port of Auray in the diocese of Vannes, which had been in the hands of his Franco-Breton enemies for over twenty years. To that end he gathered a mighty host led by some of the most distinguished and capable captains of that era or any other, including myself, Chandos, Knolles, Sir Olivier de Clisson, Sir Matthew Gournay and Sir Eustace d’Ambreticourt.
        


        
          Every night on the march to Auray I prayed that Charles de Blois would send an army to lift the siege, and that Thomas Page and his Wolves would be in the van. My men, fat and bored after long weeks in camp waiting for the spring, were like mastiffs, straining to be let off the leash.
        


        
          They had to growl in their kennels a while longer, for we sat outside Auray for eight weary months. All our efforts to reduce the place by bombardment or escalade or starvation came to naught, hardly surprising since the garrison were supplied by sea, and their numbers and fortifications were more than adequate to repel our assaults. Still, Montfort was resolved to conquer the place, and its walls could not hold against our cannons and bombards forever.
        


        
          “I mean to sit outside Auray until Charles finally screws up the courage to march to its aid,” Montfort informed his captains at supper one night, “that will precipitate the battle we all long for. Afterwards there shall be no more talk of splitting the Duchy. Brittany shall be united under its rightful Duke at last, and Charles de Blois shall have what he so richly deserves.”
        


        
          “Six feet of earth for his grave,” murmured Knolles, to laughter and approving noises.
        


        
          I listened with half an ear. Montfort’s strategy was obvious, and my mind was elsewhere. I had dispensed with Hook’s services, for he was expensive and had other masters to serve, and was relying on rumours and hearsay for my information on Page’s movements. There were wildly varying accounts of the Company of Wolves. Some of the more excitable made them sound like a cross between the Golden Horde and the legions of ancient Rome, but all agreed that their commander had entered the service of Blois.
        


        
          At last God woke to my prayers. In the autumn the garrison of Auray, hemmed in and cowering behind their broken walls, offered to surrender if no relief arrived before Michaelmas. We allowed them to send this message to their lord, and within days word reached us that Charles was marching on Auray with three thousand knights and men-at-arms, including Bertrand du Guesclin, the Count of Auxerre, and Thomas Page.
        


        
          At the end of September word reached us that Du Guesclin’s division had sailed from Brandivy and landed his troops on the left bank of the river, and was taking up position near the castle. Meanwhile, Charles de Blois was advancing from the direction of Vannes. Not wishing to be cracked like a nut between their two forces, we quit our quarters and re-formed on a slope on the right bank of the river, where we thumbed our noses and spat insults at Du Guesclin’s troops drawn up below the castle.
        


        
          Montfort called his captains together. Although he was the titular commander-in-chief, the army was in reality under the direction of Chandos, as the far more experienced and able soldier. He was also a trifle too vain and headstrong, in my view, but I didn’t fret overmuch. Chandos may have been no Hannibal, but he was in a different class to Charles de Blois, whose military career had consisted of losing battles and pretending he had won them.
        


        
          Chandos strutted like a peacock before the knights and squires of Brittany, just to let them know their lord had delegated command to an Englishman.
        


        
          “Gentleman,” he declared in a loud voice, “it is time that we formed our line of battle, for the enemy have set us the example.”
        


        
          Any fool could see the massed array of Franco-Bretons advancing towards us from the direction of Vannes. They marched in close order, in three great battalions of dismounted men-at-arms, splashed across the river, and formed their line of battle on a flat heath below us. The great forest of lances, pennons and streamers stretched from one end of the field to the other, and the warm air was filled by the beat of drums and the screech of clarions. Du Guesclin’s division marched down from their position to join their allies, which surprised me, since he had the advantage of us, and could have savaged our flank while Charles launched a frontal assault.
        


        
          I looked eagerly for the Company of Wolves, and spied them in the vanguard. Their young commander was not shy, and his great square banner of a snarling red wolf’s head on a black field was displayed proudly alongside the arms of Blois and Du Guesclin and other principal lords of Brittany and France.
        


        
          His Wolves looked capable enough, disciplined and well-equipped with lances, daggers, battle-axes, coats of mail and skull-caps. Each man wore the sigil of a red wolf’s head painted on his breast. I looked for Page himself, and picked out a figure in the middle of their front rank, burly and bare-headed, visored helm tucked under his arm, his long yellow hair gleaming like ripe corn in the brilliant sun.
        


        
          My grip tightened on the grip of my sword. “I’ll have your head dangling from my saddle-bow by sundown, Page,” I whispered, “and make a drinking vessel out of your skull.”
        


        
          You may have heard that I was given the position of least honour at Auray, the rearguard, and it is true. Chandos divided our main army into three battalions of five hundred men-at-arms and four hundred archers each, and gave me command of the rump, five hundred men.
        


        
          I made my displeasure known, in voluble and blasphemous terms, but Chandos was unmoved. “Sir Hugh,” he said quietly when I paused for breath, “you will command the rearguard, as I have instructed, and stay on our wing, without moving, whatever happens, unless in dire emergency. If any of our battalions give way, or are broken, your task is to shore up the line.”
        


        
          “Give it to some other, Chandos,” I snarled, “I won’t be your nursemaid today. Put me in the front rank. I have a wolf to kill.”
        


        
          He adjusted the set of his eye-patch. “Yes, I heard something of your little blood-feud. I’m astonished that a soldier of your experience could let such a trifling affair affect your judgment. We have a battle to win today, Sir Hugh. I do not give you the rearguard as an insult – rather, the opposite, for you are the best and ablest I have under my command. Do you think I would entrust a position of such responsibility to one of these Breton fools? Obey me, and I shall fulfil any request you make of me when Charles de Blois lies dead at our feet.”
        


        
          Chandos excelled at such pretty speeches, and if he flattered me there was at least some substance to his words. I was the best he had, save perhaps Knolles, but the Old Brigand was not a man you wanted guarding your back. He was too in love with plunder, and liable to go after the baggage while his allies were massacred.
        


        
          To the rearguard I went, then, and sat idle at the head of the line on my Flemish destrier, Ram, a huge and heavy beast. She needed to be to carry my weight. I named her so because she was like a battering-ram, slow and nigh-on impossible to turn, but capable of smashing down anything in her path.
        


        
          Chandos arranged his three battalions on the ridge in a line, with himself in command of the central battalion, along with Knolles, Sir Walter Huet, and Sir Richard Burley. Olivier de Clisson was in charge of the battalion to his left, and Montfort had the third.
        


        
          The Franco-Breton marshals had their men under strict orders not to quit ranks without orders, and the battle would be preceded by none of the usual challenges to single combat. They, too, had formed into three battalions and a rearguard, and thus both armies were set for a grand shoving-match on the plains of Auray, where the fate of Brittany would be decided at last.
        


        
          One man, however, had it in his fat head to try and broker a peace, even at this late hour. A certain Breton prisoner in Chandos’s care, the lord Beaumanoir, begged leave to ride between the armies with propositions for peace. To my surprise Chandos agreed. We wasted the hours until noon in diplomacy, while the merciless sun climbed higher into the sky and hung there like a great copper disc, and Beaumanoir pranced back and forth on his white destrier. Incredibly, he managed to negotiate a truce to last for the remainder of the day and the following night.
        


        
          Growling and dissatisfied, both armies stood down and retreated to quarters. I watched in futile rage as the wolf’s-head banner of my enemy was furled and carried from the field.
        


        
          The peace continued until Sunday. During this time the governor of the castle of Auray was permitted to go out and speak to Charles de Blois, and promptly took a hundred lances with him from the garrison to stiffen the Franco-Breton ranks. Chandos was furious, and the governor’s bad faith, coupled with the pleas of his younger knights, who had no money and desperately needed to make their fortune in ransoms, kindled his fires.
        


        
          I was present on Saturday eve when the lord of Beaumanoir, a mild sheep-faced little man, full of sop and piety, went down on one knee before Chandos and begged him to prolong the truce.
        


        
          “I entreat of you, Sir John, in the name of God,” he burbled, “that we may bring these two factions to some agreement. It is a great pity that so many good and valiant men should slaughter each other here for no good reason.”
        


        
          Chandos had no patience for such talk, and swept Beaumanoir aside.
        


        
          “My lord, I advise you to keep your tongue behind the fence of your teeth,” he snapped, in as high a temper as I ever saw him, “else my young knights are like to rip it out. Go to Charles de Blois, and tell him that the Earl de Montfort is determined to risk a trial by battle. Come what may, this day he shall be Duke of Brittany, or die in the field.”
        


        
          Our knights and squires within earshot applauded these words. Beaumanoir slunk off, shaking his head at our blood-lust.
        


        
          Sunday morning came. Both armies were now resolved on slaughter and arranged themselves into the same positions as the previous day. With one difference: while the masses were being said, I glanced over the field and saw the Wolf’s banner was no longer in the enemy van.
        


        
          Despair filled me as I glimpsed it flying over their rearguard. Charles, or Du Guesclin, or some other captain, had obviously decided not to risk the Company of Wolves as front-line troops in what would be their first battle. This was sensible, but it seemed the height of cowardice to me, who wished for nothing more than to meet Page in the thick of the mêlée and feast on his liver.
        


        
          Beaumanoir returned with an insolent message from Charles, daring us to come on and engage, for God would settle the right. This brought the colour into Chandos’s hollow cheeks, and he drew his sword and bellowed at his trumpeters:
        


        
          “By Saint George, engage I will, and may God settle the issue as He sees fit. Advance, banners!”
        


        
          The trumpets screamed, and a great cheer rippled through our ranks as our three battalions advanced in good order down the slope, banners and pennons to the fore.
        


        
          I remained at my post at the head of the rearguard, impotent and baking in my black harness, as the contending tides of steel and flesh flowed together on the edge of the plain. There were no clever tactics at Auray. It was a meat-grinder, pure and simple, with the men-at-arms of all six battalions hacking and chopping at each other for mastery of the broad sunlit field.
        


        
          Our English and Welsh archers lurked on the flanks, thumbing their arrows uselessly into the ranks of the enemy, where they did little damage against men so well-armed and lapped in metal.
        


        
          “Leave off!” I roared, urging Ram a little way down the slope so the archers might hear me, “cast down your bows, and get into them!”
        


        
          The bravest heard me – as did the most fearful, though they pretended not to – threw down their bows, and rushed into the thick of the fight. Being lightly-armed, they could dance rings around the lumbering men-at-arms, and were all over them like eager hounds, seizing lances and battle-axes and dragging weapons from their grasp. It was a risky business, and I saw one archer cleaved from scalp to groin by an axe, showering his mates with blood and filth.
        


        
          To give him his due, Charles de Blois lacked not for courage. He led his battalion straight at Montfort’s, where both men strove to come to blows. Perhaps it would have been better for them to settle their feud by single combat, but thirteen years of savage warfare had bred too many hatreds and private scores. A fair few were settled in the desperate and severe fighting around the banners of Blois and Montfort. The sawn-off lances stabbed and gouged and the battle-axes rose and fell, crumpling steel and bursting helmets and hacking apart the fragile bodies inside. Fighting became general all across the plain as Olivier de Clisson’s battalion crashed into that led by the Earls of Auxerre and Joigny, and that of Du Guesclin contested matters with that of Chandos.
        


        
          All the while, as deeds of horror and heroism were committed, ransoms won and lives lost, I was condemned to stand aloof, with the stench of blood and fear and spilled guts and shit in my nostrils, and my enemy in sight but out of reach. With commendable but immensely frustrating discipline, the Wolf was sticking to his orders, and patiently holding his five hundred in reserve.
        


        
          I could have neglected my orders, led my rearguard around the fringes of the battle, and fallen on the Company of Wolves as they stood idle. It was tempting, but not worth the risk. Had our line burst asunder while I was on my private revenge mission, Brittany would be lost, and my good name with it.
        


        
          It was well that I stayed on hand, for only a few minutes of fighting had passed before Montfort’s battalion on my left suddenly gave ground, their tight formation crumbling under the weight and impetus of the enemy advance. Charles had smashed a deep lane in their ranks, hacking men down right and left with his axe, and Montfort’s banners had dipped and vanished in the throng. Thinking their leader fallen, many of his knights yelled in fear and turned their backs. A full-scale rout threatened.
        


        
          I thanked God for the crisis, made the sign of the cross, and yelled at my trumpeter to sound the charge. He, stout lad, gave the signal, and I kicked Ram down the slope, drawing my broadsword and tossing away my helm. Let the damned French see that Sir Hugh Calveley was coming for them, huge and horrible, like a black-armoured giant out of legend, my red mane flying about my shoulders!
        


        
          The fugitives from Montfort’s broken battalion fled out of Ram’s path, and she may have ridden a few down, not that I cared. They were only Bretons. My men swarmed after me, five hundred horse and foot in a full-blooded charge, and we slammed into the disordered, over-excited ranks of the advancing foe like a butcher’s knife into an open wound.
        


        
          Charles de Blois probably died then, ridden down and trampled under the hoofs of my knights. Ram’s impetus carried me deep into the heart of the French battalion, but stopped short of puncturing it. I was cut off my from my men, surrounded by a hedge of swords and lances, and felt the blades ringing and scraping against my harness as I struck at the enemy, revelling in the blood welling over my greedy sword. There was the joy and stuff of life, Froissart - on the very cusp of violent death, a thrill superior to any drug or drink or sexual release you care to name.
        


        
          Reputation counts for a great deal, and while in Spain I had decided to enhance mine by paying a Moorish barber to file the incisors of my front teeth into sharpened points. I bared them now, peeling back my lips in a hideous grin as I shook my sword at the French and made their ears burn.
        


        
          “Come on, you whores, you dastards, you boy-lovers!” I screamed, snarling and drooling bloody phlegm like a rabid dog, “Calveley’s here to take your confessions, you putrid bastards, and send you to Hell with his name carved on your bellies!”
        


        
          Were it not for the fear I inspired, I would have been dragged from my horse and bludgeoned to death. As it was, the French parted ranks rather than stand in the way of the slavering, razor-toothed giant on the massive destrier, and I was able to make my way back to my men. They had done good work in my absence, shoring up Montfort’s line and locating Montfort himself, alive and largely intact, under a pile of twitching bodies.
        


        
          Alas, Ram had taken a lance in her belly, and a mace-blow had done considerable damage to her shoulder. I dismounted and ordered an esquire to take her to the rear. There was a lull in the fighting, as the battalions of Blois and Montfort disengaged for a while to lick their wounds and draw breath, and I had leisure to take stock of the battle’s progress.
        


        
          The battalions of Clisson and Auxerre were still rending each other, and severe execution was being done on the men of both sides. I saw Clisson striding too deep into the ranks of his foes, dealing death with a battle-axe, and then a Breton’s axe struck him on the visor and he vanished in the throng. I learned later that the axe had smashed in one side of his visor and crushed one of his eyes. His men fought on without him, and neither side could gain the advantage.
        


        
          I looked for Du Guesclin, the enemy I feared most, and saw him at hand-strokes with Chandos. That was a fight worth watching. To this day I’m not sure who I would have wagered on. Sadly, the random tides of battle separated them, and moments later Du Guesclin’s trumpeters sounded the retreat. His battalion was getting the worst of it, and too many of his knights and marshals were stretched out on the bloody grass. His men withdrew, shuffling back across the plain like a pack of beaten dogs, sullen and defiant, but Chandos did not pursue. Instead he allowed Du Guesclin to retire and then led his men against the exposed flank of Auxerre’s battalion, still heavily engaged with Clisson.
        


        
          Now, if ever, was the time for Page and his Company of Wolves to enter the fray, but they didn’t move. That damned wolf’s-head banner remained on the ridge, taunting me.
        


        
          “Withdraw, Sir Hugh,” panted Montfort, sweat streaming down his badly bruised face, one eye closed and swelling, “we will deal with those whoresons.”
        


        
          He pointed his axe at Charles de Blois’s battalion, who were showing little sign of wishing to renew acquaintance with us. I couldn’t see their lord, which might explain their reluctance, though his banners still flew.
        


        
          I shrugged him off and angrily gave the order for my men to fall back. Every step I took up the slope was taking me further away from Thomas Page, and he wasn’t going to come to me.
        


        
          My temper wasn’t improved when I discovered Ram lying on her flank, trembling violently and foaming at the mouth. She was dying, blood and entrails seeping from the hole in her belly. The esquire was kneeling beside her head, his hands clasped in prayer, as if that would do the poor beast any good. I fetched the boy a clout that nigh-on tore his ear off.
        


        
          “God doesn’t succour horses, you little fool,” I shouted, and put Ram out of her misery with a sword-thrust. Her loss poured hot coals onto the seething rage in my breast, and it was with little joy that I turned to watch Chandos deliver the coup de grace to Auxerre’s battalion, caving in their flank and throwing the Franco-Bretons into disorder. Chandos himself was everywhere, fighting with his usual matchless courage and leaping about like an enraged panther.
        


        
          Some of the Franco-Breton captains fought on stubbornly, but panic seized the men-at-arms. Seeing their banners and pennons torn down, they cast away their weapons and fled, brave men reduced to terrified sheep. They were pursued mercilessly across the plain, cut down or captured for ransom, and with the collapse of Auxerre’s battalion the advantage lay firmly with us.
        


        
          Thomas Page had clearly come to the same conclusion. At last the wolf’s-head banner started to move, but away from the battlefield rather than towards it. Before my disbelieving eyes, his esquires brought forward the horses, and his knights and men-at-arms started to mount.
        


        
          “They haven’t struck a blow!” I shouted at no-one in particular, “come down and fight, you cravens! Do you not see your comrades dying?”
        


        
          They saw, only too well, and Page was not one to stick with a losing side. I can’t blame him. There is no sense in lingering on a stricken field when one’s allies have been routed, and you stand to lose all in a hopeless fight against overwhelming odds.
        


        
          Cowardice, you might say, but war is a business. The likes of Page and I were professionals, not gentlemen raised on profitless and self-destructive notions of honour.
        


        
          Not that I appreciated this reasoning at the time. I raged and cursed at Page, attaining new heights of blasphemous eloquence as I watched his Wolves depart from the field in good order, back towards Vannes.
        


        
          Honour is lethal, and I have often thanked God for my lack of it. Had the Franco-Bretons possessed any sense, they would have quit the field then and left us in possession of it. But too many of their captains were gentlemen of honour. These well-bred fools insisted on fighting a series of doomed rearguard actions until the sun had sunk low over the horizon, bathing piles of human wreckage in an eerie red glow.
        


        
          I had no wish to dirty my sword or venture my person any further that day, and retired to drink and mourn the loss of my destrier. Over £300 of best Flemish horseflesh, wasted. Ever mindful of profit, I dispatched one my captains, Adam Maker – the mute who now serves as my steward – with a hundred horsemen to pick out some decent ransoms from the ruin of the Franco-Breton army.
        


        
          Night fell, cloaking the ghastly field of Auray in merciful darkness. Our returning soldiers started to light cooking-fires, break out barrels of ale and wine, and tell each other extravagant lies of their deeds. They were the lucky ones, whom God had seen fit to preserve. The screams of the unlucky, maimed and dying on the battlefield or in our field hospitals, could be heard all night long, piercing through the sound of revelry and laughter.
        


        
          Sir Richard Burley found me hiding in my tent, and insisted that I join him in a flagon of wine while he boasted drunkenly of how many Frenchmen he had laid to earth that day. A good man, Burley, but he possessed no more tact than a pig, and couldn’t see that I wished to be let alone.
        


        
          “They found Charles de Blois, you know,” he told me, “Knolles and Chandos found his body under a hedge, leaking blood from a mass of wounds.”
        


        
          “So Charles is dead,” I mused, “it scarcely seems possible.” The war of succession in Brittany had threatened to last forever, and now the death of one man had ended it. That was good for John de Montfort and the people of Brittany, but bad for poor soldiers like me, who needed to earn a living.
        


        
          “Worrying about your prospects, Hugh?” laughed Burley, and slapped me on the knee, “never fear. There are always wars somewhere. The truce between England and France will never hold, and there is a hell-storm brewing in Spain between King Pedro and his brothers. Or perhaps Italy. The city-states are always at each other’s throats.”
        


        
          I nodded absently, my mind full of the image of the accursed wolf’s-head banner, moving away from me, out of my reach, and dwindling in the distance.
        


        
          “Now he is Duke, Montfort will release us from his service,” I said, thinking aloud. “He won’t want bands of unemployed soldiers lingering in his duchy, causing trouble.”
        


        
          Burley nodded. “The little shit will try and get us out as soon as possible, though he will have to loosen his purse-strings. He owes my men several weeks’ wages.”
        


        
          “Listen to that,” he said, cocking his head and grinning at the sound of drunken singing from outside, “you would think they had conquered Jerusalem.”
        


        
          We drank and ate in silence for a while, until the singing abruptly stopped and a man staggered into my tent. This was Richard Fyling, a captain of archers in my Company. He stood mute and trembling, nervously twisting his hands together.
        


        
          Fyling was one of the more brutish characters in my employ, and had once burned some Breton peasants alive in their village chapel for neglecting to bow when he rode past. He was the sort of man who would spit in the Devil’s eye for looking at him twice. I had never known him to look so frightened.
        


        
          “Well?” I demanded when he failed to find his voice, “out with it, man. What’s wrong?”
        


        
          “Captain-General,” he began, licking his dry lips, “Captain Maker sent me to tell you because…because…”
        


        
          “Because the Bretons cut out his tongue and he can’t speak for himself,” I said impatiently, “yes, and?”
        


        
          “He’s shivering like a nun after seeing a man naked for the first time,” observed Burley, “something terrible must have happened.”
        


        
          “Captain-General,” Fyling repeated, and then the words came out in a rush, “Captain-General, I regret to inform you that our Company is shamed before the whole army. Your banner has been stolen.”
        


        
          It took a long moment for his words to sink in, and then the angry blood in my veins, which had been somewhat soothed by the wine, started to bubble again. I slowly rose from my chair and loomed over the quaking archer like some Old Testament prophet.
        


         “Stolen?” I hissed. “How?”


        
          “Captain Maker led us against the remnants of Du Guesclin’s battalion,” he stammered, “but it was almost dark by then, and the fighting got confused. Our standard bearer was killed, and when we discovered his body your banner was missing, ripped away from the pole. Du Guesclin and his remaining captains had surrendered by then, but they swore on oath that none of their men had taken it. They would never, they claimed, tolerate such a dishonourable act.”
        


        
          I clenched my fists, aware of Burley failing to stifle a smirk. The loss of my banner was a stain on my reputation. I would be a laughing-stock among my peers until it was regained.
        


        
          Later that evening, after I had pushed Burley and Fyling out of my tent and punished several more flagons of wine, a message was brought to me by a shivering esquire, the same one who had prayed over my dying horse.
        


        
          “This was delivered to the camp by a French priest, Captain-General,” he stammered. “He claimed that a black-haired woman paid him to ensure it was given to you.”
        


        
          I snatched it and growled at the boy to make himself scarce unless he wanted to lose his other ear. When he was gone I unfolded the parchment.
        


        
          It read: The Bull may hold the field, but the Raven has snatched away his pride.
        


        3.


        
          As Burley had predicted, the new Duke of Brittany was eager to evacuate the thousands of suddenly unnecessary soldiers occupying his duchy, and in recognition of my long service to his cause he provided me with a generous lump sum and a life annuity. Some of that money went on rebuilding the hall of the manor-house we are sitting in now, which was in a shamefully decayed state when I purchased it. Rather more went on providing pensions for the men in my Company who had suffered crippling injuries during the Auray campaign. Unlike some captains, I have always tried to take care of my veterans, rather than turning them loose to beg.
        


        
          I was glad to leave Brittany for other reasons, principally the shocking and profitless state that so many years of warfare had reduced it to, and because it was the scene of the humiliating loss of my banner. I took my Company into France, where we fell to plundering and living off the land, in disregard of the fragile truce that existed between England and France. Many of my fellow captains did the same. Soldiering was all we knew. What did the princes of Europe expect - that when the wars were over we would stand down and beat our swords into ploughshares? They soon learned otherwise, and from sea to sea the Kingdom of France was once again lit by the fires of burning towns and castles.
        


        
          All the while I employed spies – steady, reliable men who had spent years in my service, rather than the likes of James Hook – to stalk the Company of Wolves and keep me informed of their movements. Within a few weeks of Auray I learned that Page had taken his men south, over the Pyrenees, and had passed into Aragon. There he had offered his services to King Peter, the great enemy of Pedro the Cruel. No doubt this was due to the influence of the Raven, who seemed to have a controlling influence over her lover’s decisions. God alone knows how she snatched away my banner in the dying stages of the Battle of Auray. She may have lurking on the battlefield, disguised as a soldier. Such a trick would have been typical of her.
        


        
          My agents also informed me that Page had the insolence to parade my banner at the head of his troops, as a captured trophy of war. Sometimes the Raven herself carried it, her slender figure garbed in plate and mail like any man-at-arms, much to the admiration and amusement of the troops. When I heard of this, I kindled with a fiercer anger than I had ever known, and resolved to follow the Wolves into Castile and exterminate them.
        


        
          All roads were leading to Spain in 1365, for in the autumn of that year I received another royal order from King Edward, instructing me to cease making war in France on my own account and come to heel. He was sending a flurry of similar orders to all the great mercenary captains, as were the Kings of France and Navarre. Together with the Pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, they had hatched a plan to rid France of the Companies before that realm was utterly destroyed.
        


        
          Their plan was first confided to me by Charles of Navarre, who after many years of murderous struggle and intrigue had finally abandoned his attempt to carve out a sizeable fiefdom for himself in France. A few months prior to Auray, his army had taken a beating at Cocherel by a French army, and in May the following year he signed a treaty at Pamplona agreeing to give up most of his conquests in Burgundy and other territories.
        


        
          While my Company was marching south through Aquitaine, I received an invitation from Charles requesting me to visit him. Knowing him for a gimlet-eyed snake, I should have stayed away, but his invitation assured me that he had some mutually profitable enterprise in mind. If Charles the Bad had one talent, it lay in identifying profit, so I crossed the Pyrenees into Navarre. I had also heard that the Raven had once shared his bed, and was keen to know what that shrewd, heartless man made of her.
        


        
          Thus I was present at that notorious dinner where Charles so ruthlessly disposed of the French Captain-General, Seguin de Badefol, who had done most of his fighting for him in Burgundy.
        


        
          Seguin arrived uninvited at Charles’ grand palace at Olite, where I was also staying, to claim the massive sums of money owed him for his services.
        


        
          “I’ll not pay that black-avised French bastard a single penny,” Charles told me one warm, dusky evening while he and I sat on a veranda overlooking the exotic palace gardens, “true, I offered him a great deal of money if he would conquer Burgundy for me, but what has he done? Nothing. The French have whipped him from one end of the duchy to the other, and now he comes crawling to Navarre, begging for his wages.”
        


        
          He drank down the last of his sherbet and called for more. A smooth-skinned Moorish boy, his slender body draped in white and gold silks, stepped forward with a jug and refilled his master’s goblet.
        


        
          I took a careful sip of the syrupy liquid, flavoured with spices and mixed with cold water. Seguin was elsewhere, enjoying the favours of a trio of Greek courtesans Charles had given him as a distraction, but even so I thought carefully before replying. The palace, like all royal residences, was rotten with spies.
        


        
          “I have known Seguin for many years,” I said, “and he is a capable and distinguished soldier. What happened in Burgundy was not his fault.”
        


        
          Charles waved that away. He was a bright, brutal little man, utterly ruthless and devoid of human feeling, with a cold grey eye perpetually fixed on his own advantage. I sat patiently waiting for him to tell me more about his grand scheme, but all his talk so far had been of the failures of Seguin and his brother Louis in France, and the vast concessions he had been obliged to make to the new King of France, Charles V.
        


        
          King John had recently died a prisoner in England. His successor, though a physically feeble and repellent creature, afflicted by gout and an abscess in his arm, was said to be a far more capable man. He had already paid the ransom for the release of Bertrand de Guesclin, captured at Auray, and recruited that great soldier to his cause.
        


        
          “None of that, Calveley,” Charles snapped, “I know Seguin is an old crony of yours, but I am most displeased with his conduct. Most displeased.”
        


        
          “Even so, I advise you to pay him what is owed,” I said, “otherwise he will lay waste to Navarre. I know him, Majesty. He is stark and unforgiving, and not a man to cross.”
        


        
          Charles rubbed his pointed, hairless little chin, and gave one of his quick smiles. “Well, I will talk with him, certainly. But not here, where there are so many prying eyes. We shall take a little trip into the country.”
        


        
          I immediately smelled trouble, and if I was Seguin I wouldn’t have gone into the country with Charles for a pension. I briefly considered warning him against it, but rejected the idea. Charles might have found out. I didn’t care to make an enemy of such a lethal man, especially when I was a guest in his house.
        


        
          Charles could be charming when he wanted to be, and was all smiles and trivial pleasantries on the way to his comfortable little castle at Falces, a short ride from the palace. There he invited us to supper in his private apartments.
        


        
          The meal was a civilised affair at first, and Seguin and Charles treated each other with perfect, if somewhat stiff, courtesy. I took the opportunity to extract some answers from them before the courteous masks slipped and they started quarrelling over money.
        


        
          “What can either of you tell me of Eleanor de Menezes?” I asked. “That famous whore they call the Raven. You have both lain with her, I believe.”
        


        
          I looked at them both expectantly. Seguin looked grim, but Charles laughed. “A typical blunt Englishman!” he exclaimed, “no tact or delicacy, just straight to the heart of the matter, like a lance to the chest.”
        


        
          He sucked pear juice from his fingers and stared out of the window, thinking. “She was with me, oh, over ten years ago,” he murmured, “and was just a girl then, slender as a needle, shy and pretty, though the shyness was an act. I thought she was just another prostitute, and only realised my mistake after she absconded and took some of my jewellery with her. I had probably taken my strap to her once too often. I made no attempt to pursue her, or get my jewels back.”
        


        
          “Strange,” he said, spearing another pear with his eating knife, “I am not usually so forgiving. Perhaps she affected me a little, or I didn’t consider it worth the effort. Fortunate for you, eh, Seguin? Otherwise you might never have enjoyed her.”
        


        
          The French mercenary’s ugly, black-whiskered face creased into a scowl. “I came here to discuss business, not whores,” he growled.
        


        
          “I heard she left you for that enterprising young Englishman,” Charles went on merrily, “Thomas Page, the Wolf of Burgundy. The Wolf and the Raven, what a pair! I understand they have also made an enemy of you, Sir Hugh, is that correct?”
        


        
          I nodded curtly to indicate this was so – as if he didn’t know every detail of my grievances against Page – and changed the subject.
        


        
          “I also came here to discuss business,” I said, “what is this mutually profitable venture you mentioned in your letters?”
        


        
          Charles ruefully shook his head. “No tact, no tact at all,” he said, “very well then, to business. You may know that the Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope have called for a Crusade against the Turks in Hungary?”
        


        
          I nodded, while Seguin glowered and stuffed a handful of figs into his mouth.
        


        
          “They have done so for reasons of self-interest,” Charles explained, “the Emperor because he wishes to chase the Turks from the borders of his eastern territories, the Pope because he wishes to rid France and Italy of brigands. If the Companies can be directed against the Turks, they pose no more threat to Christendom. The logic is simple.”
        


        
          “Your Majesty would make a most unlikely Crusader,” I said, “I assume you are not proposing to join the holy enterprise.”
        


        
          He smiled complacently, and laced his fingers together. “Absolutely not. I don’t give a damn about the Holy Roman Emperor, or the Turks, or the fate of France and Italy. However, there are plans afoot for another Crusade. A much more interesting and potentially lucrative one. I believe Seguin is losing interest.”
        


        
          In fact Seguin was clutching his belly and making horrible choking noises, like a dog trying to vomit. He looked at me and Charles with bulging, desperate eyes, bits of half-chewed fruit dropping from his mouth, and knocked his chair over as he tried to stand.
        


        
          “Take my advice, Sir Hugh,” said Charles, indicating the dish of fruit Seguin had been eating from, “don’t touch the yellow crystallised pears. I have a notion they may be a trifle over-ripe.”
        


        
          I, who had witnessed and perpetrated countless stabbings, hangings, flayings, beheadings, burnings and whatnot in a lifetime of soldiering, had never witnessed a poisoning before. It was an unnerving experience. I forced myself to remain calm and attend to my food. Charles watched Seguin writhe for a while, and then summoned his guards.
        


        
          “Monsieur Badefol needs to rest, I think. Take him to his bedchamber,” he said. Four burly men-at-arms picked the helpless, shuddering Frenchman up by his arms and legs.
        


        
          Seguin’s face was swollen and almost as black as his whiskers, his eyes bloodshot and bulging and threatening to burst from their sockets. He uttered dreadful whining noises, like a pig in torment, as the guards carried him out.
        


        
          “Now,” Charles said calmly when the door had closed and the echoes of Seguin’s screams had died away, “back to business. The cessation of war in France has left vast numbers of French, English, Gascon and Navarrois soldiers out of work and out of pocket. Vast numbers, Calveley. Am I right?”
        


        
          I selected an apple and carefully examined it before taking a bite. “Enough to overrun France, Italy and anywhere else unless their energies are channelled to some useful purpose,” I replied, fighting to keep a tremor out of my voice, “this adventure in Hungary may appeal to a few of their captains, but not all. I see no profit in fighting the Holy Roman Emperor’s enemies for him.”
        


        
          “Quite. However, the Moors, equally valid enemies of Christ, remain in occupation of parts of Granada. You have soldiered in Spain, and know the situation.”
        


        
          I shrugged, unable to rid my mind of Seguin’s hideously swollen face. “I have. The Moors and Christians of southern Spain have fought and lived alongside each other for generations. A Crusade led by foreigners would upset a great deal of vested interests in the region. I cannot imagine it succeeding.”
        


        
          Charles winked and tapped the side of his sharp little nose. “Bluff, Sir Hugh, bluff. The language of Crusade is merely convenient rhetoric. You are an honest man, unlike that filthy swindler I just disposed of. I will confide in you. Some weeks ago, I signed an agreement with Peter of Aragon and Pedro of Castile, as part of a three-way pledge to raise armies for a Crusade against the Moors.”
        


        
          I snorted. Charles’ capacity for shameless treachery was boundless.
        


        
          “Pedro thinks that King Peter and I are in earnest,” Charles went on, “really, for such a cruel and paranoid ruler, he is remarkably naïve at times. Since old Don Albuquerque died, he has committed folly after folly. I have undertaken to attract certain worthy Captain-Generals to the Moorish Crusade, such as yourself and Bertrand du Guesclin.”
        


        
          “Du Guesclin is leading the army marching on Hungary,” I pointed out, but Charles brushed that aside.
        


        
          “The Hungarian Crusade is poorly conceived,” he said dismissively, “and certain to fail. Du Guesclin will be out of contract inside a few months. I am already in correspondence with him.”
        


        
          “Let us assume that I contract to serve against the Moors,” I said slowly, aware of his bright little eyes watching me intently, “and that you manage to snare Du Guesclin in your net as well, and sundry other captains. What then?”
        


        
          “Treachery,” said Charles, savouring the word, “of the purest and best sort. The Companies will not be going anywhere near Granada. Instead they march to Barcelona, where Pedro the Cruel’s half-brother, Enrique de Trastamara, will join them. The combined host will then attack Castile, throw Pedro the Cruel off his throne and replace him with Enrique.” 
        


        
          “To what end?” I asked, enraptured. Charles’ words were opening up new and glittering prospects before me.
        


        
          “To a great many ends. With Aragon and Castile embroiled in a war, I get to keep Navarre intact. The new King of Castile will be grateful to me, and in debt, and happy to give me anything I ask. I am not the only one who stands to gain.”
        


        
          I had already raced to that conclusion. “I want a fair division of the spoils, and lordships and castles in Spain,” I said hoarsely.
        


        
          Charles grinned. “The horse-trading and details of your contract can be discussed later,” he said, “but I promise you shall be wealthy as any prince of Iberia.”
        


        
          “We discuss my contract now,” I said sharply, stabbing the table with my forefinger. That was the wrong sort of tone to use with Charles of Navarre, but sheer greed had overridden my fear of him: I doubted there was any more poisoned fruit, and the little runt barely came up to my waist. I could have broken his neck between finger and thumb.
        


        
          Fortunately, he was in a cheerful mood. “Very well,” he said, “I shall call for quill and parchment, and we can set the matter down in writing.”
        


        
          “There is one clause I must insist on,” I said while a servant fetched the materials, “or else I will lead my Company out of Spain, and nothing you can offer or promise would entice me to serve you.”
        


        
          He raised a languid eyebrow. “What is it?”
        


        
          “You do not enter into any communication or contract with Thomas Page and the Company of Wolves. Page is my enemy, and I have sworn to avenge the blood of my kinsman and the theft of my banner on him.”
        


        
          Charles thought for a moment, drumming his fingers on the table. “Difficult,” he said, “the Wolves are in Aragon, and already in the service of King Peter. They are currently encamped with the rest of his troops on the Castilian border. I cannot order him to turn them loose.”
        


        
          “If I see Page, I will kill him,” I said flatly, “so if King Peter insists on employing the bastard, then you and he must endeavour to keep us apart.”
        


        
          Charles didn’t care over-much about a private feud between two mercenary captains, and so agreed. We spent the rest of the evening and the following day hammering out the provisional terms of my contract, while Seguin de Badefol lay in another part of the castle and vomited his life out.
        


        4.


        
          The Frenchman’s fate was a truly awful one. Six days he lingered at Falces Castle, while the skin slowly peeled from his body and his innards dissolved, until at last he yielded up the ghost. The news of his murder soon spread, and the name of Charles the Bad became even more reviled and feared than before.
        


        
          None of which mattered to me. I spent the next few months as Charles’ guest in Navarre, planning the campaign ahead and my profitable share in it, drilling my soldiers and sending riders south and north, to watch the movements of the Company of Wolves and gather news of the Crusade in Hungary.
        


        
          As Charles had predicted, the Crusade was a dismal failure. Possibly influenced by the King of Navarre’s letters, Bertrand du Guesclin declined to lead the expedition, and so command was passed to the Archpriest, Arnaud de Cervole. That fat old thief ordered the Companies to rendezvous in the Lorraine, but their progress was blocked by the citizen-levies of Strasbourg, who had gathered in force to prevent them crossing the Rhine Bridge. The Holy Roman Emperor pleaded with the citizens to let the mercenaries pass, but they sensibly ignored him. After a month of this deadlock, the Companies dispersed and went back to pillaging France, leaving the Archpriest to grind his teeth and write furious letters of complaint to the Emperor, the Pope and anyone else he could think of.
        


        
          As for Thomas Page, I wracked my brains to think of a way of getting at him. His Wolves remained camped on the Aragonese-Castilian border, raiding territories that Pedro the Cruel had recently seized from Aragon, and skirmishing with Castilian troops.
        


        
          I longed to move south to destroy Page and retrieve my banner, but that would mean marching through Aragon without obtaining King Peter’s permission, an act of war that might disrupt the fragile alliance between Navarre and Aragon. Both monarchs would be howling for my blood, the campaign against Castile would vanish into the dust, and my glorious career would come to an abrupt end via a noose or an executioner’s blade – or, knowing Charles, a piece of poisoned fruit.
        


        
          In desperation, I considered hiring assassins. There was no lack of unemployed swords-for-hire in Navarre who would happily take my money to make an end of the Wolf and the Raven, but that would be a hollow revenge. You must understand, Froissart: I wanted to tear out Thomas Page’s entrails with my own hands, and watch the light dying in his eyes. I wanted to mount his whitening skull, and that of his bitch-whore lover’s, on top of the banner they had stolen from me, and let the world know what happened to those who mocked and insulted Hugh Calveley.
        


        
          I won’t bore you with any more details of the build-up to the campaign that culminated with Pedro the Cruel being ejected from Castile and fleeing for sanctuary to France. Suffice to say that this new Crusade obtained the blessing of pope and emperor, and that English and French troops flooded across the Pyrenees to join the expedition. By Christmas of 1365 the allied army was gathering at Barcelona, as planned, where it was joined by Enrique de Trastamara and Bertrand de Guesclin. Charles of Navarre remained behind in Pamplona, embroiled in his usual web of plots and counter-plots, and to watch his rivals destroy each other from afar.
        


        
          I was happy to see Du Guesclin, though we had often lined up on opposite sides of a battlefield, and lightly mocked him over the size of the ransom the new King of France had paid for his release.
        


        
          “Forty thousand florins,” he said sorrowfully. He was an ugly, toad-like little man, with a big round head and oversized body mounted on scrawny bow legs. “I am indebted to King Charles for the rest of my days. Captain-General Bertrand du Guesclin, the lackey and hireling of a palsied degenerate! Have you seen him, Seur Hugh, this creature that now sits on the throne of France? He looks like nothing on God’s earth - a viper in human form, plagued by hideous sores and bodily afflictions that weep and stink.”
        


        
          I murmured that I had heard something of Charles’ unfortunate bodily ailments, but he was also said to be an intelligent man. Du Guesclin spat and threw up his hands and predicted that Charles would be dead or deposed within a year. He didn’t fool me: Bertrand du Guesclin and Charles V were lethal allies who knew each other’s worth. In years to come they would sweep France clean of her enemies.
        


        
          I was less happy to make the acquaintance of Enrique de Trastamara. He was a fine-looking man, fair-haired and muscular like his half-brother Pedro, but like Pedro the attractive shell concealed a rotten soul.
        


        
          From Barcelona the army of the bogus Crusade marched in disciplined order to Saragossa, where I quarrelled with Du Guesclin over the terms of my indenture and the division of spoil in the coming campaign.
        


        
          “My dear Calveley,” he said in his most reasonable, slippery tones, “you have a thousand men in your employ. A mere thousand, in an army of some ten to twelve thousand, the bulk of which are under my command. That is why three-quarters of the profit of the coming campaign must go to me, and one quarter to you. That is fair, surely?”
        


        
          I reluctantly admitted that it was. “But see here,” I said, pointing with my dagger at various parts of the map of Spain on the table between us, “King Peter has offered you the lordship of Borja and Magallon, and the valleys of Elda and Novelda in Valencia. Enrique has undertaken to give you the kingdom of Granada. What remains for me? Charles of Navarre promised me lands and castles in Spain in return for my service.”
        


        
          Enrique, who had arrived uninvited in my tent to ingratiate himself with his ‘Hector and Achilles’, as he called us, leaned forward and pored over the map. “When I am King of Castile, I will give you all the castles and palaces belonging to the Moorish king of Benamarin, north of the strait of Gibraltar,” he said pompously, “and I’ll find you a nice fat province somewhere, enough to bestow a title. Maybe even a wife. You would like to get married, I presume?”
        


        
          “The thought has entered my mind,” I said indifferently, “I’m almost forty now, and I’ll need sons to leave my lands to in Spain. Find me a nice Spanish girl, Don Enrique, one with lots of money and land. And beauty, if possible.”
        


        
          “I am the King of Castile,” he said sulkily, “you should address me as Majesty, or Highness.”
        


        
          I laughed in his face. “You are King of nothing yet, and without us you would die in penniless exile, begging your bread in Aragon or the Languedoc.”
        


        
          Enrique was monstrously proud, like all Spanish noblemen. His handsome features twisted in rage. He would have delivered a furious retort, but had just enough sense to let the words die on his lips.
        


        
          “When your derriere is planted on your brother’s throne,” Du Guesclin said quietly, “remember how many good English and French soldiers died to put it there. Majesty.”
        


        
          He uttered the honorific with such contempt that Enrique stalked wordlessly out of the tent, his black cloak billowing around him like the fury of God.
        


         Froissart shivered. The fire was burning low in the hearth, and shadows were gathering in the corners of the hall. Rain lashed at the windows and drummed on the roof tiles, making him feel sleepy.


        
          “Night is coming on,” observed Calveley, wincing as he twisted his huge head to peer out of the nearest window, “that is fitting. I am about to reach the darkest part of my tale.”
        


        
          “It is dark enough already,” said Froissart, massaging his wrist to ease the cramp as he glanced over what he had written. “There is no romance or chivalry here. Nothing but vengeance, bloodshed, treachery and a base desire for profit.”
        


        
          “Then you are writing the truth. That was life, and war, as I knew it.”
        


        
          Froissart shifted impatiently. “It’s growing late. Skip over the details of the first Castilian campaign. I know what you did there. Tell me of the Wolf.”
        


        
          “As you wish,” said Calveley, shrugging his massive shoulders, “my thousand Englishmen spearheaded the advance up the Ebro valley. Pedro’s troops ran before us like rabbits. His many cruelties had alienated his subjects, and few were willing to fight for him. Burgos fell in March and our little pretender was crowned at Las Huelgas. He was true to his word, and made me Count of Carrión in Palencia. Didn’t find me a wife, though. She came later, much good it did me. I have no legitimate sons, and she refuses to leave Spain and live with me here.”
        


        
          Calveley paused to allow his mute steward to refill his cup. “Meanwhile Pedro was scurrying from place to place, trying to find someone willing to fight for him,” he went on, “we pushed south, taking Toledo and Seville in short order. By the summer Pedro had given up and fled. So now the roles of the half-brothers were reversed. It was Enrique’s turn to reign in glittering splendour at Seville, while Pedro was the homeless, wandering exile.”
        


        
          Calveley belched and spat into the fire, making the embers hiss. “Spanish royalty,” he rumbled, “nothing but a gang of poisonous degenerates. Charles of Navarre, Peter of Aragon, Pedro the Cruel, Enrique de Trastamara…monsters, all of them. A hydra with four heads.”
        


        
          “The Wolf, Sir Hugh,” said Froissart, as sharply as he dared. The old soldier was wandering in his tale, and night was falling.
        


        
          “Ah yes, the Wolf,” Calveley said sourly, wiping his mouth, “now we come to it. The last stand of the Wolf of Burgundy, and the flight of the Raven. God rot them.”
        


         The campaign to place Enrique de Trastamara on the throne of Castile made me a rich and influential man in Spain. After being released from the terms of my indenture in the January of 1367, I demanded and received many rewards for my service from King Enrique and Peter of Aragon: castles and land in Granada, the rank of a baron of Aragon, a pension of two thousand gold florins, and the promise of another castle in the kingdom of Valencia.


        
          I was well placed, then, to make life in Spain uncomfortable for Thomas Page. His Wolves had acted as scouts for the Aragonese and plundered and burned a number of towns during the invasion of Castile, but stayed well clear of the main army, for obvious reasons. He knew my troops were in the van, and that I was after his head.
        


        
          The bugger had evaded me long enough, and it was time to settle our account. I took my increased Company, five hundred lances and a thousand archers, on a swift march north to the Navarrois-Aragonese border, where his Wolves were reported to be billeted in a valley between two hills. We found no wolves there, only a terrified local farmer, who told us that the Englishmen with wolf-badges on their breasts had fled south to a little town on a hill.
        


        
          I pursued and stormed the town, a pretty place, but ill-defended, and not so pretty once we were done with it. Again, much to my frustration, there were no wolves to be found.
        


        
          “The English left in the night,” the Mayor told me between gasps as two of my knights flogged his naked back with birch rods, “they knew you were coming, dread lord, and dared not stand against you.”
        


        
          The evidence of Page’s flight was strewn about the town: abandoned baggage and beasts, half-eaten meals and discarded equipment and clothing. Including - joy of joys - my stolen banner, which one of my men found stuffed into the bottom of a chest behind the altar of the church.
        


        
          Besides the recovery of my banner, it gave me some satisfaction to know that I had routed my enemy so easily, and to distribute his abandoned gear among my troops.
        


        
          “Where did they flee?” I demanded, gripping the little Mayor’s flabby chins in my hand and baring my incisors at him. He moaned and pissed himself in fear.
        


        
          “West, dread lord! Maybe to beg sanctuary with King Charles. More than that, I do not know.”
        


        
          I cursed. Charles of Navarre’s palace at Olite lay just a few miles to the west, as did Falces Castle, where he had murdered Seguin de Badefol. Would he agree to shelter the Wolf? He might, if the bribe was sufficient.
        


        
          “To hell with caution,” I snarled, signalling my knights to cease their flogging. The Mayor’s craven whimpers and pleas for mercy were scraping on my nerves. “I will have the Wolf’s pelt, no matter where he hides.”
        


        
          A kind of madness had overtaken me. I was prepared to attack Charles of Navarre himself, and burn the roof over his head, all so I could have my much-delayed revenge. The consequences of such folly might have been fatal, but it didn’t come to that. A troop of Navarrois soldiers met us on the road to Olite under a banner of truce, and informed me that Page had been refused entry to the palace.
        


        
          “King Charles knew of your movements, and has no interest in starting another war,” their captain said, glancing nervously at the long line of knights and men-at-arms at my back. Our horses were blown from the furious ride, our banners fluttering limply in the chill winter breeze. Many of my men were drooping in the saddle, for I allowed them no rest.
        


        
          “What then?” I asked, almost on the verge of panic. “Where did he go? Damn Charles, he is supposed to be my ally! Why didn’t he send his garrison out to attack Page as he withdrew?”
        


        
          “Attack who, Captain-General?” the captain replied, spreading his hands, “the Company of Wolves is no more. After they were refused entry, they marched a mile beyond the palace walls, and halted while their leader conferred with his captains. Shortly after that the entire Company, knights, squires, men-at-arms and all, broke up and dispersed. They rode away in all directions.”
        


        
          He smirked at my amazement. “I saw their leader riding north-west with a black-haired woman at his side and a few followers. They may be heading for Pamplona, or the mountains, or to Hell. Who knows?”
        


        
          The Wolf and the Raven had escaped me again. Every time I tried to scoop them up, they slipped through my fingers like water.
        


        
          At least, however, I had broken their power. For the time being.
        


        5.


        
          Pedro the Cruel fled Castile and went to Portugal, where he was given a freezing welcome by his uncle, King Peter. From there he slunk off to Galicia, where his last miserably vindictive act before quitting Spain was to arrange the murder of the Archbishop and Dean of Santiago, who had openly supported his half-brother’s invasion of Castile. Hated, defeated and bereft of allies, he then made his way to the English court at Bordeaux in Aquitaine, where he prostrated himself at the feet of Edward, the Prince of Wales, and humbly invoked his old alliance with England to regain his throne.
        


        
          If I was Prince Edward, I would have pissed on the alliance and thrown the grovelling supplicant from a balcony, as Pedro once did to a Castilian knight who defied him. But the prince, for all his genius as a soldier, was a man of little discernment, and allowed himself to be moved to pity by the fugitive monarch’s ragged, desperate appearance, and tempted by his extravagant promises.
        


        
          “Help me to win back my throne, sire, and I will confer on you the Lordship of Biscay,” hissed this royal viper, oozing false sincerity like warm venom, “and shower your followers with honours and riches.”
        


        
          Whether the prince was indeed swayed by Pedro’s offers, or merely anxious to shake the dust from his military reputation (he had not led an army in the field since the Poitiers campaign, ten years previously), I cannot be certain. But swayed he was. Within weeks of Pedro’s arrival at Bordeaux the war-drums were beating again. In the autumn of 1366 a swarm of writs and commissions of array were dispatched from Bordeaux, summoning Englishmen to service from all over Christendom, including my old chief, Sir John Chandos, and your patron and the prince’s brother, the Duke of Lancaster.
        


        
          And myself. As you know, I was not popular with His Majesty of England, the prince’s father, having several times ignored his direct orders and waged war against his express command. I was still in favour for my years of service in the English cause in Brittany, but my credit was rapidly draining away. I had no wish to be declared a traitor and barred from ever returning home.
        


        
          When the summons reached me in Toledo, where I was embroiled in a lawsuit against Du Guesclin for monies owed me from the Castilian campaign (he had bilked me of much of my share of the plunder, the little toad), I had little choice but to obey. Treachery, you might say, but I was no longer in Enrique’s service, and I was an Englishman before ever I was a mercenary.
        


        
          What of the Wolf and the Raven? Since dispersing their soldiers at Olite they had vanished. Their movements at this time are a mystery. My servants failed to trace any sign of them anywhere on the Iberian continent, so I reluctantly concluded that the wretches must have fled abroad.
        


        
          Charles of Navarre, with his usual faithlessness, opened negotiations with both sides, and attended a great conference held at Bayonne to discuss a new war against Castile. I took the opportunity of Charles’ absence from his kingdom to ride north at the head of my Company and storm the towns of Miranda de Argo and Puenta della Rayna, just inside Navarrois territory.
        


        
          You may wonder at my daring to attack Navarre. In truth, I had lost all my fear of Charles, who was a mere crawling traitor and self-server, and I wasn’t likely to accept any more of his dinner invitations. I looked to use the coming invasion as an opportunity to further enrich myself. My seizure of the Navarrois towns sent out a message that there was a new power in Spain, and warned King Charles that he was powerless to defend his territory against English aggression.
        


        
          Charles remonstrated furiously with the Prince of Wales, who put him off with mocking replies and continued to gather troops and stores at Bordeaux, delaying his invasion until all was ready and his pregnant wife had been delivered of her child. The royal whelp was spat out on the Feast of the Epiphany, 1367. Once his father had given thanks to God for foisting another Angevin on the world, the English host, over twenty thousand strong, set out from Bordeaux.
        


        
          They advanced to Dax in Gascony, where the prince was joined by Chandos and the Duke of Lancaster at the head of more troops, and from hence to Peyre Hourarde, where Charles of Navarre was waiting to meet them. Mindful of my presence in the south of his kingdom, he folded like a cheap cloak to all their demands, and agreed to let the English march through Navarre without hindrance.
        


        
          Having received word that the vanguard of the Prince’s host had moved south of Gascony and entered the Pyrenees, I moved north to meet them. Thus, on a fine winter’s day in February, with the cold wind snapping and tearing at my banner, I shaded my eyes and glimpsed the banners of Lancaster, Warwick and the Marshals of Aquitaine advancing through the mountainous passes of Navarre.
        


        
          The English host camped in the valley of Pamplona, under the shadows of the snow-capped mountains. A herald summoned me to attend the prince in his pavilion, where Lancaster, Chandos and Don Pedro were also present.
        


        
          That was an unforgettable conference, and I can see their faces still when I gaze into the fire – Prince Edward, fleshy and empurpled, his youthful athleticism gradually sinking into stout middle age; John of Gaunt, his lean and foxy-faced brother, wearing his most fastidious expression, as though he had smelled something nasty (probably me); Chandos, as misleadingly foppish as ever, sitting cross-legged and idly picking out some mournful Spanish air on his lute as the bitter February winds whipped through the tent; Pedro, still a handsome man, but his soft fair hair was starting to recede, and his boyish face marked by lines of debauchery and privation. The ugliness of his soul was becoming apparent in his features, and I preferred not to look at him.
        


        
          “Your Company will be placed in the van,” the prince said in a tone that brooked no dissent, glaring at me, “along with the contingents under the command of Chandos. Overall command of the van lies with my brother. You will both take your orders from him. Understand? Good.”
        


        
          Edward of Woodstock had adopted a snarling, impatient manner of speech, snapping off the ends of words, and he had no time for the opinions of his subordinates. I was surprised and dismayed by the change in him. The courteous young paladin I had known a decade previously had become an angry drunk, though his military instincts were as sharp as ever.
        


        
          “We will push south,” the prince went on, tapping the map on the table, “and look for a crossing over the Ebro. Once over the river into Castile, you, John,” – he pointed at his brother – “will seize the town of Navarette. Our scouts report that Castilian forces are massing to the south of there.”
        


        
          “My understanding is that they outnumber us two to one,” drawled Lancaster, “we would be well advised to proceed with caution.”
        


        
          Edward snorted, and Pedro looked at the Duke with pure disgust. “Rabble,” said Pedro, dismissing his half-brother’s entire host, “Enrique may have scraped together some forty thousand men, but two-thirds of those will be peasant levies. Fodder for your English arrows, my lords.”
        


        
          “They are your subjects, Majesty,” Chandos gently reminded him, “it scarce becomes you to glory in the slaughter of your people.”
        


        
          Chandos clearly had no liking for Pedro, which was understandable. The Englishman was the soul of chivalry, while Pedro the Cruel thoroughly deserved his title. He bared his teeth at Chandos like a dog, and clenched his fists.
        


        
          “My people are traitors!” he screamed, “treacherous, faithless vermin, who did nothing to defend their true-born King when his realm was snatched away from him. They must be whipped into line, Sir John, whipped and beaten and cowed, until they learn the value of obedience and loyalty.”
        


        
          “Lower your voice, in God’s name,” growled the prince, but Pedro was not done.
        


        
          “When the battle is over,” he hissed, “I want all the prisoners handed over to me. I am their King, and I have the right to execute justice on them.”
        


        
          “Impossible,” said Edward, “this campaign is already threatening to bankrupt me. You may do as you like with the commoners, but the Castilian nobility must be spared. Their ransoms will go some way to clearing my debts.”
        


        
          They wrangled in this vein for some time. Edward and Lancaster insisted on their money, Pedro insisted on his bloody revenge, and Chandos gloomily shook his head and picked out doleful melodies.
        


        
          It boded ill that our commanders were at such cross-purposes. To this day I still don’t fully understand why the prince took up cudgels on behalf of Pedro. The two men clearly despised each other, and the fearful cost of the war saddled Edward with crippling debts. My confidence was already dented by the news that King Enrique had recalled Du Guesclin from France. The Frenchman had brought a large contingent of troops with him, experienced and professional men-at-arms, to stiffen the spine of the Castilian host.
        


        
           “My lords,” I ventured when there was a lull in their quarrel, “are we quite certain that the Castilians mean to fight? I often heard Enrique speak with admiration of English arms, and how he would never dare to take the field against us. Perhaps he is merely making a show of force.”
        


        
          Lancaster looked at me pityingly. “Hark to the sage counsel of our Gideon,” he sneered, turning to the prince, “brother, why not show Sir Hugh the letter we received from Enrique?”
        


        
          Edward beckoned to his secretary, a prim, nervous little man who was doing his best to hide in the corner, and snatched a square of white parchment out of his hands. “Here,” he snapped, thrusting the letter at me.
        


        I took it and read:


        “To the high, puissant, and honourable lord, the prince of Wales and of Aquitaine.

        “My lord, — We have been informed, that you have with an army passed the mountains, and have entered into treaties and alliances with our enemy, to make war upon and to harass us: all this has caused in us much astonishment: for we have not done anything, nor ever had the smallest hostile intentions against you, that should justify your advancing hitherward with a large army, to deprive us of the small inheritance which it has pleased God to give us. But as you are the most powerful and most fortunate prince of the age, we flatter ourselves and hope that you glorify yourself in it. Since we have received certain intelligence that you seek us in order to offer us battle, if you will have the goodness to inform us by what road your intentions are to enter Castille, we will advance to meet you, in order to guard and defend our realm.”


        
          “That’s clear enough, then,” I said, handing the letter back to the prince’s cringing secretary, “Enrique has accepted our challenge, and is prepared to stand and fight for his small inheritance, as he calls it.”
        


        
          “And die,” said Pedro, with undisguised relish. Prince Edward exchanged worried glances with his brother. The winds of winter howled outside, forming a dreary accompaniment to Chandos’s lute.
        


        
           The Duke gave me command of a picked body of men, with orders to cross the Ebro, seize the bridgehead at Navarette, and lay waste to the country thereabouts. My command was shared with Sir William Felton, a brave but somewhat brainless knight whose one thought was to put his head down and charge the enemy at all times. Nervous of Felton’s presence, we left the army with one hundred and sixty lances and three hundred archers and headed south.
        


        
          The river Ebro, where it flows through Logroño, is treacherously deep and fast-flowing, and we had some difficulty in crossing. Once beyond it, we advanced rapidly to the walled village of Navarette, an abandoned shell with its gates hanging open. There we took up quarters and sent out riders to look for the enemy while we waited for the rest of our army to come up.
        


        
          Felton was anxious to be off, spearing Castilians on the plain. Our scouts returned that evening with news that Enrique’s host was camped just three miles to the south.
        


        
          “The fox is run to earth!” cried Felton, snapping his visor shut, and led his half of our company out of the town at the gallop. I led mine out at a more cautious pace, and halted in a valley near Ariñez, about a league from Navarette. Felton was somewhere to the south, playing tag with Castilian skirmishers, but I intended to camp for the night and reconnoiter the enemy position the following morning. To my eternal shame, for I was far too old a soldier to make such a blunder, I arrogantly neglected to post any men on watch.
        


        
          I don’t often dream, but that night I dreamed of a wolf-pack stalking me through the pine trees of a mist-shrouded forest, lean grey shapes that flickered in and out of sight as I blundered through the damp, clinging undergrowth. The howls of the wolves filled my ears, echoed by my labored breathing and the frantic rattling of my heart.
        


        
          The mist and the pine trees gradually faded, but the howling remained. The dreadful noise grew louder and closer, until the wolves were all around me, their dark, stinking shapes closing in, teeth and claws scrabbling for my throat.
        


        
          I woke, gasping for air and slick with sweat, to find a powerful hand shaking me by the neck. I fought desperately, grasping the shadowy intruder’s wrist and reaching for the dirk under my pillow. Before I could stab the man he released me and stepped back.
        


        
          It was Adam. He had dragged on a hauberk over his night-shirt, and the sword in his hand was wet with blood. His eyes were wild, and he grunted like an over-excited pig as he jabbed his finger at the flap of my tent and desperately tried to utter words. The weird ululating howls were all around us, mingled with the sound of battle – men screaming and shouting, horses whinnying, blades clashing, trumpets and horns blowing wildly.
        


        
          I didn’t know it then, but Felton’s company had been caught in the open by six thousand enemy horse led by Don Tello, another of King Enrique’s brothers, and cut all to pieces. After scattering Felton’s men and driving the remainder onto a little hill, part of their contingent rode on and attacked my camp.
        


        
          They were led by Thomas Page, the Wolf of Burgundy, and his re-formed Company of Wolves. He had emerged from his hiding-place, wherever that was, and offered his sword to King Enrique. The first I knew of any of this was when the howling erupted outside my tent. Page’s men, it seems, were in the habit of impersonating real wolves when they charged.
        


        
          I tumbled out of bed, shouting at Adam to fetch my horse, and snatched up my broadsword. There was no time to don my harness, gleaming in its stand in the corner, so I ripped the blade from its sheath and rushed outside with my night-shirt flapping against my calves.
        


        
          All was noise and chaos, shadowy figures hacking at each other in the darkness, lit only by a few torches and the dim glow of the sun rising in the east. A man tripped over one of the ropes of my tent and pitched onto his face in front of me, screaming and writhing with a javelin jutting out of his back. The mounted jinete who had thrown the javelin came spurring towards me, reaching for the axe hanging from his saddle-bow. I stood to meet his charge and swung my broadsword into his pony’s neck, half-severing it and showering both of us in hot blood. Pony and rider went down, and Adam leaped on the fallen man’s chest and finished him off with a dagger-thrust.
        


        
          I wiped the gore from my eyes and looked around, trying to make some sense of the confusion. My men were being slaughtered, ambushed and ridden down by the Wolves. They galloped at will through our camp, riding over tents and overturning carts and wagons.
        


        
          We were outnumbered and surprised and already beaten, unless I chanced upon the Wolf himself and killed him. I stalked through the darkness, shouting Page’s name and daring him to come and face me. Hearing my challenge, two of his men left off plundering a baggage wagon and came at me with swords and daggers. I split one of them from groin to chin, and cut off his companion’s sword arm below the elbow. I gripped the second man by the throat and lifted him high into the air, shaking him like a dog with a rat, until his neck was broken.
        


        
          “I’ve killed three of your pack, Page!” I howled, dropping the dead man and kicking him away, “now I want the pack-leader! Stop hiding behind the Raven’s skirts, you whore-keeper, you thief, you half-man!”
        


        
          I may as well have challenged the rising sun. Page was nowhere to be seen, though doubtless he was somewhere nearby, laying about him with that absurd Flemish club he favoured in battle. As instructed, Adam had retrieved my destrier, as well as his own horse. He plucked at my arm, urging me to get away from the massacre. There was nothing else to be done, so I climbed into the saddle and galloped north, making for Lancaster’s vanguard at Navarette, with the Wolves and their allies snapping at my heels.
        


        
          The Wolves pursued the remnants of my company right up to the outskirts of Lancaster’s camp, shouting “Castile!” and butchering the sentries. Fortunately, the Duke had taken greater care than I to keep watch during the night, and he and his knights were already armed when the enemy struck. Trumpets blasted through the camp as my destrier vaulted a barricade and galloped in among the tents and huts.
        


        
          English and Gascon soldiers hurried past me, following the pennons of their lords and marshals. There was little panic, and they drew up in order of battle on the fringes of the camp, the archers letting fly at the Castilians while the footmen arrayed themselves in a bristling hedge of swords and spears. Seeing they could not pierce our ranks, the enemy drew off, retreating in good order back the way they had come. A few of our knights mounted and rode after them, to tilt with individual Castilians, but the general engagement was over.
        


        
          I was left to count the cost of the ambush that had all but destroyed my company, and to endure an ear-burning rebuke from Lancaster, who condemned Felton and me for a couple of rank amateurs.
        


        
          “You blasted brigand!” he shouted, restraining himself with difficulty from striking me with his steel gauntlet, “you thriftless, selfish, amateur! I thought you were a soldier, but your true nature has become apparent this night, like dung beneath a rose-bush! You have lost over two hundred good men, and almost lost the vanguard. Where in God’s name is that other idiot, Felton?”
        


        
          I bowed my head and absorbed the deserved verbal lashing, though it was hard to accept a dressing-down from such a pup as the Duke, in front of all his officers. His mood was in no way improved a few hours later when a Gascon knight galloped into camp, bareheaded and breathless, with the news that Don Tello had encountered Felton again on their retreat south.
        


        
          “Sir William performed prodigies of valour before they brought him down, lord,” the knight said, kneeling before the Duke, “I saw him drive his lance clean through a Castilian knight, harness, body and all, and cast him dead on the ground.”
        


        
          The Duke was unimpressed by tales of Felton’s heroics. “Dead, is he?” he snarled, “at least that saves me the trouble of hanging him. What of his men?”
        


        
          The Gascon swallowed and wiped a smear of blood and grime from his face before replying. “Wiped out, lord. The survivors tried to make a stand upon a hill, but the Castilians advanced on them in a great body, with the Wolf of Burgundy at their head, and so swallowed them up. A few were made prisoners, and one or two like myself may have got away, but most died where they stood.”
        


        
          Lancaster groaned and covered his face, while his officers frowned and puffed out their cheeks and looked generally woebegone. The exception was Chandos, whom nothing could dismay, and regarded our catastrophic defeat as an opportunity.
        


        
          “Let us gather in strength, and pay back Don Tello for the losses he has inflicted on us,” he said, clapping his hands together, “the entire Castilian host is just a short ride to the south of here. When dusk falls, we should fall on them like ravening hounds, and do as much mischief as we can before withdrawing.”
        


        
          A few other knights growled their approval of this bone-headed course of action, but Lancaster held up his hand. “I will not pile up disaster on disaster,” he said firmly, “we will fall back to the main army.”
        


        
          So we retreated back across the Ebro. The prince and Lancaster were locked in discussion for six days, during which our army suffered greatly from want of provisions. We were camped in barren country and the Spanish winter gave us no respite, lashing us with strong winds, pelting rain and flurries of snow, and the price of bread among our starving soldiers rose to a florin a loaf.
        


        
          I was in disgrace, though my reputation was sufficient to make it temporary. Shunned by the other captains, I was left to scrape together the survivors of my company and nurse my grievances. The Wolf had made a sudden spring for my throat, and very nearly succeeded in tearing it out.
        


        
          “But he failed,” I said to Adam, who helped me draw up the muster roll, “and that was his last opportunity. As I promised all those years ago, the Bull will gore the Wolf.”
        


        
          Adam nodded and grinned - a horrible sight, for he has a face like an African ape.
        


        6.


        
          After six days of deliberating, during which time the Castilians made no attempt to advance and offer battle, the prince resolved to cross the Ebro with his entire host, and force the enemy to battle.
        


        
          Having failed to oppose our entry into his kingdom, King Enrique advanced to meet us at a leisurely pace until he reached the plains of Najéra, a few miles south-west of Navarette. There he made his stand with the River Najarilla at his back. Years later, Du Guesclin told me that Enrique was much swollen with arrogance after his brother’s little victories against us, and boasted that these Englishmen were all noise and fury, with no substance to their fearsome reputation.
        


        
          Chandos, that good man, had spoken privately to the prince on my behalf, assuring him of my worth. After some muted opposition from Lancaster, I was given shared command of the mounted rearguard, along with the Comte de Armagnac.
        


        
          I thanked Chandos, who dismissed my gratitude with his usual modesty. “You are a good soldier, Sir Hugh, and we will need all the good men at our disposal,” he said, “for the Castilians outnumber us severely. Our scouts report that they have three thousand heavy horse, seven thousand jinetes, twenty thousand men-at-arms, ten thousand arbalasters, and some forty to fifty thousand levies. Quite an assembly.”
        


        
          “Nothing but a rabble led by traitors, remember?” I said with a smile, “those were the words of Don Pedro, who should know his own subjects better than most.”
        


        
          Chandos grimaced in distaste. “He is still threatening to slaughter any prisoners we take, in cold blood and with his own monster-hands. I tell you, in confidence of course, this Pedro is nothing but a murderer and a tyrant. Nothing good will come of placing him back on his throne.”
        


        
          “And yet here you are, Sir John, about to fight and risk your life and honour to do just that.”
        


        
          “I do my duty, nothing more. As we all do.”
        


        
          I wasn’t so certain of that, as the army left Logrono and marched in order of battle along the road leading south-west towards Najéra. My participation had little to do with duty: I wanted revenge on the Wolf, and fat ransoms from prisoners taken in the battle to come. To that end, I cast wary glances at the royal banner of Castile fluttering alongside the prince’s standard at the head of the second division. If Don Pedro tried to lay his murderous hands on any of my captives, I was resolved to cut them off, and to hell with politics.
        


        
          We arrived before Navarette at about nine in the evening, where the prince despatched scouts to spy out the Castilian host waiting for us on the plain to the south. I remember seeing that huge and glittering array as the light faded in the west, drawn up in three lines with their backs to the river, battalion after battalion of horse and foot, dwarfing our host.
        


        
          “They could smother us with sheer numbers,” remarked Sir Thomas Percy, who commanded a division of horse on the left of the prince’s battalion. He looked nervous, so I tried to reassure him.
        


        
          “See there,” I said, pointing at the dark mass of footmen drawn up on the banks of the river, “thirty to forty thousand conscripts and peasant levies. Ill-trained, ill-equipped and unmanageable. They are no threat to us unless we break and flee, in which they will join in the rout. So that’s half their army accounted for.”
        


        
          “There is Du Guesclin, with their best troops,” I went on, indicating the two thousand or so men-at-arms and arbalasters drawn up under the Frenchman’s banner in the front line of the Castilian host, “King Enrique will expect them to do most of the fighting for him.”
        


        
          “Captain-General du Guesclin is a valiant and shrewd fighter,” said the Comte de Armagnac, who had wandered over, chewing on a bit of bread and cheese, to listen to my wisdom, “he is the only man I fear in the enemy host.”
        


        
          I shrugged. “A good soldier, yes, but nothing to fear. I have beaten him twice in the field, and he has twice been my prisoner.”
        


        
          “What of their knights, Calveley?” asked Percy, standing up in his stirrups and peering through the gathering dark at the divisions of light and heavy horse drawn up on Du Guesclin’s flanks, “they make a fine show, but do they fight well? You’ve served in Spain before, and must know something of them.”
        


        
          I didn’t reply. I had run my eye over the rest of the Castilian host, and glimpsed the hated wolf’s-head banner among the forest of pennons in their second line, King Enrique’s own battalion. Page’s five hundred were all mounted, and part of some seven thousand horse and twenty thousand foot gathered around the royal banner and the person of the king, with detachments of arbalasters on the flanks.
        


        
          “He won’t slip away this time,” I muttered through gritted teeth, ignoring Percy and Armagnac’s quizzical looks.
        


        
          I endured a sleepless night wandering restlessly through our lines, my exhausted mind stuffed with lurid images of what I would do to Thomas Page if I met him in the field. Trumpets rang out through the darkness at regular intervals as King Enrique shuffled the dispositions of his army, thus depriving himself and his men of any rest. The infernal din also kept a great many Englishmen awake, and it was two grumbling, weary and haggard-looking hosts that broke camp at sunrise and slowly advanced towards their bloody meeting on the flat, barren plain of Najéra.
        


        
          The prince’s battalion halted on a small hill, and I saw Chandos leave the head of his contingent and ride towards Edward, holding a furled banner in his hands. He presented it to the prince, words passed between them, and then a great cheer rippled through our army as Chandos was given permission to unfurl the banner displaying his personal arms – an inverted red stake against a white field – and galloped back across the line, his lugubrious face shining with fierce pride.
        


        
          This moment of chivalrous theatre was followed by the prince’s marshals ordering the trumpets to sound, signalling the host to dismount and send our horses to the rear, save the rearguard and the divisions under Percy and the Captal de Buch. The prince raised his arms to heaven, beseeching God to give him the victory this day – I daresay King Enrique was also troubling the Almighty for assistance – and then he drew his sword and gave a great shout:
        


        
          “Advance banners, in the name of God and Saint George!”
        


        
          From my position at the rear I watched, nervously chewing my bottom lip, as the forward divisions of Lancaster and Du Guesclin advanced eagerly to meet each other. The French arbalasters on Du Guesclin’s flanks rushed forward in staggered lines, but had no time to shoot before our English and Welsh archers filled the air with the same whispering bodkin-tipped rain that had humbled the might of France on so many battlefields. The arrows fell among the hapless crossbowmen like deadly snow, carpeting the ground with their bodies and dispersing the panic-stricken survivors.
        


        
          The real butcher’s work began as the gleaming lines of men-at-arms crashed together in the middle of the plain. De Guesclin and Lancaster’s battalions were equally matched, and for the rest of the battle stood toe-to-toe, both sides refusing to give up an inch of bloody ground as they hacked and bludgeoned at each other.
        


        
          Now the trumpets screamed, and the Castilian horse moving up in support of Du Guesclin drove in their spurs and charged the mounted divisions of Percy and the Captal de Buch. The lightly-armed Castilian jinetes raced ahead of the knights, an old Spanish tactic that I recognised: the role of the jinetes was to soften up the enemy with a hail of javelins, before dispersing and allowing the heavy horse to thunder in and finish their work.
        


        
          “Fools,” I murmured, watching with folded arms as the unwary Castilians galloped into range of the bowmen flanking our horse. The grey goose feather took wing once more, plucking astonished riders from their saddles and drilling their ponies full of arrows, so they resembled hedgehogs. The jinetes went down in droves under the relentless storm, and many more died as they scattered and turned to flee.
        


        
          The arrows had little effect on the hundreds of steel-plated Castilian knights that came thundering against our flanks, making the earth quake under the hoofs of their destriers. Our knights, led by Percy and the Captal de Buch, spurred forward to encounter them, and all four divisions met with a crash that must have shaken the vaults of Hell.
        


        
          You should have seen it, Froissart. The sluggish blood in my veins courses a little faster when I bring to mind that wild, roaring tumult – the broken lances sailing through the air, the spray of hot blood, crumpling of helms and bursting of harness, mighty blows given and received, shattered bones and broken bodies, charges and counter-charges – the very stuff of war that you, silly little scrivener, cannot hope to convey the truth of with your pen.
        


        
          The tides of battle swung back and forth, and all the while I kept one eye on King Enrique’s battalion, which had yet to engage, and that accursed wolf’s-head banner. I took some comfort from the knowledge that Page couldn’t hope to escape as he had at Auray. His line of retreat was blocked by the enormous mass of Spanish foot, and behind them was the river. In his insane over-confidence, King Enrique had chosen to fight with his back to the Najarilla, and in so doing had delivered the Wolf into my hands.
        


        
          My opportunity came when Don Tello’s division suddenly collapsed, and his two thousand knights fled in all directions, hotly pursued by Percy’s men. This left a gaping hole in the right flank of the Castilian army, and King Enrique had to swiftly bring up his reserve up to plug it. Company after company rushed to fill the breach, and the Wolves were foremost among them.
        


        
          “Now’s our time,” I shouted, waving at the Comte de Armagnac to signal the advance. He hesitated, for we had received no orders from the prince, but this was no time to wait on formalities. The outcome of the battle, and my prospect of revenge, hung in the balance.
        


        
          I led my portion of the rearguard across the open ground to the right of the prince’s battalion, and surged into the first company of Castilian reinforcements as they tried to arrange into a defensive line. They were well-equipped foot with steel helms and leather jacks, glaives and axes, but demoralised and unwilling to stand against a charge of heavy horse. I skewered a sergeant in the front rank with my lance and rode over him as the men behind him scattered, yelling in fear and hurling their banners away as they ran.
        


        
          If all the Castilians had behaved in such a manner, we would have had an easy time of it, but now Enrique flung his household knights into the fray. It had started to rain heavily, sheets of water blown by strong winds across the battlefield, and a phalanx of Castilian lancers on destriers came plunging out of the murk, smashing into the front rank of my division. A lance shattered against my cuisse, almost knocking me from the saddle, but I kept my seat and slashed at the knight with my broadsword as he hurtled past, chopping an iron leaf from the chaplet encircling his basinet, but doing no other damage.
        


        
          My men held together under the Castilian charge, and soon there was a fine swirling mêlée in progress. I was surrounded by visored helms and glittering blades, men yelling and horses screaming, and glimpsed my standard bearer ahead of me, shouting and fending off two Castilians with the butt of his lance. Another Englishman rode in to help him, throwing his arms around one of the Castilians and heaving him out of the saddle with sheer brute strength, and then a fresh wave of steel and horseflesh, thrown up by the violent, shifting eddies of battle, closed over them and shut off my view.
        


        
          I couldn’t bear to lose my banner again, and charged into the mass of fighting men, clearing a path with the sword’s edge. A mace or similar hammered against my back-plate, sending bolts of agony shooting up my spine, and my foot slipped out of the stirrup as I leaned drunkenly in the saddle, black spots reeling before my eyes.
        


        
          Someone dragged my destrier clear of the fighting, allowing me time to recover and draw breath. I lifted my visor and saw my rescuer was Richard Fyling, the captain of archers with a penchant for burning Breton peasants.
        


        
          “Hot work, Captain-General,” he shouted, grinning up at me. His tabard was spattered with blood, and his mouth a red ruin – a dagger-thrust had knocked two of his front teeth out, doing nothing to improve his looks.
        


        
          “The Wolves!” I bellowed, righting myself in the saddle and pointing my dripping sword at the wolf’s-head banner, fluttering limply over a mass of fighting men to my front. The ground between me and heart’s desire was choked with dead horses and men, and the rain was churning the battlefield into a bog, but I cared little for the conditions. My voice was drowned out by the rain and screams and a sudden cacophony of trumpets, followed by a noise like distant thunder – I didn’t know it then, but the prince had hurled his battalion into the fight, enveloping the flanks and rear of De Guesclin’s men, still embroiled with Lancaster.
        


        
          Fyling was no fool, and nodded excitedly as he looked where I pointed. “Form up, you bastards!” I heard him shriek as he ran off to round up his archers, most of whom were busy cutting throats and plundering the dead.
        


        
          An English knight urged his horse towards me, carrying my bedraggled standard across his shoulder. The visor of his battered helm was hanging awry by a slender thread of metal, and his right leg was missing below the knee.
        


        
          “I believe this is yours, Captain-General,” he murmured through ashen lips, thrusting the standard at me. I took it gratefully and nodded at him.
        


        
          “If you live, you will be rewarded, I promise,” I said, and shouted for some men to take him to the rear. Two esquires of my Company ran to do my bidding – his name was Sir John Chetlyng, a knight of Cheshire, but he died of blood loss shortly after - and then Fyling came trotting up with over thirty archers at his heels.
        


        
          “Listen, lads,” I shouted above the noise, ignoring the knots of brawling knights and individual combats raging around us, “we have the Company of Wolves exactly where we want them, and this time they will not escape us. Captain Fyling, do you see that wolf’s-head banner?”
        


        
          “Yes, Captain-General,” he shouted back, his hideous features slick with rain and mud and gore, “never fear. We’ll be wiping our backsides with it by nightfall.”
        


        
          “Follow where I lead,” I ordered him, “and never lose sight of the Wolves. A hundred florins to the man who brings me the head of Thomas Page.”
        


        
          That put some extra spite and eagerness into them, and they followed like an obedient pack of hounds as I spurred towards the hated banner. Elsewhere the Comte de Armagnac had led his division against the Castilian knights of King Enrique’s battalion, who fought bravely but were starting to buckle under the pressure. A battle is no neatly-ordered sequence of events, though, and all was noise and violence and magnificent chaos, thousands of screaming, mud-caked demons hacking each other into oblivion in the pouring rain.
        


        
          A few of my knights extricated themselves from the mêlée and joined myself and Fyling’s archers on the wolf-hunt. I urged my destrier over the slimy ground, carpeted with still and writhing bodies, just as a troop of mounted English men-at-arms slammed into the flank of the line of Castilians ahead of us and burst it to pieces. The slender figure of Chandos was at their head, his white gauntlets soaked with blood, his bright sword administering death with exquisite precision, and then he disappeared into the mass of yelling, stabbing, struggling men as they broke and stumbled in bloody retreat, back towards the river.
        


        
          For a moment I was appalled – the wolf’s-head banner had vanished, but no, there it was again, on a little mound surrounded by a cluster of eighty or so Wolves. They had dismounted and formed into a schiltron or Swiss-style wedge, using their lances to present an impenetrable wall of points.
        


        
          And there, standing under his banner and exhorting his men to sell their lives dearly, was the Wolf of Burgundy, Thomas Page, the stocky, flaxen-haired figure I had only glimpsed from a distance at Auray.
        


        
          My heart almost burst with joy, for Page, that rotten, bastard whoreson who had shamed and humiliated and evaded me for so long, had made a terrible blunder. His men dared not break ranks, for then Chandos’s knights would cut them down. As it was, the knights swirled aimlessly around the hedge of lance-points, throwing maces and axes at the Wolves, but keeping their distance – a few valiant souls who charged the lances found their horses skewered from under them.
        


        
          The Wolves had no protection against my archers, and Fyling was already bellowing at his men to shoot. They notched, drew and shot with smooth, well-drilled precision, and I watched with murderous glee as the shafts sailed high into the air, over the heads of Chandos’s men and plunged into the wolf-pack.
        


        
          The Wolves had no choice but to die where they stood. Lanes of dead and dying opening in their ranks as the arrows showered among them. Less than two minutes passed before the wedge of lances was broken, and Fyling roared at his archers to cease as Chandos’s knights eagerly galloped into the ruined formation, clubbing and spearing the survivors – Christ, many of the men in Page’s command were fellow Englishmen, but that didn’t matter. At Najéra they were simply the enemy.
        


        
          Page. I had to find him, and kill him with my own hands. I raked in my spurs and put my destrier to the slope, charging recklessly through the final death-struggle of the Company of Wolves. The wolf’s-head banner still flew, and a little knot of men fought to defend it, back-to-back in a circle. I drove the point of my sword into the throat of one of the defenders, but I wanted Page, and couldn’t see him. The fight on the hill was a staggering, disordered mass of figures, stabbing and standing and lying, slathered in blood and mud while horsemen rode through and over them, but the Wolf had vanished.
        


        
          He had vanished. The Battle of Najéra was won, the Company of Wolves was destroyed, King Enrique was fleeing for his life, and the Prince of Wales had another garland to add to his heap of battle-honours, but Thomas Page had escaped me. Whether he hid under a pile of corpses, or swam the river, I don’t know, but I had lost him.
        


        I didn’t see him again for eighteen years.


        8.


        
          “Eighteen years,” said Calveley, staring at Froissart, “you know the rest. Najéra was only a temporary victory. Once the English withdrew to Aquitaine, Enrique came back again and ripped the throne of Castile away from his brother. He made sure of Pedro this time, and murdered the bastard with his own knife. The Prince of Wales got precious little out of the campaign, save crippling debts and the fever that eventually killed him.”
        


        
          Froissart rubbed his tired eyes and carefully laid down his quill.
        


        
          “And you lost the trail of Thomas Page, until your agents saw him with me in the Plough inn,” he said. Calveley nodded.
        


        
          “You led me to him,” he said, grinning. Froissart didn’t like that grin. It stretched Calveley’s papery skin tight across the gaunt bones of his face, exposing his brown needle-like incisors and making his rheumy eyes bulge. The old soldier was a grotesque, living cadaver, and Froissart was sick of his company.
        


        
          He glanced at the window. It was pitch-black outside now, and rain was still pattering at the glass. He didn’t relish the thought of travelling back to London in darkness, but the risk and discomfort of the road was preferable to staying the night at Steventon.
        


        
          The mute, Adam, was moving about the hall, lighting candles. At a nod from Calveley he fetched a wine jug and refilled the cup at Froissart’s elbow.
        


        
          “Thank you, no,” said Froissart, refusing the cup, “this has been most informative and interesting, but I must head back to my lodgings in London. The Duke may take it as an insult, otherwise.”
        


        
          “You will stay,” murmured Calveley, resting his massive head on his fist, “and drink, and allow me the pleasure of your damned company until I say otherwise.”
        


        
          Froissart paled, and took a polite sip of wine. It had a bitter, grainy taste. “Thomas Page,” he said, dabbing at his mouth, “at least tell me what you have done with him.”
        


        
          “First, the Raven. Adam, go and fetch her.”
        


        
          The mute padded away, returning with a small iron-bound black box. He knelt and placed it on the floor between Calveley and Froissart. 
        


        
          “Open it,” said Calveley, and Adam unlocked and pushed back the lid. Inside the velvet-lined box were a poniard and a slender human skull.
        


        
          “After the battle at Najéra was done, I took a few of the surviving Wolves prisoner and put them to the torture,” said Calveley, watching Froissart intently, until they told me of the whereabouts of the Raven. She was holed up in a little church near Navaretta, waiting for news of Enrique’s victory. They were confident, you see. She expected her lover to come and find her afterwards. Instead I did, with thirty men-at-arms at my back.”
        


        
          A sick feeling took hold of Froissart, and he started to shake as Adam lifted out the poniard and held it up to the light. The blade was marked up to the hilt with a rust-brown stain.
        


        
          “That was her knife,” Calveley rumbled on, “and that is her blood on it. I murdered her, Froissart, on the steps of the altar. She did not scream or beg, but spat in my face and cursed me for a coward. That is her skull in the box.”
        


        
          A wave of horror overcame Froissart’s fear of the monster sprawled on the sofa. He rose to his feet, knocking over his cup, and backed away towards the door.
        


        
          “You murdered Eleanor,” he said, his voice trembling, “you sit there and openly admit to killing a woman in cold blood, without a shred of remorse, and expect me to sit and listen to it. I suppose you have had Page done to death by now. You animal…you filthy, flint-hearted beast…you…”
        


        
          To Froissart’s surprise, Calveley unfolded from his seat without the aid of the crutches leaning against the wall, and loomed over Froissart. His towering, spindly form, tattered grey hair hanging loose to his waist, took on a ghastly appearance in the shadowy half-light of the hall.
        


        
          “You damn me, do you?” snarled Calveley, baring his jagged teeth, “in my own house, you dare to throw accusing words at me. Ah, but your famous eloquence is curbed a little.”
        


        
          Froissart staggered, and raised a hand to his brow. He felt thick-headed, his tongue suddenly swollen and too large for his mouth. A prickling sweat had broken out all over his body that had nothing to do with fear.
        


        
          Calveley moved closer, kicking aside the box and spilling the Raven’s fragile skull onto the tiles, “Hear me, Froissart. I was once the terror and glory of Christendom, and shall not be prated at by some squeaking, pusillanimous, scribbling Frenchman. Your tongue cleaves to your skull, does it not? Be thankful. I was tempted to have Adam rip it out.”
        


        
          The wine. The wine was drugged. Froissart’s mind couldn’t conceive why Calveley should have drugged him, or conceive of much at all. His vision was blurring, and he groaned and sank to the floor as the candle flames in the hall dwindled to pin-pricks.
        


        
          Calveley was standing over him now, roaring as he struck at Froissart’s head with his yellow fists, jarring it right and left.
        


        
          “I will send you to meet the Wolf!” he bawled, his voice echoing strangely inside Froissart’s head, “and you can see for yourself what has become of him. Let his fate serve as a fitting epilogue to your Chronicle, Jean Froissart, and a testament to what happens to those who spit on the name of Calveley! Bonne nuit, you son of a whore…”
        


        
          The terrifying giant slipped out of sight as Froissart toppled sideways, and then he knew no more.
        


        
          He woke with a foul taste in his mouth, a pounding ache in his skull, and fresh air in his nostrils. A wave of nausea ripped through him as he tried to sit up, and he vomited.
        


        
          When he was able, Froissart stood up on shaky legs and clutched at his head as he tried to make out his surroundings. It was a damp, fresh morning, and he was in open country somewhere, surrounded by pleasant green fields, fringed by patches of woodland to the east and west. His horse stood nearby, tethered to the solitary oak tree growing in the middle of the field. God only knew what Calveley had done with his servants. The old murderer was capable of anything.
        


        
          Something hard and sharp brushed against Froissart’s head, making him flinch and look up, and what he saw drove him to his knees.
        


        
          The sharp object was a rusted and corroded spur, attached to the boot of a man sitting inside a square iron cage. The cage hung from the tree via a thick rope running from a hook to a stout branch overhead.
        


        
          Froissart wept and babbled prayers at the sight of the man in the cage. He was dead, and rotting away, and around his scarred neck was a tattered red scarf. The bars of the cage were wide enough to admit hungry scavengers, and a couple of ravens were perched on his head, picking at the few dry scraps of flesh that were all that remained of Thomas Page’s face.
        


        The Wolf is caged, but the Raven loves him at last.


        Death had caught up with the Half-Hanged Man at last. 


        END
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