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One

I was speechless.

This is not a condition that afflicts me often. My daughter, Elizabeth, will tell you that I am a garrulous old man, and that one of the reasons she encourages me to write these chronicles is to keep me quiet and to prevent me from boring her and my grandchildren with reminiscences. My son and stepson, when they come to visit me with their families, are more charitable and even, on occasion, encourage my recollections. But as Elizabeth points out, I don’t live with them.

However, to return to our sheep, as the French say. (Heaven knows why, but there you are!) I was bereft of words. Indignation and shock rendered me dumb. Anger stopped my tongue. I was unable to find words to express my feelings. In short, as I’ve already remarked, I was speechless.

Not for long, mind you, but long enough to push back my stool with an almighty scraping of wood on stone, rise to my feet with such violence that I almost upset the table at which Timothy Plummer and I were sitting, and stride to the window, flinging open the casement with an equally outraged gesture, meant to indicate the state of my mind as I stared out moodily over the Thames.

It was a beautiful, sunny, mild October afternoon, and the river was even busier than usual with what seemed to be hundreds of small craft plying up and down and across the water like so many restless water-beetles. Among these small boats, the carved and gilded barges of the great and the good, the genuinely important and the self-important glided upriver to Westminster like swans among ducklings, bright with banners, velvet cushions and the vivid liveries – scarlet, deep blue, amber or emerald – of their oarsmen. A forest of masts and tackle bristled along the wharves, while the great cranes swung bales of cargo from ship to shore or shore to ship, depending upon arrival or departure.

Almost immediately below me, I could see the water-stairs of Baynard’s Castle, the London home of the Dowager Duchess of York and the present temporary lodging of her younger son, the Duke of Gloucester. I could guess that he was champing at the bit to get home to Yorkshire, to his wife and little son, but King Edward refused to let him go until his brother’s recent victory over the Scots, the recapture of the border town of Berwick and its return to English dominion, had been suitably celebrated with pageants and services of thanksgiving. These had occupied most of the past fortnight and were the reason I had remained in London instead of returning immediately to my wife and children in Bristol. I had sent a note to Adela by a friendly carter, warning her to expect me sometime within the next few weeks and assuring her of my safety after my great adventure. It had been my original intention to part company with the army after it reached Nottingham – where, indeed, it began to break up and the southern levies to scatter, the northerners having already left us – but Timothy Plummer had urged me to make the journey to London. Even so, I might have refused and followed my own inclinations, but for a very flattering message from the duke himself, requesting my presence at the victory celebrations.

Now, of course, I knew why.

I turned my head and glared at Timothy Plummer. ‘You bastard!’ I said softly. ‘You cunning little toad! You snake! You...! You...!’ Imagination failed me. I was too angry to think straight.

The spymaster general smiled placatingly. ‘There’s no need to upset yourself, Roger. A little trip across the Channel, what could be nicer? A few days – well, let’s say a little longer, just to be on the safe side – and then you’ll be back again and perfectly free to go home.’

I gritted my teeth. ‘I’m going home tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I’ve written to Adela to say I’m coming. She and the children are expecting me.’ (Not that the latter would be bothered.)

‘Er... I’m afraid not.’ Timothy suddenly looked guilty.

‘What do you mean, you’re afraid not?’ I could sense treachery in the air and my guts were beginning to tie themselves in knots.

My companion did his best to look contrite, but only succeeded in looking smug. If I could have laid hands on my cudgel at that moment, I swear I would have rammed it down his throat. Well, I would have tried.

‘I–er–I had your letter to Mistress Chapman intercepted. The carter was persuaded to hand it over in exchange for a small gratuity. I’m sorry, Roger, but Adela doesn’t even know that you’ve returned from Scotland yet.’

‘She’ll know the war’s over,’ I retorted hotly. ‘Bristol gets news just as fast as London, you know. She’ll be thinking about me, w–wondering where I am.’ The enormity of what he had done choked me and made me stutter. I took a deep breath. ‘I’ve already done one favour for the Crown and come very near to being killed for my pains, and now you’re asking me to do another. In case it’s slipped your mind, Master Plummer, I’m a pedlar by trade – I repeat, a pedlar! – not one of your spies. My answer is no! I will not go to France!’

Timothy grimaced. ‘If I’ve sunk to being “Master Plummer”, then you must be annoyed.’

‘Annoyed?’ I could barely get the word out. ‘Annoyed! I’m furious! Or I would be if I were going.’

The spymaster sighed. ‘I’m afraid you’ve no choice, my friend. This is an order from the king. He was so pleased with your work in Scotland that he wants to make use of your services again.’

‘I didn’t do anything in Scotland except come close to being murdered. What will happen this time? I’ll probably be found floating face down in the Seine.’

I turned back to the window, once more staring down at the water-stairs. A woman now stood there, whether old or young I was unable to tell as, despite the warmth of the day, she was enveloped in a cloak with the hood pulled up. Maybe there was a cold breeze, as there so often was, blowing off the Thames. She made no move to hail any of the passing boats, so I presumed she was waiting for someone, and sure enough, even as I watched, one of the covered boats – price twopence instead of a penny – came across river from the Southwark bank and berthed at the foot of the steps. A young man sprang lightly out, handing over his fare to the oarsman with something of a flourish, as if to prove that money was no object – he could afford to protect himself against the sun as well as the rain – and ran quickly up towards her, smiling and holding out his hand.

He was very nattily dressed in a dark blue tunic, particoloured hose and shoes with pikes of a sufficient length to be caught round his knees with fine gold chains. To complete this outfit, he wore a peaked cap, which sported a long blue feather. Altogether, he fell into that category I have always thought of as ‘the smart young gent’, very pleased with himself and his appearance, and not caring who knows it. The lady greeted him with a chaste kiss on one cheek, but her back still being towards me, I was unable to see if her glance was approving or no, or whether she admired him as much as he obviously admired himself. Before I could even begin to work out the relationship between them, Timothy’s voice had recalled my wandering attention.

‘Roger, I’m sorry but you have no choice in this matter. The king has issued his orders. I promise that you’ll be in no danger and that it won’t be for long.’

I swung round and returned to the table, leaning on my hands and bending over it until my face was within inches of his.

‘You’re a splendid liar, Timothy,’ I snarled. ‘I suppose you have to be in your sort of work, but you don’t convince me, not one little bit. I know your promises of old. Your mind’s as twisted as a coil of rope and I wouldn’t trust you beyond that door over there. In fact, not so far. All right!’ I straightened up and flung out a hand. ‘I can guess what you’re going to say: you came to my rescue in Scotland. But it was only by the merest chance that you were in time. And that wasn’t supposed to be a dangerous mission, either, was it?’ Bile choked me again and I sat down heavily on my stool.

‘Look,’ Timothy said, taking advantage of my enforced silence, ‘you may not believe me, but I’m genuinely sorry about this. If it were up to me, you’d be on your way home tomorrow with the money in your purse that you’ve been promised. Well, that at least will be paid to you, and you certainly won’t lose by this present mission. And what you have to do is quite simple and straightforward.’

I snorted derisively and was about to express my scepticism out loud when a thought struck me. Of course! The whole thing was ludicrous. I once more leaned across the table and gripped my companion’s wrist.

‘You do realize, don’t you, that I can’t speak French?’ I gave a great shout of laughter. ‘I’m not going to be any good to you if I can’t speak the language, am I? Have you considered that?’

Timothy looked uncomfortable, but not, as I naturally assumed, because he had overlooked an obvious fact. ‘You won’t have to speak French,’ he said, avoiding my eyes.

‘Won’t have to speak French?’ I repeated. ‘Then whatever good am I going to be to you? And, furthermore, with my height, fair hair and blue eyes I’m simply going to shriek, “Englishman” at everyone I meet. Dangerous in itself. You know how our neighbours across the water love us! Like a rat loves poison.’

Timothy cleared his throat and squirmed a bit on his stool. He also looked embarrassed. I wondered what was coming.

‘As a matter of fact, none of that will matter. You’re travelling as an Englishman and using your own name.’

I stared at him blankly for a moment or two before eventually finding my tongue. ‘In God’s name, what use is that going to be to you?’

He chewed his thumbnail before answering. ‘The truth is, Roger...’ Again he hesitated.

‘I should be grateful for the truth,’ I snapped.

‘The truth is –’ Timothy took a deep breath, like a man plunging into a tub of cold water – ‘the truth is, you’re accompanying someone else who can speak French. A lady. You will pose as her husband, her English husband.’

‘What?!’ I couldn’t believe my ears.

‘Your job –’ now that the murder was out, Timothy was gaining in confidence – ‘is to look after her and see to her needs as if she were indeed your wife.’

Slowly I rose to my feet. ‘Oh, no!’

‘Oh, yes! Those are the orders, Roger, and there’s no gainsaying them. And if you’re thinking about Mistress Chapman, there’s no reason why she should ever know. She isn’t even aware of your present whereabouts. You could still be making your way back from Scotland. You’ve dropped out of sight and out of time as far as she’s concerned. With regard to the lady you’re taking to France,’ he hurried on, not giving me a chance to speak, ‘as her supposed husband, you’ll have, of course, to share a bedchamber with her wherever you stop for the night. Possibly the same bed. Well, yes, definitely the same bed if you are both to avoid suspicion. But what happens... What I mean is...’ His tongue seemed to tie itself in knots and he eventually fell silent, drumming his fingers on the table top.

‘Nothing is going to happen,’ I answered quietly but firmly, ‘because I’m not going. The king can find someone else to play out this little charade.’

Timothy sucked his teeth as if considering the matter, then sadly (the hypocrite!) shook his head. ‘No. His Highness has commanded your services and will accept no one else’s. I apologize again, old friend, but there is nothing I can do.’

‘Stop calling me your “friend”!’ I shouted, bringing my fist down with a thump on the table. ‘Sweet Virgin!’ I straightened my back and took in air like a drowning man reaching the water’s surface. ‘You’re asking me – all right, the king is asking me – to squire a woman to France, posing as her husband, and to share the same bed with her for goodness knows how many nights. If this isn’t an invitation to commit adultery, I don’t know what is!’

‘Not if you’re a faithful husband,’ the spymaster retorted smugly. ‘And I hope, Roger, that you’ve always been that.’

Which showed how much he knew. I recollected with acute discomfort an amorous episode the previous year with a cosy little armful in Gloucester by the name of Juliette Gerrish. Until then, I had thought myself immune to the physical charms of other women. Now I knew better.

I walked back to the window. The man and woman had disappeared. The landing stage was empty. Typically, the warmth of the autumn afternoon had suddenly vanished and there was a spiteful rumour of winter in the air. Clouds chased one another overhead, broken by only momentary gleams of sunlight, cold as steel.

‘So what is she like, this woman I’m to escort to France?’ I asked harshly. ‘Old? Young? Pretty? Plain? Or downright ugly with a face like a pig’s backside? Probably the latter. That would be your idea of a joke.’

‘All the better for you if she had.’ Timothy grinned. ‘It would curb your baser instincts, if they’re what you’re afraid of.’

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

There was a pause: then my companion said, with more than a touch of evasiveness, ‘You’ll find out, all in good time. I’m just relieved that you seem to have accepted the situation.’

‘Don’t be too sure.’ I heaved myself away from the wall against which I had been leaning and faced him once more. ‘I’ve a good mind to try to speak to my lord of Gloucester. He’s here, in the castle, and has always shown himself sympathetic to me in the past.’

‘Ah! Now!’ Timothy smiled benignly. ‘It’s odd that you should say that, Roger, because I have instructions to take you to see the duke this very evening. His Grace has half an hour to spare before attending yet another banquet of thanksgiving, given by the lord mayor.’

‘Oh? And what does he want to see me about?’ I demanded belligerently. ‘Prince Richard, I mean.’

Again Timothy looked discomfited. ‘He wants you to undertake a special mission for him while you’re in Paris. Paris, by the way, is your eventual destination. I don’t think I’ve mentioned that.’

‘There’s a great deal you haven’t mentioned,’ I retorted wrathfully. ‘This is a bit like peeling an onion: there’s always another stinking layer underneath.’ I returned to the table and sat down yet again, folding my hands on the table top and staring at him across the wine- and food-stained boards. I made a great effort to speak calmly. ‘So let’s begin at the beginning, shall we, “old friend”? Why am I – and, of course, my fair travelling companion – being sent to France in the first place? Am I allowed to know the reason?’

Timothy breathed an obvious sigh of relief, sensing my capitulation. ‘Let’s have some wine,’ he suggested, and, going to the door, opened it and yelled for a server. ‘We might as well be comfortable,’ he added, ‘and it’s still an hour or so until supper. I don’t know about you, but I could do with a drink.’

Ten minutes later – the service was prompt in Baynard’s Castle – Timothy poured us both a second mazer of a wine that he assured me, aware of my ignorance, was one of the best in the castle cellars. This information did nothing to reassure me. On the contrary, it only increased my uneasiness. If the lackeys had orders to treat us like honoured guests, there was a reason for it. ‘Flattery’ and ‘bribery’ were two of the words that immediately sprang to mind; ‘softening up’ were two more. I liked none of them.

Suddenly realizing how thirsty I was, I had tossed back the first cup of wine with an abandon that had made my companion wince, but he had forced himself to keep pace with me for the sake of good fellowship. Now, however, he urged me to savour the second with more decorum.

‘We don’t want to get drunk, do we?’ he said. ‘We need our wits about us.’

‘I’d very much like to get drunk,’ I snapped. ‘Oh, don’t worry – I won’t. Just get on with what you were going to tell me. Why does the king want me to go to France...? But wait a minute!’ My worst suspicions were suddenly aroused. ‘You must have regular spies in Paris. Why aren’t you employing one of them to do whatever needs to be done?’

‘Ah! Yes!’ Timothy recruited his strength with another gulp or two of wine, forgetting in his agitation to give it the respect he claimed it deserved. ‘The unhappy fact is...’

‘Go on,’ I encouraged him grimly.

‘Well, sad to say, we need a... a fresh face in Paris to... er... to replace poor Hubert Pole, who...’

‘Who what?’

‘Who met with an accident,’ Timothy finished in a rush. ‘Have some more of this excellent Rhenish.’ He refilled my mazer with a generous hand, ignoring his recent injunction to me not to get drunk.

‘What sort of accident?’ I pushed the cup aside, untouched.

‘He... er... Well, strangely enough, he was found drowned in the Seine. The poor fellow must have slipped and fallen in.’

‘Slipped and fallen in, my left foot!’ I exclaimed with unusual restraint, adding caustically, ‘Such a quiet river, the Seine, by all accounts. I don’t suppose there was anyone around to pull him out... Now, suppose you tell me the truth.’

‘It did happen at night,’ Timothy explained hopefully.

‘Of course it did. And I expect this Hubert Pole was just enjoying a quiet nocturnal stroll, minding his own business, no threat to anyone.’ I sat up straight on my stool, clasping my arms across my chest defiantly. ‘You can find someone else, Timothy. I’m not going.’

‘You won’t be in any danger as long as you follow instructions. One of the reasons it has been decided to send you and the lady as husband and wife is that a married couple is less likely to arouse suspicion. In any case, you aren’t being sent to winkle out closely guarded state secrets. In all probability, the information wanted by King Edward – if, unfortunately, what he fears should prove to be true – will be common knowledge by Christmas.’

‘In that case,’ I interrupted angrily, ‘why are we going?’

‘His Highness wishes to be forearmed.’

‘About what?’ Although my tone of voice was still forbidding, I relaxed my posture a little.

Timothy was quick to notice it and breathed more easily himself. ‘You know, of course, that negotiations have been proceeding for some time for the betrothal of the Princess Elizabeth to the young Dauphin of France.’

‘No.’

My companion, taken aback by this flat denial, looked his astonishment. ‘You must do,’ he protested.

‘I’ve been otherwise occupied,’ I snapped. ‘Toiling up to Scotland, for example, and then nearly being murdered. Or had you forgotten?’

‘But... Oh, well, never mind. Just accept my assurances that this is so. There’s been a flurry of diplomatic activity between London and Plessis-les-Tours for months. Ever since February, in fact.’

‘Plessis-les-Tours?’

‘It’s where King Louis mainly resides these days. A château on the Loire. In fact, the rumour is that he has withdrawn there permanently with the French court. He has never liked Paris.’

‘So? Princess Elizabeth is going to marry the Dauphin. That seems simple enough. English princesses have married French princes before now, and vice versa.’

Timothy shrugged. ‘Unfortunately, rumours have been reaching us of late of a change of heart by Louis. There’s talk – nothing substantiated as yet, but the information is from trusted sources – that he is ready to repudiate the English alliance and marry his son to Maximilian’s daughter, Margaret. Worse still, it’s said that Burgundy is ready to make peace with France and that this marriage will be a part of the peace terms.’

I absorbed this information in silence. There was no need for Timothy to spell out exactly what this would mean for England. The Duchy of Burgundy had been our closest ally for many years now, and, equally important, if not more, the chief customer on mainland Europe for our wool exports. King Edward’s own sister, Margaret, had been the third wife of the late Duke Charles, but his death five and a half years ago had left only one child, Mary, the daughter of his first marriage, and she had married Maximilian of Austria. Immediately, Louis had moved to bring back the duchy – for many decades now a palatinate, owing little but lip-service to the French Crown – to a fiefdom under France’s control. Maximilian and the dowager duchess had appealed for England’s support in vain: King Edward refused point-blank to jeopardize the substantial annual pension paid to him by King Louis ever since the Treaty of Picquigny, seven years earlier. Even the disapproval of his own people, expressed in shouts and insults whenever he showed his face in public, had failed to change his mind. He had sown the wind: now, it seemed, he was about to reap the whirlwind.

I shrugged. ‘What did His Highness expect when he left Burgundy to struggle on against France alone? It was surely inevitable that Maximilian would eventually be forced to make peace. And after the death of his wife, I imagine that what little remained of the will to fight went out of him.’ (Mary of Burgundy had died the preceding spring after a fall from her horse.)

Timothy regarded me approvingly. ‘I’ll say this for you, Roger,’ he conceded generously, ‘you’re never such an ignorant fool as you look.’ I thanked him acidly, but he ignored me and continued, ‘Mind you, I wouldn’t argue with you on that score: nor would a lot of other people. But that’s not our business. Our business is to carry out the king’s commands, which are that you and the lady in question go to Paris and try to discover the truth of the matter. Separate rumour from fact.’

Before I could reply, there was tap at the door of the room in which we were sitting and Timothy rose, pushing back his stool. ‘Ah! This must be the lady herself,’ he muttered, giving me an oddly apprehensive glance. He braced his shoulders and went to let her in.


Two

I did not recognize her immediately. She was wearing a long blue cloak with the hood pulled up, and for a brief moment I wondered if she was the woman I had noticed earlier, at the top of the water-stairs. Then I dismissed the idea. She was surely somewhat taller, and the other woman’s cloak was brown.

Timothy stepped forward to greet the new arrival. ‘Mistress Gray,’ he murmured, bending gallantly over her extended hand. He indicated me. ‘You... you... er... remember Master Chapman.’

The lady gave a gurgle of laughter and shed her cloak to reveal a slender, willowy form in a plain dark red woollen gown, the colour of garnets, and ornamented with nothing more than a simple leather girdle and a solitary gold chain about her throat. Her long white fingers were innocent of rings. The fair, wavy hair, which curled luxuriantly over a small, neat head, had been coaxed into a silver net at the nape of her neck, but had obviously, at some time, been cut short like a boy’s, and, if loose, would, I reckoned, be barely shoulder-length. A pair of large violet-blue eyes regarded me appraisingly.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘How could I forget him?’ Her voice had an underlying lilt to it, slight but unmistakable, that transported me straight back to Scotland.

And that was when I knew her, the moment the scales dropped from my eyes.

Now, it’s one thing to be rendered speechless once in a while, but twice in the same day is too much. I made inarticulate gobbling noises as I backed away from her, overturning my stool as I did so, and gestured furiously with my hands as though to ward off the evil eye; all of which seemed to afford her the greatest amusement, but angered Timothy, who could plainly foresee another interminable argument with me.

I finally found my voice. ‘Oh, no!’ I exclaimed savagely. ‘Oh, no! There is nothing on earth will persuade me to go to France – indeed, to go anywhere – with her!’

The spymaster’s mouth set in a grim line. He had evidently done with trying to cajole me. When he spoke, it was with the voice of authority, reinforced by royal command. ‘You’ve no choice, Roger. I thought I’d made that perfectly clear. Mistress Gray is your travelling companion whether you like it or not. If you refuse, I shall have no alternative but to place you under arrest.’

‘That bitch tried to murder me!’ I shouted. ‘You know damn well she did! And you expect me to go jaunting through France with her?’

That did, at last, wipe the smile from Eloise Gray’s face. She managed to look both offended and horrified at once.

‘Roger!’ she protested. ‘You don’t really believe, surely, that I would have harmed you?’

‘You gave a very good imitation of being prepared to cut my heart out,’ I yelled, and was conscious that my teeth were drawn back over my lips in a wolfish grimace. I was disgusted to feel my heart pounding like that of a woman.

Eloise took a step towards me and I moved even further away until I fetched up against the wall, my hands, cold and sweating, pressed against the stones.

She sighed. ‘This is ridiculous. How can I convince you that I intended you no hurt? If Master Plummer here had not arrived in time, I would have found some other way to save you. I promise! It was never my intention to allow that murdering band to carry out their fell design.’

I looked at Timothy. ‘Is she telling the truth?’

I could see by the expression on his face, fleeting though it was, that he was considering whether or not to lie. In the end, however, he decided on the truth as being the wiser course.

‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I wasn’t in league with Mistress Gray, if that’s what you’re asking. But I know of no reason to disbelieve her.’ All the same, there was a shifty gleam in his eye.

‘When I left Scotland,’ I pointed out, ‘she was under arrest with the others on a charge of sorcery. I assumed that she’d gone to the flames by now.’

For a moment, my blunt speaking brought Eloise up short and she blenched. She made a sign, but, watching her closely, I would have been willing to swear that it was not of the Cross. Some pagan symbol, perhaps? Timothy seemed to notice nothing: his eyes were fixed on me. I met the lady’s limpid gaze and decided that I might have been mistaken. Surely such a beautiful face could never be a mask for evil: she must have been led astray by her erstwhile companions. And although I was not altogether convinced by this theory, common sense and fairness told me that it could indeed be true. I relaxed a little and Timothy, quick to observe it, permitted himself a brief smile.

‘The fact is, Roger, that during my questioning of Mistress Gray, I discovered that she would be of greater use to us alive than dead.’

‘Us?’

‘To His Highness the King, and therefore, of course, to me. The first news of Hubert Pole’s death, and the early rumours of a possible rapprochement between King Louis and Duke Maximilian reached me while we were still in Edinburgh.’

‘I see... And where does His Grace the Duke of Gloucester figure in all this?’

I saw alarm flicker in the spymaster’s eyes as he said hurriedly, ‘No, no! This mission is for the king. It has nothing to do with Duke Richard. If you thought I said to the contrary, you must have misunderstood me.’

I knew, and he knew, that there had been no mistake. I was to have an audience with the duke that very evening. What I hadn’t realized until that moment was that it was to be a secret from my travelling companion. Why? Was it that Timothy really didn’t trust her, or was it that this special errand I was being saddled with was so dangerous that the fewer people who knew about it, the better? My uneasiness and sense of foreboding increased and I cast around frantically in my mind, searching for some way that I could escape. What was to stop me from simply leaving Baynard’s Castle and London this very afternoon and melting into the countryside, making my way home to Bristol by all the byways and unfrequented roads that I knew so well as a pedlar? Nothing was the answer, except that I would be pursued, or, most likely, I would arrive home to find myself being arrested on my doorstep and hauled off to prison in front of my wife and children. There was absolutely no possibility of being allowed to flout the might of authority.

I shrugged and eased myself away from the wall, walking back to the table, where I refilled my mazer with wine and sat down, stretching out my long legs so that neither Timothy nor Eloise Gray could pull up a seat too close to me. Not, I think, that Timothy would have tried. He knew, even if the lady did not, that I was in such a cold fury that he would do well to keep his distance until my anger had abated somewhat.

Instead, he addressed himself to the task of placating me. He invited Eloise to take his vacated seat and fetched himself a joint-stool from beside the empty fireplace, sitting down somewhere between us. Then he poured wine for the two of them, casting me a reproachful look for my lack of manners.

‘Mistress Gray’s mother,’ he announced, ‘was French. Eloise speaks the language fluently.’

Well, I supposed that explained some part of her usefulness, although not all by any means. Timothy must have at his disposal a number of people fluent in the French tongue who could just as easily have been despatched on this foray across the Channel. So I waited expectantly, at the same time being careful not to display the slightest sign of interest. I studied the scuffed toes of my boots, waggling my feet up and down.

‘Oh, stop sulking, you great oaf!’ the spymaster roared, his patience snapping.

Both Mistress Gray and I jumped, and I turned my head to stare at him. He had gone quite red in the face and looked ready to murder me. Something about his appearance forcefully, and unreasonably, struck me as funny and I began to laugh. After a moment’s hesitation, Eloise joined in, although I could tell that she was unsure exactly what I found so amusing. For his part, Timothy was so relieved that the atmosphere had lightened he forgot to take umbrage and beamed at the pair of us, rather like a parent whose children had suddenly decided to be good.

‘That’s better,’ he said approvingly, ‘so I’ll continue. As I was saying, Roger, Mistress Gray speaks French as a native, learned at her mother’s knee. In addition, she has family connections in Flanders.’ He paused, obviously to give added weight to what was to follow. I waited expectantly, but unfortunately, when the information came, it meant nothing to me. ‘One of her distant cousins,’ Timothy continued impressively, ‘is Olivier le Daim.’

I raised my eyebrows politely and waited some more.

‘Olivier le Daim!’ Timothy repeated impatiently.

It was Eloise who came to my rescue. She gave a tiny gurgle of laughter, no doubt at my bewildered expression, and said, ‘I don’t suppose Master Chapman has ever heard of him, sir. Outside of France – indeed, beyond French court circles – he would be very little known.’ She smiled at me, deliberately setting out to charm. ‘This cousin of my mother’s – cousin in the third or fourth degree, I forget which, but distant – was a barber by trade, and eventually – don’t ask me how or when – became barber to King Louis. King Louis, however, found that Olivier had other talents, such as successfully organizing the royal baggage wagons when the court moved from one place to the next. No easy task, I imagine. So my cousin was promoted and put in charge of all the king’s journeyings around the kingdom. In short, he has become a great favourite and close confidant of His Highness. A few years ago, he was sent as royal envoy to the Flemings of Ghent, and nowadays entertains visiting dignitaries to Plessis whom the king cannot be bothered to see for himself. From being a mere barber, he is now a great man.’

I snorted. ‘He wants to watch his back, then. Nobodies who become kings’ favourites are usually hated and very often pay for it with their lives. We had a good example of that in Scotland only a few months ago, as you know as well as I. When King Louis dies, your precious cousin could find himself dancing on air at the end of a rope.’ (Prophetic words, as it turned out the following year, but that has nothing to do with the present story.) ‘Anyway,’ I went on, ‘what has Master le Daim got to do with this mission to France that you and I are undertaking?’

‘I’ve had word,’ said Timothy, ‘from Lord Dynham, the deputy governor of Calais, that Monsieur le Daim will be in Paris very shortly – probably sometime next week – on a mission for King Louis to the city goldsmiths. If Mistress Gray can introduce herself to him as a kinswoman, she may be able to find out King Louis’s intentions with regard to Burgundy and the English marriage between the dauphin and the Princess Elizabeth, straight, as it were, from the horse’s mouth.’

‘And are you sure that Lord Dynham’s information is reliable?’

Timothy got to his feet. ‘It usually is. A great many people pass through Calais on their way home from the Continent, and, unlike most rolling stones, they gather moss. Calais is a hotbed of gossip, not all of it idle. Now!’ He smiled paternally at Eloise Gray and myself, looking so pleased with himself and so condescending that the toe of my boot itched to make contact with his backside. ‘I shall leave you two to get better acquainted in your new roles as husband and wife. Take a walk. Visit the shops. But, Roger, remember, I need you back here at Baynard’s Castle by suppertime. My lord of Gloucester,’ he explained glibly to Eloise, ‘wishes to thank Roger personally for accompanying the Duke of Albany to Scotland.’ Whether or not she believed this, there was no means of knowing: the elfin face gave nothing away. Timothy went on, ‘Tomorrow, Roger, you must be fitted for some new clothes.’ At my indignant protest, he eyed me up and down and responded sharply, ‘You can’t go to France posing as a prosperous haberdasher looking like that. And you will need extra baggage and some samples of cloth to give credence to your story.’

‘And what is my story?’ I demanded belligerently. ‘Until this moment I wasn’t even aware of my new calling.’

He patted my shoulder. ‘Everything will finally be decided upon in the morning. You will both please meet me here, in this same chamber, immediately after dinner, when the details of your journey and of your... er... “marriage” will be agreed between us. The tailor will also be present to measure you, Roger, for those clothes I spoke of.’

A moment later, he was gone, whisking himself out of the room before I could raise further objections or subject him to any more of my ill humour.

‘Coward!’ I shouted, but the door had already closed behind him and I found myself addressing solid oak.

I turned back to my companion, eyeing her askance.

She laughed. ‘You needn’t worry, Master Chapman. I don’t require your escort around London. I have sufficient knowledge of the streets to be able to take care of myself. I was here with my lord of Albany two years ago.’

‘Just as well.’ I glowered as she rose to her feet and prepared to depart. But nevertheless she intrigued me, and I detained her by the simple expedient of asking another question. ‘Your mother may be French, but I’d swear there’s Scottish blood in you somewhere. Your father?’

She sat down again. ‘Yes. Maman was French,’ she agreed. ‘She died five years ago. Both my parents are dead, and you’re right – my father was indeed Scottish. He was a member of King Louis’s Scots Guards and died fighting for him, when I was four years old, at the battle of Montlhéry.’

‘Montlhéry?’ I queried, coaxing my tongue around the name, not without some difficulty.

‘Oh, you probably wouldn’t have heard of it,’ she said. ‘It was a battle fought against the king’s own subjects, who wanted to depose him in favour of his brother Charles.’ She added scornfully, ‘They called themselves the League of the Public Weal,’ and spat on the floor in a most unladylike fashion. ‘Common good? They had no thought of the common good! It was pure ambition and greed. I know! My mother told me all about it when I was old enough to understand. Burgundy was one of them. The late duke, Charles of Charolais, as he still was then, fought on behalf of his father, Duke Philip.’ She leaned towards me, suddenly deadly serious, her great violet-blue eyes burning with righteous wrath. ‘Do you know that after he became king – that was the year I was born – Louis bought back Picardy and the Somme towns from Burgundy for four hundred thousand crowns? But then Duke Philip regretted the deal and decided he wanted them back again.’

‘Don’t tell me,’ I interrupted, ‘I can guess what’s coming. Philip wanted them back and to hang on to the money as well. Am I right?’

She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘Of course you are. So he formed this league with all the other malcontents – the dukes of Brittany, Berry, Anjou, Calabria, Bourbon and I don’t know how many others – all pretending that they were acting in the public interest and that it would be better for the country if they put Charles instead of Louis on the throne.’

‘And did Louis win at... at this place you mentioned?’

‘Montlhéry? Sadly not. My father died in vain.’ Then her little face brightened, losing its bitter look. ‘But King Louis got the better of them all in the end, not by force of arms, but by cunning and sheer strength of will.’

I chewed my thumbnail thoughtfully. ‘And now it would seem that he intends to bring Burgundy to heel by marrying his son to Maximilian’s daughter.’

‘We don’t know that for certain,’ she said quickly. ‘That’s what we’re going to France to find out.’

I agreed. ‘But I don’t suppose it’s King Louis’s intentions we’re being sent to discover, but Maximilian’s. I have no doubt whatsoever that Louis will happily repudiate the English alliance in favour of the Burgundian. He would be a fool not to. And once Burgundy is a spent force, no longer a thorn in France’s side, well then...’

‘Well then what?’

‘It will be farewell to that annual pension that King Louis pays King Edward so promptly every year.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s been paid for the past seven years on the understanding that England would refrain from going to Burgundy’s aid in any conflict she had with France. Which is exactly what has happened. In spite of all the pressure on him from nobles and commoners alike, the king has steadily refused to send an expeditionary force to help Maximilian in his struggle against the French, with the result that he looks likely to have cut off his nose to spite his face.’ I grimaced. ‘My own guess is that this mission you and I are being sent on is a sheer waste of time. Any fool with half a brain could predict that Louis will choose the Burgundian marriage. He has everything to gain from it and nothing at all from the English alliance. Indeed, he’ll be the richer in more ways than one for breaking with King Edward.’

Eloise raised an eyebrow. ‘You think we’re being sent on a fool’s errand? I agree with you about King Louis, but you said yourself that it’s Maximilian’s intentions that are the more important, and what we have to find out.’

I snorted. ‘My dear girl, I’ve just told you that anyone with half a brain could foretell what Louis will do. Well, anyone with the other half must surely harbour very few doubts concerning Burgundy’s reaction. He’s appealed to us, his closest ally, in vain. He’s in a fair way to being beaten to his knees. His wife, who commanded his subjects’ loyalty, is dead and their child too young to be a rallying point. He’s an Austrian, a stranger, which many of the duchy’s people resent. He can either wait for his lands to be overrun or he can rescue a little dignity from the situation by marrying his daughter to the dauphin and making a peace of sorts with King Louis. An idiot could work it out.’

My companion looked thoughtful. ‘So, as you rightly ask, what is the purpose of sending us to Paris? My cousin Olivier, although a very shrewd man as I understand it, can only tell us what we already know.’

‘Guess,’ I corrected her. ‘As for the rest,’ I went on scornfully, ‘our superiors, those set in authority over us, don’t need reasons for squandering money. The discovery that you and this Olivier le Daim are in some vague way related to one another is a heaven-sent pretext for Master Plummer to arrange a secret mission for us into France. It makes him look as though he’s busy protecting the safety of the realm. Our wonderful spymaster general, ever vigilant!’

She laughed. ‘You sound like a man with a grudge.’

‘I am. I should be on my way home now to my wife and family, none of whom I’ve seen for months. Instead, that little runt has enmeshed me in one of his precious schemes, which, as far as I can see, is a waste of time.’ I poured what remained of the wine into my mazer, tossed it off and felt slightly better. ‘However, there’s nothing I can do about it, so I’d better resign myself to making the best of a bad job. At least it doesn’t seem as though it’ll take long, not if this cousin of yours really is going to be in Paris some time soon. Mind you,’ I added gloomily, ‘a dozen things could go wrong or he could simply change his mind.’

‘A possibility,’ Eloise agreed, smiling. ‘Because it won’t, of course, be Olivier who changes his mind, but the king. And Louis is a great one for altering his plans at the last moment.’

I regarded her curiously. ‘You speak of him – the king, that is – as if you were fond of him. I noticed it before.’

She rose from her stool and smoothed down her skirt. ‘I’ve never set eyes on him, so I can hardly be fond of him, but I admire him greatly, as my parents did.’ She looked at me defiantly. ‘You appear to find that odd.’

I shrugged. ‘Most people seem to dislike him. I’ve heard him described as devious, cunning, crafty. Someone compared him to a spider sitting in the middle of his web, spinning his schemes. I saw him once.’ She looked surprised. ‘From a distance, you understand. I was at Picquigny. A very unprepossessing man and not dressed at all like a king.’

‘No.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘My mother said he had no interest in clothes and was always attired like one of his lowlier servants. But an extremely clever man. According to Maman, when he became king, France was a nation torn apart by a dozen rival factions, after the long years of war with the English. But when you were finally kicked out –’ she gave me a cheeky grin, tinged with malice – ‘Louis set about unifying the country again by any means at his command. And he has done so. If you’re right, Burgundy will be brought to heel very soon... Now, I must be off. As I mentioned, I’ve no need of your company. I can look after myself.’ She moved towards the door, then with her hand on the latch, glanced back over her shoulder. ‘Why does my lord of Gloucester want to see you?’ she asked.

‘What?’ The question caught me off guard. ‘Oh... Didn’t you hear what Timothy said?’ What the devil had he said? Something about Duke Richard wanting to thank me. ‘He... er... he wishes to express his gratitude for my–my care of the Duke of Albany in Scotland.’

I don’t suppose she believed the story for a moment, but the mention of Albany and Scotland made her take herself off in a hurry with the promise to see me in this same room the next morning, after dinner, if not before. I made no immediate move to follow her, but sat for a while longer, staring into space, thinking.

At first, Eloise’s admiration for King Louis seemed to me to sort ill with her undertaking of the present mission, but after a very few minutes mulling it over, I considered it less strange. To begin with, she didn’t really have a choice but to comply with Timothy’s and his royal master’s wishes. Being convicted of sorcery and witchcraft meant being burned at the stake. She must know she was lucky to be alive and would throw no rub in the way of remaining so. Secondly, our mission was in no sort damaging or harmful to either the French king or his country.

In fact, the more I thought about it, the more unnecessary it seemed and the more my anger increased. It appeared to me that I was being made a fool of. Well, perhaps not a fool precisely, but that I was being kept in London against my will for no very obvious reason. But in that case, I told myself, there must surely be a hidden motive. In spite of what I had said to Eloise Gray, I couldn’t really believe that either Timothy or, more particularly, the Duke of Gloucester would despatch me to France simply to bring back information that would probably soon be common knowledge. God forbid that I should be as cynical as that!

I had been told that my role was passive, that I was being sent in order to afford Eloise protection and to add to her disguise as an ordinary traveller. A woman alone would be too conspicuous and open to all manner of unwelcome advances from predatory men. But I was beginning to wonder if the opposite were not really the truth: if she were not my protection and my disguise. But against what? Or whom? What was this secret mission that I was to undertake for Prince Richard? And it was to be kept secret even from my companion. Now why?

My head was aching and I became conscious of a crick in the back of my neck. I was also aware of how rigid my shoulders had become, and I got to my feet, stretching my arms in order to ease the tension. I walked over to the window again, pushing the casement a little wider and breathing in the stale odours of London: fetid water, fish, seaweed, the smells of a hundred cook-shops, the blood and guts of the Shambles and the stink of the drains, full to overflowing by this time in the afternoon. The noise, too, the cacophony of a myriad voices and rumbling traffic, interlaced as it was with the constant chiming of bells, smote my ears, reminding me, in case I was in any danger of forgetting it, that this was a capital city, the hub of the country and one of the largest trading ports in the whole of Europe. But Paris, I had been reliably informed, was even bigger, noisier and of far greater importance. After the comparative quiet of Scotland that had embraced me for the past few months, I wasn’t looking forward to my enforced visit.

Two people came out of the castle and stood at the top of the water-stairs just below me. I recognized them as the couple I had seen earlier: the young – at least I presumed she was young – woman, still cloaked from head to foot and with her back towards me, and her escort, as debonair and jaunty as ever. The blue feather in his hat positively quivered in the sunlight, the sun having recently deigned to show its face again.

‘Wagge! Wagge! Go we hence!’ the man yelled at a passing boat, and the boatman, on the lookout for a new fare, immediately rowed to the foot of the steps. My smart young gent ran lightly down, blew a kiss to his lady with the tips of his fingers and was rowed away upstream. The woman watched for a moment or two, then turned with a swirl of her cloak and disappeared once more indoors.

I turned from the window. Before I came back for my meeting with Timothy, and then with His Grace of Gloucester, I had visits of my own to make, old acquaintances to be looked up and friendships renewed.


Three

I emerged into the hustle and bustle of Thames Street and, by way of Fish Hill, Trinity Street and the Walbrook, found myself at last in the Stock’s Market, from where it was only a few minutes’ walk to the Leadenhall and Cornhill. It being the middle of the week, I guessed that my old friend Philip Lamprey would be working, so I made first for the market, where the noise was a little less insistent than outside, but not by much. The stalls, each with its own haggling, shouting crowd surrounding it, were so close together that it was impossible to force a path between them and I had to use the main aisles, pushing and shoving aside the press of people, loudly cursing and being as enthusiastically sworn at in return.

At the end of half an hour, tired, sweating profusely and with my temper in shreds, I had failed to locate Philip and his second-hand clothes stall. My attempts to question other stallholders as to his whereabouts had met either with blank stares or impatient waves of the hand, indicating that I should be off about my own business and not wasting honest men’s time with foolish questions.

‘What? What d’you say? Can’t ’ear you!’

I repeated my question.

‘Oo? Oo’d you say? Oi! You there! Stop ’andling them goods if you ain’t buyin’. Thievin’ baggage! I knows your sort! Sorry!’ This last to me with a desperate shrug of the shoulders. ‘Lamprey? ‘’Aven’t seen ’im fer a sennight, maybe longer. Where? Where’d I see ’im? No, I ain’t got no white soap, mistress. It’s Bristol grey or nothing.’

Frustrated, fuming and out of sorts with the entire human race, I finally decided that, for some reason or another, Philip was not working that day, so, apostrophizing him as a lazy bastard, I quit the Leadenhall and made my way to the one-roomed daub and wattle cottage he and his wife shared in a back alley of Cornhill. I recognized it immediately, in spite of not having visited the Lampreys for some time, but as I approached, I experienced a sudden premonition that all was not well. The door stood slightly ajar, but there was nothing in that. Jeanne was the friendliest of souls and kept open house for her neighbours, yet I had a sense of the place being empty. There was no smoke issuing from the hole in the roof, no indication of any movement within, no singing, none of the domestic busyness I always associated with Philip’s young and pretty wife.

Uneasily, I rapped loudly on the door. There was no answer, so I knocked again. And again. Nothing happened. Cautiously, I pushed it wider and went in.

There was no one there, nor had there been for several weeks, I guessed. The ashes on the hearth were cold, almost dust. The pot hanging over it from its rusty hook was thickly coated inside with the remains of what had probably once been a stew, but was now quarter of an inch deep in mould and alive with maggots. The bile rose in my throat as I recoiled from the nauseating sight. The bed, pushed against one wall, had been stripped of bedding, and fleas chased one another merrily across the straw mattress; the curtain hanging at the single window showed signs of mildew. Everything was in a state of neglect, having been abandoned where it lay. I wondered what in heaven’s name could have caused Jeanne and Philip to leave their home to the dirt and the rats, one of which had emerged from its hole and was sitting brazenly in the middle of the floor, scratching for crumbs of rotting food among the stale rushes. I kicked out at it with my foot, but was ignored.

I heard a noise behind me and swung round, my hand going to the haft of my meat knife, which was stuck in my belt. I hadn’t brought my cudgel, not thinking I should need it. And nor did I. The woman who stood in the doorway, regarding me with round, suspicious eyes, was elderly with furrowed cheeks and strands of wispy grey hair escaping from beneath her cap. When she spoke, I could see that she was missing a number of teeth.

‘Who are you? What d’you want?’

‘I’m looking for Jeanne and Philip Lamprey,’ I said, my hand dropping back to my side. ‘I’m a friend.’

‘Ho! A friend, is it?’ She made no attempt to step beyond the threshold. ‘Not so much a friend you know what’s come to them, then. I’ll tell you to your head, there ain’t nothin’ t’ steal in here, master. Anything worth takin’ has been took since ’e went, and that’s more ’n a month gone. Them around here don’ let good stuff go t’ waste. An’ why should they?’ she added belligerently. ‘Life’s hard. You gotta snatch what comes your way.’

‘I don’t want to steal anything,’ I retorted angrily. ‘I told you, I’m the Lampreys’ friend. I live in Bristol and recently I’ve been abroad – Scotland – so I haven’t been able to see Master and Mistress Lamprey for some while. Where are they? What’s become of them?’

The woman gnashed her gums together and subjected me to another hard stare, but then she seemed to accept my story. It was a comfort to know that at least I didn’t look like a villain and could pass for an honest man.

‘She died in childbirth, her and the child – oh, back in August ’t would be, round ’bout Lamastide. It were a boy, too, jus’ what they both wanted.’

‘Jeanne dead?’ I interrupted, horrified, unable for the moment to take it in. ‘Dead?’ I repeated.

‘Milk fever,’ the woman confirmed. ‘Jus’ the way my eldest girl went when she had her third. Sudden like. One minute sittin’ up talkin’ as right as you please, the next out of her wits, poor soul. And dead within three days.’

‘Oh dear God,’ I groaned. ‘And what of Philip? He thought the world of her.’

‘Aye, he took it hard. Didn’t leave the cottage for weeks after she and the babe were buried. Didn’t eat, didn’t sleep – well, not much – didn’t work. Didn’t cry even, leastways not that I saw. Just lay in here, on that there bed, curled up, knees drawn up to his chin, not speaking. Us neighbours did our best t’ rouse him, brought him food and drink – brought him some o’ my best home-made beer and rabbit stew – but he refused t’ touch either. Don’ think he even knew it were there. Worn away to a thread he were in the end. Never had much meat on his bones t’ begin with. Then, all of a sudden, ’bout three weeks ago, he up and vanished. No one knows where. Jus’ disappeared. Took nothin’ with him that anyone could see. Nothin’ but what he stood up in. My own feelin’,’ my informant added, with a comfortable settling of her shoulders, ‘is that he’s drowned himself. Couldn’t live without her.’

Her words confirmed my own fears. I didn’t want to listen to any more. I thanked the goodwife and stumbled blindly out of the cottage and back into the general hubbub of Cornhill, feeling like a man who has been mortally wounded. What made matters worse was that I had been, albeit briefly, in London in May, and had even toyed with the idea of going to see the Lampreys, but had persuaded myself that I couldn’t spare the time. The truth was, of course, that I had been in a vile mood about my enforced journey into Scotland and been no fit company for anyone. Now, however, I blamed myself for not having overcome my ill humour. At least I would have seen my friends and known about the child.

The next thing I can remember with any clarity is standing beside the great conduit at the end of Cheapside and the beginning of the Poultry, staring around me, completely in a daze. My mind refused to function properly; all I could think of was that Jeanne and most probably Philip were dead. It felt as though a door had slammed shut, locking me away from a part of my life that I had taken for granted: two friends who were always there even if years elapsed between our meetings.

‘You all right, master?’

The voice, that of a carter who had stopped to water his horse at the conduit (forbidden by law, but what of that? To your average Englishman, rules are only made to be broken) brought me back to my senses.

‘Yes... yes. Thank you.’

‘Well, if you say so, though you don’t look it.’ He spoke with rough sympathy, adding acutely, ‘I’d say you’ve had a nasty shock. What you need, friend, is a drink. Oh, not that stuff,’ he went on, as I cupped my hands and scooped up some water. ‘You want a cup of good ale inside your belly. Settle your guts.’ With which sage advice he mounted the box of his cart, jerked on the horse’s reins and rattled off towards West Cheap.

The man was right. I needed something to calm my nerves and shake myself back to normality. At the moment, nothing seemed real and I was aware of a general feeling of weakness, a sort of trembling in my bones that made me ashamed of myself. I was a big, strong man of thirty – along with Duke Richard I had passed that milestone three weeks back, on the second of this month of October – and here I was behaving like a sickly schoolboy. I took a deep breath, braced my shoulders and looked about me for the nearest alehouse.

And there, almost opposite to where I was standing, was the entrance to Bucklersbury and the inn of St Brendan the Voyager. I had stayed there on at least two occasions and counted the landlord, Reynold Makepeace, as a friend of mine. I conjured up a picture of him, short, stocky, bright hazel eyes, sparse brown hair, his large paunch covered by a leather apron and always delighted to welcome old customers. A presence infinitely comforting and just what I needed. I plunged across the road, oblivious of swearing carters and the imprecations of mounted men-at-arms and self-important messengers, and into the narrow mouth of Bucklersbury, where the upper storeys of houses and shops on either side overhung the street, meeting almost in the middle.

The Voyager was situated just before the junction with Needlers Lane and appeared to be even busier than I recalled at this time of day. I squeezed myself on to a providentially empty stool at the common table and stared around, hoping for a glimpse of Reynold, but there was no sign of him. I decided that he was most probably in the parlour attending in person to the more select of his guests. He would arrive to restore order in the ale room in just a few minutes.

There was no doubt in my mind, as I tried to catch the eye of a passing pot boy, that the present set of customers were a far more raucous bunch than they used to be. There was a rough element among them that Reynold would never have tolerated in days gone by, and I wondered if times were hard that he put up with them now. A brawl had broken out in one corner of the ale room between a man with a broken nose and another with a patch over one eye, whose tunic bore witness to the fact that he was a careless eater, and who was being vociferously encouraged by his friends to ‘black the bugger’s daylights’.

I waited confidently for Reynold to appear, breathing fire and brimstone, in order to have the troublemakers ejected. Nothing happened. In the meantime, I at last managed to order a cup of ale, which, when it came, tasted flat and stale. After only three sips, I pushed it away, disgusted.

I turned to the man on my right. ‘Where’s Landlord Makepeace?’ I asked, raising my voice to be heard above the increasing din.

‘Who?’

‘Reynold Makepeace, the owner of this place.’

Before he could reply, a slatternly looking, red-haired woman wearing a dirty apron and with her cap askew had entered the ale room and was screaming at the two antagonists to sit down and behave or they would be thrown out without more ado. To reinforce her words, a couple of very large gentlemen, also red-haired and obviously her sons, each with fists like hams, had followed her in and were indicating their readiness to carry out her wishes. The would-be combatants duly subsided and peace, of a sort, reigned again.

I felt a touch on my arm. The man on the other side of me, a quiet, pleasant-spoken fellow, said, ‘You were asking about Landlord Makepeace. It must be some while since you were last here, friend. You plainly haven’t heard.’

‘Heard what?’ I asked, my heart sinking into my boots.

‘Reynold was killed some year and a half ago. Stabbed to death, here in this very room.’

‘Stabbed? Here? In the Voyager?’

My companion nodded. ‘I don’t know how long it is since you were last in these parts, but the area has been going from bad to worse for a long time. Far more thieves and beggars and pickpockets than there used to be, and foreign seamen making their way up from the wharves. You know how it is. Someone discovers a place by accident and the word spreads. Anyway, to cut a long story short, Reynold was trying to separate the contestants in just such a sort of brawl as was threatening a few moments ago, and unfortunately got in the way of a knife that was being brandished about. Died within hours.’ He broke off, laying a concerned hand on my arm. ‘Are you feeling unwell, sir? You’re looking a very funny colour. Here, drink some of your ale.’

‘No! No!’ I pushed his hand away and staggered to my feet, holding him down on his stool when he would have risen with me. ‘There’s nothing wrong. I mean, I’m not ill. It’s just that this is the second piece of bad news – appalling news – that I’ve had within the past hour. Please don’t come with me. I shall be all right once I get away from this place.’

Having made my way outside, all I could do, for several minutes at least, was to lean against the wall of the inn breathing heavily and trying to control the renewed shaking in my limbs. Above my head, the inn sign, St Brendan in his cockleshell boat, swung and creaked in the late afternoon breeze just as it had always done, giving the illusion that nothing had changed. But everything had changed and in so short a space of time. Jeanne Lamprey was dead and her baby stillborn, Philip was missing, and now Reynold Makepeace had gone, stabbed to death in his own ale room, where his word used to be law.

Suddenly, I forced myself away from the wall and started half running, half lurching through the crowded streets – the Walbrook, Dowgate Hill, Elbow Lane and so into Thames Street – instinct guiding my feet back to Baynard’s Castle. I was like a man possessed, seeing no one, hearing nothing, until, without in the least knowing how I got there, I found myself sitting on the edge of the narrow bed in the tiny, cupboard-sized room that had been allotted to me for the duration of my stay in the castle. At this point, it occurred to me, quite irrelevantly, that I should have been suspicious from the moment I was given a private chamber and not put to sleep in the common dormitory, along with the scullions and spit-turners and other general dogsbodies who kept the life of the household running smoothly. Such favouritism should have been a warning that something more was required of me. For the present, however, I could concentrate only on the loss of three friends.

Perhaps it was too much to claim Reynold Makepeace as a friend, but as an acquaintance I had valued him highly and until today had regarded the Voyager as a home from home and a safe haven from the perils of the London streets when staying in the capital. Now that refuge was gone, along with Philip and Jeanne Lamprey, whose cottage door had always been open to me and where I was welcomed as a brother.

Someone was rapping on my own door with an urgency that suggested whoever it was had been knocking for some time. I got up and opened it to find Eloise Gray standing on the threshold.

‘It’s suppertime,’ she said. ‘The trumpet sounded ages ago. I thought to find you in the servants’ hall before me. Is anything wrong? It’s not like you to neglect your belly. You’re not sick, are you?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not hungry.’ When she looked her astonishment, I blurted out the sorry story, feeling foolish, but at the same time needing comfort.

I should have known better than to expect it, I suppose, from a woman who had played a man’s role for so long and whose companions I had, in some part, helped to destroy.

‘Dear me!’ she said brightly when I had finished. ‘Well, you can’t count this Philip Lamprey as a death, nor the child, so you’ll be bound to hear of a third one within a day or two. Are you coming down to supper? You surely don’t mean to starve yourself on account of a couple of people who, on your own admission, you haven’t seen for years. Besides, I seem to remember you have an audience with His Grace of Gloucester this evening. You need to fortify yourself for that. You don’t want to risk an empty belly rumbling as you make your obeisance, now do you?’

There was something in what she said, and her brisk, unsympathetic attitude had the effect of making me pull myself together, aware that I was perhaps indulging my grief to an unwarranted degree – or that it would seem so to other people. I was not mourning family, only two acquaintances whose existence had made very little difference to my life. I braced my shoulders and managed a smile.

‘You’re right,’ I admitted. ‘I’ll come right away if –’ I forced myself to say it – ‘you’ll give me the pleasure of escorting you down to the hall.’

She put her hand on my arm. ‘I don’t think we need hurry,’ she laughed. ‘It’s probably more of that disgusting brown pottage that we were fed at dinner. I suspect Duchess Cicely of being a thought parsimonious. These religious women very often are. They have little time for the pleasures of the flesh.’ We had arrived at a narrow, twisting staircase and had to descend in single file. Eloise paused two steps down and, turning her head, glanced up at me, a malicious smile lifting her pretty lips. ‘Although I understand it wasn’t always so. Rumour has it that Her Grace of York was far from despising earthly pleasures in her youth.’

‘What exactly do you mean by that?’ I spoke more sharply than I intended and added in a milder tone, ‘I’ve never heard any ill of her.’

Eloise continued her descent, talking over her shoulder as she did so. ‘I daresay you might not. But my lord duke –’ she meant Albany, of course – ‘let slip odd things now and again. Being of kin, he was probably privy to family secrets.’ We had by now reached the bottom of the staircase and were traversing a passage, where daylight had already given way to torchlight as a fading October sun gave up the unequal struggle to filter through infrequent arrow slits. My companion chuckled. ‘Didn’t Her Grace once offer to prove King Edward a bastard?’

‘Oh, that!’ I shrugged. ‘I recall hearing something of the sort. But if I remember rightly, it was a long time ago, when the king first revealed his secret marriage to the queen. The duchess was apparently so incensed, so furiously angry, that it’s generally reckoned she would have said anything in order to overset it. The marriage, that is. And so far as I know, no such proof was ever forthcoming.’

It was Eloise’s turn to shrug. ‘Well, I suppose it would take more audacity than most women have to admit that she had cuckolded her husband, for whatever reason, or however worthy she considered the cause. But why should she not have been telling the truth and then thought better of it? I believe she was extraordinarily beautiful when she was young. Wasn’t she called the Rose of Raby?’

We descended another flight of stairs and now we could distinctly hear the clatter and chatter of the kitchens and the servants’ hall, a din that would soon engulf us, making rational conversation impossible.

I said quickly, ‘Beauty and immorality don’t necessarily go hand in hand.’

Eloise smiled enigmatically, but, maddeningly, made no answer, moving rapidly ahead of me with a sudden burst of speed that left me behind.

Timothy Plummer was waiting for me when, an hour or so later, I re-entered the little chamber overlooking the water-stairs. So much had happened since I quit it earlier that it seemed like a different room, a different day.

I had not enjoyed my supper. As Eloise had predicted, it had been the same pottage as at dinner with a few more vegetables added, followed – for those who wanted it – by coarse barley bread and goat’s cheese. I had given my portion to my neighbour, a young page who looked as if he were perpetually hungry – as no doubt he was, poor child.

But it wasn’t just the food, unpalatable as it was, that robbed me of my appetite. The memory of my friends’ deaths lay like a bruise on my spirit. Not only was it grief for Jeanne and Philip Lamprey and for Reynold Makepeace, but Eloise’s careless words that I would be sure to hear of a third death within a short space of time had suddenly made me anxious for news of my family. What was happening to them, to Adela, to the children, during my long absence? One of them could have died and I wouldn’t know. I should be on my way home to them by now, but here I was on the verge of being sent even further afield, to France, and not allowed to send a message to enquire after their well-being. The bile rose in my throat and almost choked me. I began to rehearse in my head just what I was going to say to Duke Richard when I at last came face to face with him. As for that little stoat Timothy Plummer...

‘Why that grim face?’ the little stoat enquired as I took my seat opposite him at the table. ‘You look as if you’ve lost sixpence and picked up a groat. For God’s sake, man, what’s the matter with you now?’

‘I want to go home to my wife and children,’ I snarled, ‘not be packed off to France play-acting the role of husband to an evil little baggage I wouldn’t trust further than I could see her.’

Timothy sighed heavily. ‘I thought you’d reconciled yourself to that fact. I’ll be truthful with you, Roger—’

‘Do you think you can?’ I sneered.

He chose to overlook this interruption, continuing smoothly, trying not to let his annoyance show, ‘I don’t know, as I believe I’ve already mentioned, whether Mistress Gray would have killed you or not if I hadn’t turned up in time, but I give you my word that she is absolutely no danger to you now. Why should she be? Ask yourself that. The circumstances are completely different. She no longer has a motive, so stop talking like a fool. If that’s your only objection—’

‘It’s not, and you must know it’s not.’ I had myself under control now, keeping my tone level and the peevish note out of my voice. I leaned forward on my stool, my arms folded on the table. ‘Let’s leave aside the fact that I am being used, as I have been used for the past four, five months. Let us also ignore another inconvenient fact – that I am not one of your spies and have never been officially recruited for the job – and finally let us consider whether or not Duke Richard, being the man he is, would force me to leave my home and family to run my head into danger on his behalf if you were not constantly reassuring him of my willingness to do so. Oh, I admit he might be disappointed in me, feel that I had betrayed him in some way or another, but I doubt very much if he would absolutely insist or throw me into prison for disobedience. It’s not in his nature to be unjust.’

‘He trusts you—’ Timothy was beginning, but I waved him to silence.

‘And,’ I went on ruthlessly, ‘I hold you primarily responsible for this present jaunt, which, as far as I can tell – and it might interest you to know that Mistress Gray agrees with me – appears to be totally unnecessary. The information that Eloise can wring from this cousin of hers is no state secret and is bound to be common knowledge on this side of the Channel almost as soon as it is known in France. Moreover, even a fool unversed in politics like me can predict what King Louis’s decision will be. And whatever else I think about you, Timothy, and in spite of anything I’ve ever said to the contrary, I have never thought you lacking in wit.’

The spymaster bowed ironically (not an easy feat when you’re sitting down). ‘I suppose I should be grateful for your good opinion,’ he said, ‘however grudgingly given. But if you don’t think me stupid, then give me credit for not sending you on a fool’s errand. You know very well, because I have told you, the reason for this present meeting and for your audience this evening with Duke Richard. This is a mission within a mission. Your ostensible reason for accompanying Mistress Gray to France is merely a cloak for a secret – and I emphasize “secret” – undertaking for His Grace. And before you say anything else, yes, I admit my first thought was of you because the duke and I are both agreed that you are the only man we can fully trust. You have not only, in the past, proved your loyalty to my lord, but you seem to me to have a genuine affection for him. Is that not so?’

I couldn’t deny it. The king’s sole surviving brother was a man who either attracted or repelled people; they either loved him or hated him. I had, from the first moment of seeing him, and aware that we had been born on the very same day, been one of the former.

It was my turn to sigh. ‘So what is this commission?’

For answer, Timothy reached into the breast of his tunic and brought out a folded paper, which he passed to me. ‘Read it,’ he commanded.

I did so in mounting horror and, when I had mastered its contents, drew a slow, deep breath. I stared at Timothy across the table.

‘But this is rank treason,’ I whispered.
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