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Part One







Prologue

Eltham Palace. Morning. A tall fair young man strides down the narrow corridor towards the sound of splashing water. Steam billows through the half-open door ahead.

He is wearing soft kidskin ankle boots that make no sound on the polished tiles. His brocade gown, wide sleeved, embroidered with silver harts and gold crowns, is swinging loosely open as he hurries towards his bathhouse.

The flickering fires of the cressets that line the corridor are not more bright than he is. He glitters, sheds light as he strides along, his red-gold hair, his lucent skin, his shimmering garments, brighter than fire. Tapestries on both sides sway with his urgent haste, their own gold thread bringing the scenes of the hunt to life, a falcon stooping to its prey, a stag among the trees with huntsmen closing for the kill. The embroidered leaves seem rustled by the wind as the tapestries billow from the wall.


A real wind from an open window tuckers underneath as he reaches the door and one of the tapestries bulges to meet him.

He catches a glimpse of it out of the corner of his eye and gives a shout. A narrow-bladed knife appears in his hand. He launches himself at the unseen assassin. Stabs wildly into the swirling fabric. Stabs again and again. The gold and silver threads protect his assailant like thin armour. Then from within the folds a shape lurches forward and he raises the knife to finish them.

But a shout stops him. Knife raised.

‘My Lord! No!’

Swivelling, he sees Robert.

White-faced, he is lunging forward, arms outstretched. ‘Stop! Dickon! My Lord! Stop!’

The newcomer throws himself against the King regardless of the knife, yelling again, ‘Stop! Stop!’

‘What?’

‘It’s Agnes!’

The tall young man, fair and pale anyway, blanches. Sky-blue eyes darken. He steps back in horror.

The bundle behind the tapestry struggles to free itself. Topples towards the two men. Robert tears the tapestry aside. ‘Agnes?’

A figure resolves itself into a young woman with long pale hair and a gorgeous gown of yellow silk.

She falls into his arms.

The King steps forward, the knife useless in his hand. ‘Is there blood?’

Agnes is sobbing with fear and relief. ‘You missed me, Your Grace …’


He slams the knife back into the jewelled sheath on a gilded belt under his gown.

Without another word he pushes on into the bathhouse and vanishes into the billowing steam.

Agnes is still sobbing in her saviour’s arms, shaky with relief, furious with herself. ‘I thought I was dead …’

‘Fool. You know he fears assassins.’ He kisses her roughly, with relief, with lust. ‘No harm, angel – you’re safe. But what were you thinking?’

‘I just wanted to jump out and surprise him,’ she whispers, allowing herself to be kissed. ‘I meant it as a joke.’

‘My mad Bohemian,’ he whispers. ‘We have to look after him. This is the one place he feels safe and then you frighten him like that. Oh, sweeting …’ He holds her more tenderly and begins to laugh.

‘I’ll never ever do anything like that again.’ She is still shaking.

‘He’ll never forgive you.’

 


When they enter the chamber with the wide tiled pool at its centre and a blonde-haired girl gravely swimming in the water, the King himself is already stepping down to join her. He smiles when he notices their expressions.

‘What else can we expect when we surround ourselves with mad Bohemians?’ he asks Robert. ‘Anne is quite as crazy.’

He glances over to his wife where she floats serenely on her back, long hair flowing in elfin knots around her head making her look like a mermaid.

‘You may leave us.’ He dismisses them both, calling, ‘I
forgive you, Agnes. I’m greatly at fault. I pray you forgive me.’

He is already planning to give his wife’s madcap lady-in-waiting a balas ruby in recompense for the scare he gave her. For the scare he himself received, he will give thanks later in his private chapel to his protector, St Edmund.

He turns back to his wife. Then stares in horror.

Her face is deathly white.

She is floating in a pool of blood.





Chapter One

Bishopthorpe Palace in the county of York. Three days after the feast of St Giles. Dawn.

Alexander Neville stood in the great courtyard watching his servants load his sumpter wagons. In the pale light of early morning they scurried about the yard, readying for the long journey ahead. The wagon boards groaned as goods were packed into every available cranny. One cart carried fresh bread racked in warm rows under crisp linen cloths. Behind that was a wagon loaded with cheeses, another with dried fish, and one with salted pork. There was a water wagon. An ale wagon. And one for the archbishop’s wine. There was a wagon for the hawks, hooded falcons, peregrines, merlins, followed by a wagon for the falconer and his men, and behind that, strangely, a small cart with a wicker cage on board and inside the cage a brood of pigeons, softly cooing.

After that came the dog cart, wet muzzles poking between the corded withies. A wagon loaded with swords, shields, body armour, racks of mail, hauberks
and helmets, greased and ready for use. A cart full of arrows, sheaved twenty-four together. Steel-tipped. Barbed. Then a cart for spare wheels followed by a string of pack horses.

At the head of this convoy stood Archbishop Neville’s own char, its gilded hood glimmering in the light of flares. Finally, after the line of sumpter wagons came those for the archbishop’s retinue, his chaplain, his page, his steward, his chamberlain, his personal servants, his grooms, his cooks and kitcheners and his yeomen of the board and their necessary cutters and broilers, choppers and spit boys. His ordained. And his unordained. His inner circle.

‘Forty persons in all, Your Grace,’ murmured his chamberlain with satisfaction. ‘Are we into Mass now?’

The archbishop glanced round the yard at his well-appointed cavalcade. ‘We are. Conduct the Pope’s fiends in before everybody else.’

With this he strode off some way for a word with his secretary, Edwin Westwode, all the while maintaining an eye on the papal envoy and his tax-gathering henchmen.

As soon as he saw them enter the church and the rest of the York retinue disappear inside, Alexander Neville superstitiously touched his cross and his mitre and followed them.

Hildegard and her priest, Brother Thomas, both ready to join the convoy on its long journey to London, were standing at the back of the church swamped in billowing clouds of incense, with Thomas trying not to cough and Hildegard praying that his asthma, the coughing spasms, would not assail him before the service ended.


Fortunately the archbishop, swift in his incantations, eager to be out on the road and down to London, eager for battle to commence, offered up swift prayers. ‘And for King Richard,’ he concluded, ‘pray God guide and bless him all his days. May this forthcoming Parliament bring peace and purpose to our realm. May all factions be joined in amity. May the Queen be delivered of a son. May the French invasion be thwarted by the power of your divine hand. O Lord, have mercy on us all.’

‘Amen,’ sang the congregation without dissent.

A young woman with a pert and pretty face was standing at the door as they came out, craning her neck to see inside. As the last of the servants left she turned away with a puzzled frown.

 


By now the sky was the colour of polished pewter. A stiff breeze had sprung up and seemed likely to keep the rain off. It brought the scent of woodland into the courts and chambers of the palace, evoking a lingering nostalgia for the waning summer. But that was the past. It was autumn now and momentous times lay ahead. Everyone flocked to the carts to find their places if they had one and check their boots if they hadn’t. The red-haired blustering cook inspected his char with misgivings while his personal servant, stifling a groan, bent with cupped hands to heave him inside.

‘Hold it!’ The chamberlain, after a hurried word with the papal envoy, held up one hand. Silence fell. Thomas, a tall, gangling young man with a bony intelligent face, stood on tiptoe in his sandalled feet and peered over the heads in front.


‘What’s happening, Thomas?’ Hildegard asked.

‘It seems the envoy wants a recount,’ he told her. ‘There’s been a mistake.’

‘I would have thought counting was the one thing he was good at, given the practice he’s had adding up our taxes.’

The envoy, attired in garments of sumptuous elegance, was counting heads himself now. He took his time.

Eventually he turned to the archbishop with a thin smile of triumph. ‘Forty-one, Your Grace. I’m sure your chamberlain agrees?’

The latter, after another swift tally, reluctantly nodded.

Nobody moved, except for a few corner-eyed glances to see who was present now who hadn’t been present before.

The kitchens at Bishopthorpe Palace were empty. The fires were out. The spit unturned. The stone flags swept clean.

The retinue destined for London was eager to be on its way.

Now this.

The archbishop, famed for his rages and fully justifying his nickname of Fiery Neville, walked off a few paces, stared hard at the ground, then walked back, his face blank save for a jumping nerve at the corner of his mouth.

He took a swift step forward as if to strike an assailant, but instead folded his hands inside his voluminous sleeves and in familiar fruity tones announced, ‘I beg Your Holy Eminence to revolve this matter in the court of your mind.’ He inclined his head with a judicious display of respect. ‘I
beg you, pray arrive at a more accommodating conclusion. One only?’ He raised his eyebrows and paused for a full beat before adding, ‘My retinue is pared to the bone, Your Eminence. There is not one servant I can travel without.’

It sounded final. But, strongbox bulging with the tax he had extorted from this – in his opinion – barbaric outpost of Pope Urban’s empire, the papal envoy showed that he was impervious to special pleading no matter how sonorously delivered.

‘I don’t make the rules, Archbishop. I merely apply them. You are one too many. You must leave one of these men behind.’ His glance shifted round the growingly hostile servants. He assessed them with his dark foreign eyes, glance flickering this way and that. It swooped past Hildegard in her white habit but then just as suddenly swooped back.

‘Is that a nun? Get rid of her.’

Archbishop Neville didn’t so much as glance in Hildegard’s direction. ‘The nun comes with us.’

Meaningful glances were exchanged among the lower servants.

The envoy gave a very foreign shrug. ‘Choose somebody. Anybody. But choose you must. Forty persons in your retinue. No more. The Pope wishes it so. Humility in all things, Your Grace.’

Neville scowled. ‘You choose, Master Fulford,’ he addressed his red-faced master cook. ‘Get rid of one of your kitcheners. We’ll have to survive the journey with a little less fine dining.’ He shot a mean look at the envoy.

Fulford was just about to heave himself down from his char when there was a high-pitched wailing and a ragged
lad came stumbling into the courtyard from the direction of the kitchen gardens. His wild glance alighted on the archbishop and he ran forward as if to sanctuary to throw himself at Neville’s feet.

He was in such a panic he could scarcely get his words out and the archbishop had to reach down and raise him up to standing. Then, in a tone of surprising kindness, he asked, ‘Now then, little fellow, what’s all this that can’t be sorted?’

The boy clung onto the archbishop’s arm, his grubby fingers all over the embroidered satin, and his mouth worked until at last he stuttered, ‘My Lord Archbishop, forgive me – I beg forgiveness …’

‘You are forgiven, lad. Now come on. Out with it. We’re waiting to leave.’

‘In there, My Lord …’ The child, trembling, pointed back towards the kitchen yard. ‘In the brewhouse, Your Grace. Something in the vat. A monster. A hideous thing that leered up at me and would have dragged me in as well had I not fallen back and thus escaped its clutches.’

He began to sob.

The archbishop gave a despairing glance. Everybody was pressing forward to peer at the boy and assess the truth of what he was saying. Before panic could erupt the archbishop held up his free hand. ‘Who knows this lad?’

There was a murmur from the outer ranks and an alert-looking servant pushed to the front.

‘I know him, Your Grace. It’s my kid brother.’ The servant, despite his rough clothes, dropped with some grace to one knee.

‘Is he given to fantasy?’


‘Never, My Lord.’

‘You had better go and inspect this so-called monster. And then you may as well stay behind. Meanwhile …’ Neville turned with an angry rustle of taffeta-lined velvet, ‘my retinue of forty persons …’ he glared in the direction of the pontiff’s man, ‘will proceed without further delay to London!’

There was a spontaneous cheer. The wagons refilled with travellers.

‘Doesn’t he want to know what this monster is?’ murmured Thomas in Hildegard’s ear. ‘I know I do!’

‘It’ll be some trick of the light. The boy shouldn’t have been in there in the dark, should he, the little scamp?’ She noticed the envoy turn to his groom, so she climbed onto her palfrey and jiggled the reins.

There were one or two murmurs about the monster but boys will be boys, and hardly anybody gave a backward glance as they headed for the arch under the gatehouse that would lead them at last to the open road.

No more than a couple of wagons had passed underneath before they were halted by the return of the servant and his kid brother.

‘My Lord!’ The servant dropped to his knees with the same grace as before. ‘I crave your attention …’

‘You have it.’

‘There is no monster in the vat, Your Grace.’

‘Of course there isn’t.’ Neville glowered.

He stood. ‘But there is, albeit, a man.’

‘What’s he doing there?’

The servant crossed himself.

Neville took a step forward. ‘Is he dead?’


‘It looks like it, Your Grace.’

‘What, drowned?’ The archbishop, with his bone-achingly distant destination in mind, his irritation at the delay to their departure, the nit-picking of the envoy, suddenly let out a roar. ‘Nobody drowns in my vats! I won’t have it!’

There was dead silence.

The servant who had brought the news stared at the ground.

More temperately Neville asked, ‘Do you know who it is?’

‘I do. It’s Martin the saucier, Your Grace.’

While Archbishop Neville consulted one of his bailiffs there was a horrified uproar of questions from his retinue.

Travel cloak billowing behind him, Neville marched at the head of a group of officials into the kitchen yard, down the path to the bakehouse, crossed into the brewhouse and stared into the vat.

It was true. A youngish man with thick curly hair was lying in the water among the crushed barley. His eyes were shut. His clothes floated round him giving him buoyancy. He looked peacefully asleep.

‘Get him out.’

Two servants struggled to lift him over the side of the wooden tub then deposited him on the floor in a puddle of ale. Neville bent, felt for a pulse, evidently failed to find one and rose to his feet looking grim.

Hildegard pushed her way through the onlookers. ‘May I?’

She knelt and lifted the man’s eyelids, checked his pulse to make sure, looked inside his mouth, scrutinised his body for knife wounds, found nothing to arouse any
comment other than to confirm the archbishop’s verdict. ‘He’s dead, certainly, Your Grace.’

Water was dribbling out of the man’s mouth. He was turning an odd colour. His jaw lolled open.

‘Perhaps you might turn him over to see if you can empty his lungs.’

The bailiff’s men did as she suggested. Water spewed out of the man’s mouth. He remained motionless, showing no sign of life.

‘Bailiff?’

‘Your Grace?’

‘We must leave. Take him to the mortuary. I charge you with finding out how this mishap occurred.’

 


When they followed the archbishop outside morning had broken. Standing in the pearly light Neville delivered a short prayer for the redemption of Martin’s soul then ordered everybody into the wagons.

Hildegard went back into the malthouse. The bailiff and a few men who were staying behind were already lifting the body to carry it away. She stared at the vat. Wide enough for a man to lie in full length. About three feet deep. With enough liquor in it at this moment to drown a man. She leant over the side. It would be easy to topple in should you be trying to stretch out to reach something, or if somebody came up behind you without warning and tried to force you over the side.

Apart from the door they had entered there were two other doors on the other side of the chamber with an unglazed window between them through which trickled a little light from outside. She went over and gave one of the
doors a push. It was locked. The second one opened easily, however, and led out into a garden that stretched down a shallow slope towards the beck. There was a wall round it, high enough for anyone agile to climb over, but then they would find themselves on the bank side and it led nowhere.

Bending, she peered at the bushes growing close by. Herbs. It was a herb garden, then. They lay in undisturbed rows, the dew unshaken from the leaves.

A path led alongside the building to a wicket gate in the wall. Beyond that was a lane and the high wall of the abbey infirmary with the dark huddle of the other abbey buildings beyond that. The sky behind them was beginning to lighten.

‘Hildegard!’ It was Thomas. ‘We’re going to be left behind if we don’t leave now.’

‘I’m coming.’ She closed the door and went back inside. Light was beginning to slant in through the window slit, illuminating the clean swept tiles.

She followed him out.

 


The papal envoy and his tax-gatherers were dropped off a few hours later as they passed Selby Abbey and would presumably inflict the same indignities on the brothers there. By evening the convoy was approaching the river to make the Humber crossing at low tide before descending into Lincolnshire. A few trees straggled beside the road, beyond them, thick woodland. The sun had disappeared behind a wreath of evening mist.

It was then they sighted the wolf.

It was running between the trees, a silvery shape moving in the same direction as themselves. At first it was
thought to be a hind, as it was at the time of day when they came out to feed, and already one of the huntsmen was standing up in a moving cart with his bow unslung and an arrow fixed to the string.

‘There, look!’ someone shouted as the creature wove in and out of the boles of the trees. ‘I told you it was a wolf.’

It moved like quicksilver, fleet and fast. The arrow, however, was faster. They saw the animal leap in an arc as the barb hit. Then it fell and lay still.

Half a dozen men were already out of the carts and running into the woods. The man who had shot the creature drew a long hunting knife and crept up on it with warning shouts from the others not to trust it, but when he reached it the animal was dead, the arrow having pierced its skull. He hacked off the head and with the help of the kitcheners gutted the creature there and then, fed the innards to the hounds, flensed the skin as well as they could in the falling darkness, and returned to the waiting convoy. There were cheers when he stuck the wolf’s head on a pole and fixed it to his wagon. The skin was hung up to dry like a shirt.

‘Barbarians.’ Hildegard sighed. ‘It seems a shame to kill a creature of such grace and beauty when there’s no need.’

‘Dangerous, though, with winter coming on,’ Thomas replied.

 


Hildegard had no idea why she had been summoned out of her grange at Meaux to attend the archbishop. In August King Richard had announced his intention to summon a Parliament at Westminster. From all parts of the realm dukes and earls, barons and burgesses, and
every shire knight with a piece of land to his name were forced to set out to reach Westminster for the first day of October.

The Abbot of Meaux, Hubert de Courcy, had sounded serious when he informed Hildegard of the archbishop’s decision. ‘Don’t ask me why he wants you to go. He’ll have to tell you himself. I hope you’ll take care on that long journey.’

Now, having crossed the Humber and being well on the road towards Lincoln, where they were to spend a few days with Bishop Buckingham, she was no wiser.

 


It was on the following morning, after the first night’s stop in a clearing by the roadside, with Thomas riding beside her picking hazelnuts as they passed, that a smartly dressed indoor servant came out from the verge as if he had been waiting for them. He drew his horse up in front of their own forcing them to a stop.

‘Domina, I beg leave to speak.’

‘Please do,’ she replied.

‘His Grace invites you to travel in his char with your priest.’ He turned to include Thomas. ‘Ride on and I’ll come with you to take your horses when you dismount.’

Thomas beamed. ‘What’s made him ask for us?’

The servant disdained the young monk’s gaucherie with a flick of his hair and murmured, ‘I’m sure His Grace will enlighten you, Brother, you may be sure of that.’

He rode alongside Hildegard for a little way, long enough to tell her he was the archbishop’s secretary, Edwin Westwode. Dressed in a dark tunic, he wore a wide belt with a leather bag hanging from it. There was
a writing box tied to the pommel of his saddle. His hair was thick and hung in the latest fashion as far as his shoulders. She noticed his habit of flicking it back every now and then in a languid and courtly manner, even when it wasn’t in his eyes. After he spoke his horse gained speed to take the lead and she and Thomas followed him to the front of the swiftly moving wagon train until they reached the four-horse char of the archbishop. A halt was called while steps were put in position to allow them to climb aboard.

Inside it was as well appointed as Hildegard had expected. Metal hoops supported a leather canopy to keep out the rain, and instead of having to sit on an uncomfortable wooden bench as they bumped along as in the other wagons, there was a padded platform piled with cushions and furs.

The archbishop reclined there now with a goblet in one hand and an enamelled silver dish containing sweetmeats on his lap.

He beckoned them inside. ‘May as well travel in comfort,’ he greeted, and while they found space on the cushions he started to talk of this and that: the weather, fine enough though the wind was strengthening; the misery of the Selby monks at having to suffer the same punishment as themselves over the papal taxes; the harvest, good; wool yield up, and so forth, requiring little more than the occasional nod of agreement from them.

At one point he leant forward. ‘I am not unmindful that a member of my household has met with an accident. A Mass will be said for the fellow. His body decently
buried. His wife provided for.’

Relieved to hear it, Hildegard replied, ‘To judge by what your servants say about him, he was a devout and honest man. But how he came to be in the brewhouse is some kind of a mystery, isn’t it?’

The archbishop crossed himself. ‘I believe we can trust my men to sort it out before we return north.’

He closed his eyes. They carried on for some miles in silence. It was certainly more comfortable in the well-padded char than on horseback. The regular rhythm as it bounced along was soporific. Hildegard felt Thomas lolling more heavily beside her. Neville himself was lying back among his furs, to all appearances asleep.

He was about forty, heavy-jowled, unbearded, florid of complexion. His air of authority had his staff jumping to obey. He seemed well liked. The only doubt she had was about his allegiance. They were living in a time of faction. The Great Rebellion was scarcely five years away. Memories were not so short that people had forgotten the bloody aftermath of that event. Feelings still ran deep. The perpetrators of judicial violence continued to hold power. It was a sure thing that even now choices had to be made.

Impatient to find out why she had been prised out of her cloister and summoned to London, Hildegard leant forward to see if it would be advisable to wake him, but the rustling of her cushion must have alerted him because he opened his eyes, glanced across at Thomas, and whispered, ‘Get rid of your priest, Domina. I have something to impart which you may not bother to confess to him. I take it he is your confessor?’


‘Indeed, yes, Your Grace, and to be trusted—’

‘Not with this.’

Hildegard felt her mouth open in astonishment. ‘But Your Grace—’ she whispered to match his own discretion.

‘Do as I say.’

Hildegard gave Thomas a nudge. He woke with a start and looked round, dazed, before pulling himself together.

‘Thomas,’ she asked, ‘would you care to go along to the sumpter cart to replenish His Grace’s wine flagon?’

When they were alone the archbishop spoke in an undertone. ‘I know you trust him but he’s one of Abbot de Courcy’s men. These are dangerous times, Domina. The French monasteries are unreliable.’ He fixed her with a hard glance. ‘You understand me?’

‘I’m as aware of the French threat as everyone else.’

He nodded. ‘Your prioress at Swyne – my sister in blood – has used you in the past on secret business. Now she commends you to me.’

‘Commends?’

‘Most strongly, although not without a warning to have regard for your safety.’

‘I’m just a nun with no useful skills or connections—’

He cut her off. ‘You are loyal.’

‘Of course I am.’ She held his glance.

He regarded her steadily for a few moments while she, in her turn, tried to work out which of the many rumours circulating about him were true. His lands were surrounded by those of the Duke of Lancaster, which might mean he saw it as prudent to regard his neighbour as his ally. His own brother, in fact, was married to one of the Duke’s cousins. On the other hand the prioress was his
sister, as he had just reminded her, and she was well known for her support for the young King. The bitterness between the two sides of the royal family was well known. The Lancasters were active in drawing allegiance to themselves. They had allies in every corner of the realm, not just in the north, and they had active supporters at court.

‘The kingdom is at a dangerous crossroads,’ Neville warned when he eventually spoke. ‘Apart from factional interests threatening to tear the country apart we’re in immediate danger of invasion. That young hothead, King Charles, together with the support of his French dukes, has been rearming ever since he signed the last truce. We, on the other hand, have not. We’re unarmed and vulnerable.’ He gazed angrily into his wine goblet. ‘Taxes have been squandered on inconclusive skirmishes against the Scots when they should have been directed to our southern defences. The French know this. They see us as a ripe plum, ready for plucking.’

‘And you believe they really intend to invade?’ There had been rumours all year about the build-up of French forces along the coast of Picardie but so far their ships had shown no sign of leaving port.

‘They’ve delayed throughout the summer months, that’s true, but our informers tell us it’s because their Spanish allies are still bringing their ships up the narrow seas to Sluys to join the French fleet. The Constable of France is having a ship built that’s bigger than anything ever seen before. There are other signs of their readiness. We’d be fools to ignore them.’ He frowned. ‘The question is, will Parliament grant King Richard the money to pay for our defence? The rumour is it will not. Lancaster’s son, Harry
Bolingbroke, the Earl of Derby, and his uncle the Duke of Gloucester, are refusing to grant permission to raise taxes. This is why we’re being called to Westminster. The King will have to plead with them to vote for sufficient resources to defend the realm. And you can be sure,’ he warned, ‘his enemies will pack both chambers with placemen in order to defeat him.’

‘You mean they’ll vote as they’re paid to vote? But if they do defeat the King and leave us undefended the French will swoop.’

‘There are rumours …’ he frowned. ‘It’s not merely a question of raising a war fund. The King has personal enemies. Members of his own family. They want nothing more than to get rid of him. The fear is this: they may use the invasion as a way of ridding themselves of him once and for all.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They will use the invasion as a pretext.’

‘A pretext … ?’

He gave her a long stare. ‘You recall what happened to King Jean of France after we captured him and put him up for ransom?’

‘Why yes, everyone knows. He was held for twenty years and died in the royal apartments in the Tower of London simply because the French dukes would not pay up.’

The archbishop was silent.

Hildegard could only stare. ‘You mean there’s a plot to exchange Richard for the price of peace? To allow the French to hold him to ransom – and never redeem him?’

Neville nodded.


‘But that would be diabolical.’

‘Indeed.’

‘First he would have to lead an army into France. And this is precisely the course of action they seem to want to block by refusing to grant him the funds …’

He gave a humourless smile. ‘There are other ways of offering a king for barter.’

Neville was staring hard at her as if trying to read her thoughts. ‘All I require of you,’ he murmured in an urgent undertone, ‘is your observing eye when we reach London. It’s a cesspit of conspiracy. Plot and counterplot prevail. If we’re to survive we need to know who our enemies are, the ones who work in darkness against the realm.’

He lowered his voice further. ‘There are names at court you will need to learn. Medford. Slake. Several others. They may mean nothing now but they’ll come to mean more over the next few weeks. They’re attached to the Signet Office. Mr Medford is King Richard’s personal secretary. He has use of his Signet, the royal seal, without which no business can be conducted. It bestows great power on him. Remember that.’

She made a mental note of both names. ‘Is their loyalty in question?’

Neville leant back. He made no answer. ‘There’s more—’ With some abruptness he changed the subject. ‘I understand you know something of herbal lore, Domina?’

‘A little,’ she admitted, startled by his sudden change of topic. Then she heard a noise outside.

His expression had not altered. ‘There’s a curious
garden outside the city walls at a vill called Stepney. You may care to visit it while we’re down there. See if you can find a cure for my arthritis.’

He raised his voice a fraction and now she glimpsed a shadow behind the swinging flap at the entrance.

‘They say the Dominican who runs it grows over two hundred different kinds of herbs,’ he continued smoothly. ‘I can imagine he supplies most of the city’s apothecaries with cures and the necromancers too. An extraordinary idea, don’t you think, to grow plants for the purpose of commerce – oh, there you are, my dear brother. My thanks.’

He reached for the flagon Thomas was holding out, refilled all their goblets despite the lurching of the char and raised his own. ‘The King!’

So I’m to be his spy at Westminster, Hildegard said to herself. What an unexpected commission. There was a lot more she needed to know before she would be content with the situation.

They were in Lincolnshire now with many miles still to go.

 


Thomas sounded as puzzled as everyone else. ‘They’re still wondering how Martin got himself into the vat of ale,’ he told her, having just come from a walk around the wagons when they stopped beside the road.

Hildegard had heard them talk too. ‘He had had no reason to be there in the brewhouse. It wasn’t his job to interfere with the work of the brewers. That little pot boy shouldn’t have been there, either. What was he up to?’

‘Kicking a pig’s bladder around. Those lads are always
being chased out of there, I’m told. They say it’s the only level floor.’

‘Presumably he thought he’d have a scoop of ale while his elders were out of the way.’

‘He won’t be doing that again in a hurry.’

‘As for Martin,’ she continued, as he’d raised the subject, ‘what do they say he was up to?’

‘No ideas. They can’t make it out.’

‘He must have been leaning over the side of the vat and lost his balance. I still don’t understand what he would be doing in there. It makes no sense. Not when we were just about to set off.’

There was a lot to see that was new on the journey down into the southern shires. It pushed to one side fruitless speculation about the activities of one unlucky kitchener.

 


On the road. Evening. A woodland clearing.

The wagons drew up in a circle away from overhanging branches and a cooking fire was built in the middle. Fulford had his chair brought out so he could preside over the preparations. Tonight they were roasting a hind. It was skewered on a spit. The flames sizzled over the dripping meat sending the smell of burning flesh into the air. Sparks flew up and fell back like dying stars. The sky darkened.

The men, their faces glowing in the firelight, seemed to edge closer together as if threatened by something unknown beyond the perimeter of light.

Usually when they stopped to rest and the men went off into the woods for a piss they would return with whatever they could forage. Some were coming back
now, breaking into the circle of light, throwing down their findings – toadstools, crisp and sweet, thrown into the pot; a rabbit, quickly gutted, thrown in after them. One man had an arm full of herbs and threw those down but Fulford stopped them from going in before he had had a proper look at them.

‘What’s that, rat fodder?’ somebody quipped.

‘Piss off,’ the man said good-humouredly to a few cackles from the rest of them. He walked with a kind of swagger to where the falconers were sitting. They made room for him without comment.

Forty people fed. Forty-one including the archbishop, who sat alone on the running board of his char, deep in thought, wearing his black wool night-cloak. His page sat cross-legged on the ground in his own little cloak, a wooden bowl filled for a third time on his lap.

The men. Eating like wolves. Made ravenous by the long miles.

Everything soon done. Ale finished. A song or two bawled into the night.

The others were getting up, like Hildegard, to make for their own private sleeping corners. Under a wagon. Inside a wagon if they were lucky. As they went, somebody happened to mention Martin again.

It was almost too soon to reminisce. She guessed they were still coming to terms with his death and after the first bout of questions there was a strange kind of silence over the matter. They were too shocked, she supposed. Later they would start to question again the how and the why such an accident could occur.

One of the falconers left the group and went over to
the caged hawks. She heard Fulford ask, ‘Is he all right?’

‘Leave him, master.’

‘It’s this talk about Martin that’s getting to him,’ somebody explained.

‘He’s hit hard.’

‘They were mates.’

‘Always ready for a laugh, was Martin.’

‘Not recently. He must have had a premonition. Remember that time he could only throw “ones” and somebody said “your luck’s gone, fella”, and he nearly throttled him?’

Hildegard said her goodnights then went over to climb into her sleeping space in one of the small baggage wagons. She was just drifting off to sleep when she heard a group of men walking slowly past. Voices clear on the still night air. Conversation had turned to London. It was the first time down there for most of them. They had no idea what to expect.

‘They say the streets are paved with gold, don’t they? Do you believe it?’

‘Nah, paved might be true. With gold? Never.’

‘Maybe one or two, outside the palaces?’

‘Outside the Duke of Lancaster’s, maybe.’

‘I bet King Dickon walks on gold.’

She heard a third voice. ‘Aye, at our expense.’

‘You don’t like Dickon, do you, Jarrold?’

‘Why should I? What’s he ever done for me?’

‘He’s well enough.’

‘God save him, say I.’

Murmurs of agreement followed. Their voices faded.

After that Hildegard drifted off to the sound of distant
snores, the clink of metal as the guard shifted at his post, and that strange wrenching sound as horses crop grass.

 


By now they were travelling through a landscape that was flat and bleak, a no man’s land, with mile after mile of nothing but scrubland, the straight Roman road cutting through it, and a huge sky full of curlews.

The huntsmen began to grumble. They wanted to bring down some game. The archers strung their bows. They wanted wolves.

The skin of the one shot before they left Holderness was dry now. It hung from its pole and the head, boiled in cummin as a favour by Master Fulford, gazed sightlessly towards their destination. The drivers geed their horses and made the wagons bounce on the track in their eagerness to reach somewhere more interesting.

‘Woodland up ahead,’ somebody muttered at last, staring hard at the skyline to the south after a few more uneventful miles. ‘We’ll get sport there, enough at least to fill our bellies.’ There were grunts of agreement. Somebody peeled off to the wagon carrying the sheaves of arrows to prepare to bring them out.

The dogs in their wicker cage whined with frustration.

The woods were a dark blur from one side of the road to the other and there was a cheer when the chamberlain called a halt.

Holding up his white stick so everybody could see he had something to say, he bellowed, ‘It’s not for your benefit. His Grace wishes to stretch his legs!’ He turned to the kennelman. ‘Might as well get a brace of those dogs out, see if you can raise a few rabbits?’


‘We flying the hawks, sire?’

The chamberlain shook his head. ‘Not unless you want to follow on foot to Lincoln. This is a short stop. We aim to be there before nightfall.’

The long line of wagons squeezed up one by one as the command to halt was passed down the line and eventually, with a creaking of harness, the whole convoy groaned to a stop. Several people jumped down at once, following the archbishop’s example, and walked about, stretching their legs and trying to ease the aches out of bruised joints, while others leant wearily against the wheels of the carts they had been forced to run alongside. Someone produced a reed pipe and struck up a tune, bringing several cheerful souls to stamp their feet in a rough-and-ready jig.

A couple of huntsmen whistled up the dogs as they were released from their cage and led them purposefully towards the woods.

The archbishop looked round for his master of horse. ‘Bring Pegasus up, will you? I’ll ride into Lincoln. It’s not far now.’

While he waited he glanced up at the sky as if checking for rain. It was awash with flat grey cloud from one side of the horizon to the other, but with a fresh wind from the coast that had been blowing for several days now, keeping the rain off.

Hildegard saw him scrutinise the convoy spread back along the narrow road. There was a ditch on one side full of water, a clump of trees, then miles of empty moorland. His cook, from the canopied comfort of his wagon, was ordering parcels of bread and cheese from the vittling
cart behind and a few servants were scurrying along handing it out to a forest of eager hands.

Hildegard watched all this with a mind as empty as the sky, thinking, Lord I’m tired, I wish we were there. Munching on her own portion of bread and cheese, she wandered over to have a look at the hounds. Her own two, Duchess and Bermonda, too old to travel, had been left behind in the kennels at Meaux. She ruffled the heads poking between the bars. ‘Is anybody going to let the rest of them have a run?’ she asked the kennelman.

‘We’re not stopping long. Chamberlain says it’s only to give the lads a chance to raise a few rabbits while His Grace stretches his legs. ’

Hildegard was about to return some bantering remark when there was a shout up ahead followed by more shouts from the tail end of the line. An oath followed and some further altercation that ended in a howl of pain. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the cook, Master Fulford, rise magnificently to his feet on the running board of his char only to sink down again as an arrow winged past his head.

A voice somewhere in the thick of the commotion shouted, ‘Nobody move unless you want your throat slit. This won’t take long.’

There was a jangling of chain mail, more cries, stifled this time, and then a sudden ominous silence over the entire convoy as three crossbowmen rose from the ditch beside the road followed by two foot soldiers in chain mail.

Hildegard, caught between the dog cart and the one next to it, craned her neck to see what was happening. Word was filtering back that the wagons were being searched.

‘By whom?’ she asked a man standing next to her.


‘Dunno. Some armed band it looks like.’

‘Whose insignia do they wear?’

‘None so far as I can see.’

The man climbed onto the running-board of the wagon loaded with arrow sheaves and peered back down the line. ‘They’re chucking things out onto the road,’ he reported. ‘They seem to be looking for something.’

Just then Hildegard turned her head and to her astonishment saw the archbishop being helped into the saddle by his groom. He was carrying a leather bag under one arm and as she watched he kicked his horse on and vanished soundlessly into a brake beside the track. No one else seemed to have noticed.

Meanwhile the wagons were being searched one by one, all the carefully packed stores hurled out, the chamberlain wringing his hands and making polite protests, the master cook growing redder in the face and saying nothing. The chamberlain turned to the members of his household. ‘I advise everyone to do as we’re told until we find out what these fellows want.’

His surprising lack of resistance was the result of having a crossbowman aiming an arrow straight at him from a hand’s breadth away.

There was a subdued grumbling, but with another couple of bowmen coming into view, it was enough to make everybody do as he suggested.

‘What are the archbishop’s bodyguard doing?’ Hildegard whispered to the man on the running-board beside her.

‘Bugger all,’ he growled.

She noticed the hunting bow slung across his chest and indicated the sheaves of arrows in the wagon. ‘Can
we work our way round behind their line without being seen?’

He showed his teeth in a grin. ‘We’ll have a bloody good try.’ He slipped quietly down off the wagon. ‘I’ll get a couple of the lads.’

No one was paying any attention to the middle of the convoy, cowed into submission by the one bowman. The looters, with short swords raised, and protected by the other bows, were laboriously working their way towards the centre while their commander, his face concealed by the nosepiece of his helmet, sat astride a grey destrier and looked on.

Hildegard reached for one of the bows used by the pages. They were shorter than the hunting bows the bodyguards carried. There was no way she would have been able to draw one of those. She found the strings and took one out and, snatching up a few arrows from the sheaf, strung the bow as she followed three archers into the gully beside the road. They began to work their way behind the line of wagons. Once under the cover of the trees, the men spread out.

Hildegard edged further into the trees with the intention of coming out behind the crossbowman with his bolt aimed at the chamberlain. After that she had no idea what the plan was, maybe to give the impression that the men were surrounded in the hope it would scare them off.

She found a vantage point with a good view of the chamberlain’s wagon. The crossbowman was half concealed by the trunk of an oak, clearly expecting to be safe from retaliation. His broad back was an easy target. I must not draw blood, she reminded herself.


She tightened the string, fixed the nock of an arrow into place, drew back and sighted the target. A long time had elapsed since she had handled a bow.

Pull, aim, release.

That had been Ulf’s teaching in the old days at Castle Hutton during the long hours when he had made her practise at the butts.

She saw the others get into position then waited for the signal.

It came.

 


Pull. Aim. Release.

She did so.

There was a grunt from the man behind the tree. He jerked his head round to find himself pinned by the sleeve of his chain mail to the trunk of the oak.

There was a chuckle behind her. ‘Neat work for a nun.’

She turned. It was the man she had spoken to earlier.

‘There’s no way he can get out of that without dragging his hauberk off,’ he chuckled again.

Then he drew his great hunting bow and aimed.

 


The power of the longbow meant it could cut through mail and even through plate armour. It was the instrument of war that had led to England’s victories at Crécy and Poitiers against far greater odds of mounted militia. Hildegard was well aware of all that.

The bowman, so neatly pinned by her small bow without bloodshed, finished up clutching an arrow that pierced his steel shirt and reappeared through the front in the middle of his chest. He staggered, looking down
in astonishment at the arrow tip between his fingers. Then blood gushed from his mouth and he toppled forward.

The other bowmen were dispatched with no more than the loss of an arrow apiece. As the last one fell, the men-at-arms penned in their cart by the looters erupted with a roar, snatched up their weapons from the armoury wagon and turned to attack the horsemen.

In the melee that followed Hildegard searched for a sight of Thomas and Edwin. The last she had seen of them was when they jumped down from the char to walk back along the line towards the tail end to see what was happening. Now she glimpsed a flash of white and saw Thomas, unarmed except for a hazel switch, staring up at a horseman whose sword was arching towards him.

Hildegard had automatically slipped an arrow into its notch and now, without thought but with a whispered, ‘Forgive me’, lifted her bow and loosed an arrow into the nearside shoulder of the swordsman’s horse. It reared with a scream of agony as the arrow hit. When it fell it toppled onto its rider, who scrambled to escape. A nearby man-at-arms finished the job. The body was kicked into the ditch.

Hildegard closed her eyes. When she opened them Thomas was rushing to the aid of one of the kitcheners, lashing out with his hazel stick at the face of his assailant and managing to hook his fingers into the servant’s belt to haul him out of harm’s way.

In a hand-to-hand skirmish with the now armed bodyguard the attackers were beaten back. Their leader had
already ridden off and one by one the survivors streaked after him across the wasteland and into the woods.

The York captain roared at his men to fall back.

‘Too late now, you losels! Save your arrows! From now on you keep a proper lookout.’

There were some cuts and bloody noses but nothing serious. The attackers had abandoned their dead and wounded and the captain ordered his men to find the one least likely to die and have him bound in ropes and brought along as a hostage. The man was barely conscious but he was dragged off, groaning in pain, to the back of the convoy and thrown roughly onto a cart among the spare wheels.

 


It was all over by the time the two huntsmen who had gone off earlier emerged from the woods carrying a dozen or so rabbits on poles across their shoulders. They looked askance at the partially unloaded carts.

‘I thought we weren’t stopping?’ one of them asked.

When they were told what had happened they said they were sorry they’d missed the fun. One of them added that they had heard horsemen crashing about in the woods and thought it was a local hunting party and best to give it a wide berth.

‘Who the hell were they?’ asked Edwin while everything was being packed in again. Nobody knew.

‘There’s that manor over at Kettlethorpe,’ somebody suggested. ‘On the rampage from there, you reckon?’

‘I don’t see what they were after. They didn’t take so much as a crust.’

‘We’ll get the truth from that hostage,’ the captain
snarled. ‘Meanwhile,’ he turned to his men, ‘sharpen up unless you want your ears off. We’re not on a bloody pilgrimage.’

It had all happened too suddenly for the kitcheners, who were unused to anything more violent than a pan whizzing past their heads in the palace kitchens at Bishopthorpe. There were white faces. An air of faintness. No one said much.

The chamberlain returned to his char and sat within, fanning himself with his sleeve. When he asked for news of the archbishop, a servant came back looking puzzled. ‘Gone on ahead, My Lord.’

The chamberlain closed his eyes and it was Master Fulford who rose to the occasion.

‘Break out the ale, Gufrid. We’ll catch up with him. Meanwhile let’s stiffen our sinews, then back on the road to Lincoln.’

 


The archbishop was waiting for them on the far side of some woodland astride his horse Pegasus, with the leather bag strapped across his chest. He offered no explanation for his escape as he handed the reins to his groom.

Edwin, climbing back into the char after him, spoke with a tinge of disapproval in his voice. ‘I trust Your Grace is unharmed?’

Neville growled a response and they travelled on in an uneasy silence.

Edwin had shown himself to be useful with his sword and when Hildegard made a remark to that effect he nodded. ‘Why do you think I was thrown out of Oxford?’ He looked quietly pleased with himself.


Licking his cuts, Thomas cuffed Hildegard on the shoulder. ‘I didn’t know you’d been keeping up the old skill. I’m in your debt.’

‘Nonsense, Thomas. I’m truly distressed that men were killed. Even if they did invite a tough response. And the poor horse …’ she shuddered.

‘I saw it gallop off after the survivors,’ he told her. ‘Those boys’ bows don’t penetrate deep tissue.’

This mollified her somewhat but the fate of their attackers preyed on her mind. As did the reason for their ambush and Alexander Neville’s uncharacteristic flight.

 


They thundered on towards their destination and it was shortly before curfew when they poured at last through Lincoln’s northern gate on Ermine Street into the narrow cobbled lane leading to the bishop’s enclave. With the archbishop, true to his original intention, riding at their head on Pegasus, they filled the town with the noise and excitement of their arrival.

Judging by the number of armed guards patrolling the city walls and visible at the top of the great keep on its hill above the town, the whole place was on high alert.

‘News of the invasion?’ asked their own constable, taking in the presence of the militia as soon as he arrived. He stood alongside the city guards and counted everybody in.

‘Nothing fresh. It seems King Charles is having to wait for the Spanish to bring all their ships up.’

Then the attack on the York contingent came out and men were roused from the guardhouse to get out after
them, more as a show of goodwill to the visitors than in the hope of stumbling across the band, for they would be long gone by now. The hostage was thrown into the castle jail for the night until he recovered enough to denounce his comrades.

Unable to talk confidentially to Thomas in the turmoil of carrying in their baggage, Hildegard looked for a chance as soon as they were being conducted towards their separate quarters. They were lodged in the guest house across the garth from the bishop’s palatial abode, with the large Saxon hall between.

She tugged urgently at his sleeve. ‘Has anybody said anything to you about why we’ve been asked along?’

‘By “anybody” I suppose you mean Hubert?’ Thomas gave a wry smile. ‘Whatever the abbot might know he would surely have told you above anybody.’

‘I need to know, Thomas.’

He became serious. ‘Rest assured, Hildegard, I would tell you if there was anything to tell.’

‘Even if you were sworn to secrecy?’

He took her arm and turned her aside from the toing and froing of servants bringing in the baggage. ‘Do you suspect some secret motive?’

His grey eyes were as guileless as a child’s.

‘I wondered if you’d heard anything?’

‘Only that you have knowledge of herbal lore. Hubert mentioned something along those lines. Not that I asked. It’s not my business.’ He smiled down kindly. ‘No one’s sworn me to secrecy. There are no secrets. Even the archbishop’s arthritis is known to every soul in the shire. I’m here to be your shadow wherever you go. You can
trust me.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘I expect that ambush has made you uneasy? I believe it was merely a chance attack.’ He watched her closely. ‘Do you think there’s more to it?’
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