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To
Norah Perriam


At supper the king was cheerful, not shewing the least sign of fear or apprehension of any danger, neither then nor at any time during the whole course of this business, which is no small wonder, considering that the very thought of his enemies, so great and so many, so diligent and so much interested in his ruin was enough, as long as he was within their reach, and as it were in the very midst of them, to have daunted the stoutest courage in the world, as if God had opened his eyes as he did Elisha’s servant at his master’s request, and he had seen an heavenly host round about him to guard him, which to us was invisible, who therefore, though much encouraged by his undauntedness and the assurance of so good and glorious a cause, yet were not without secret terrors within ourselves, and thought every minute a day, a month, till we could see his sacred person out of their reach.
(Colonel Gounter’s Last Act in the Miraculous Story of His Majesty’s Escape.)


One

‘The Crowning Mercy’

From the time of the King’s ascending the cathedral tower, which he had done early in the morning, to observe the disposition of Cromwell’s forces, the day had been dull, heavy with autumnal mists, as gloomy as General Leslie’s face.

‘Look well?’ Leslie had said, weeks before, as sour as a lemon. ‘Ay, the army may look well, but it won’t fight.’

But the King had led the Highlanders out through the Sidbury Gate, with the best of his infantry, and the handful of English Cavaliers who pressed close about his person, and they had fought so well that Cromwell’s Ironsides had been flung back at the foot of Red Hill. A charge of massed cavalry then might have won the day, but no cavalry came trotting up to support the infantry. Three thousand Scottish horse, under David Leslie, stayed motionless in the rear, while the foot soldiers, their ammunition expended, fought with halberds and the butt-ends of their muskets until forced to give way before Cromwell’s reserves.

In Worcester, the citizens ran for shelter into their shuttered houses, for the battle was closing in on the town. To the south, Fleetwood had forced the passage of the Teme at Powick Bridge; West of the Severn, beyond Pitchcroft meadow, General Dalyell’s brigade of Scots, with no heart in them for a losing fight on alien soil, began to lay down their arms; while on the main front the Fort Royal was being attacked. Guns barked and thundered; the atmosphere was acrid with smoke, through which confused, struggling forms loomed and faded as the ragged battle pressed nearer and nearer to the town.

Across the road before the Sidbury Gate, an ammunition-waggon lay overturned, blocking the entrance to the town. Two of its wheels were cocked up in the air, and the ammunition, spilling over the road, lay in a tangle of horses’ guts. A tall horseman, in dulled and dinted half-armour, came riding up out of the murk and the mist, and was forced to a standstill, his horse’s hooves slipping and stumbling amid the wreckage. Those by the gate caught the flash of a jewel as he alighted heavily, weighed down by his cumbering armour; and a glimpse of a young, harsh face under the brim of his beaver. Then he was hidden momentarily from their sight as some more horsemen surged up in his wake. Voices, sharpened by a sense of emergency, sounded in a confused hubbub; the tall Cavalier broke through the press, and climbed laboriously over the waggon, into the town.

His gloved hands plucked at the straps of his breastplate. ‘Get this gear off me!’ he commanded. His voice was husky with fatigue; he cleared his throat; and, as those who had followed him were slow in obeying, repeated more strongly: ‘Get it off me, I say! You, Will Armourer! Duke, find me a fresh horse!’

Young Armourer tugged at the straps; his fingers were sticky with sweat, and trembling. ‘The day’s lost. They’re closing in on us,’ he muttered. ‘Those damned Scots!’

The scarred breastplate was off, and flung down with a hollow ring on to the cobbles. The King stripped off the cuisses that guarded his thighs, and straightened himself with a gasp of relief. ‘Not lost! Not lost yet!’ he said, but a note of anguish rather than of conviction sounded in his voice. He turned, and seized the bridle of a big grey horse which Marmaduke Darcy had led up, and swung himself into the saddle, and dashed off up the steep street towards the cathedral.

General Leslie’s troopers were drawn up in good order, but showed no disposition to take any part in the battle. The King rode up to where David Leslie stood in conference with some of his officers. The group parted to make way for him; he thrust between two officers mounted on fidgety chargers, and addressed himself hotly to Leslie. What he said only the General heard. A rigid look came into Leslie’s face; he replied clearly: ‘When your Majesty has had my experience of men, you will know when it is useless to expect them to advance.’

‘Your experience!’ the King said in a choking voice. ‘Is this the way you use in Sweden?’

He did not wait to hear the reply, but wheeled about, and, snatching off his plumed hat, rode down the lines of the troopers, allowing them to see his face, and his tossed black lovelocks. ‘Gentlemen, one charge for the King!’ he shouted. ‘Will you let it be said the Scots dared not face Cromwell’s men? Which of you will strike a blow for Charles Stewart? You, Ned Fraser! – you, James Douglas!’

Leslie looked after him not unsympathetically, but shrugged as he heard him calling unavailingly on the men by name to follow him.

‘Fine generalship!’ said a drawling, insolent voice. ‘Admire it, Talbot! Our friend deserves our compliments, oddsblood, he does!’

‘For God’s sake, leave that, Buckingham!’ Talbot said. ‘The rebels are in the town! General Leslie, on your loyalty, I charge you –’

‘The men will not fight!’ Leslie interrupted angrily. ‘You cannot say I did not tell you how it would be! If you have interest with his Majesty, advise him that retreat is the only course left to us!’

A man with a mass of red hair, and a rough, spluttering speech, exclaimed with a strong Scotch accent: ‘Mon, they’re in guid order!’

‘Ay, my Lord Lauderdale! In good order now!’ Leslie retorted. ‘Will you teach me my trade? I tell you, my lords, and you too, your grace! that if you try to make them engage in a fight they’ve no stomach for, there’ll be no order left amongst them!’

Buckingham, to whom his speech seemed principally to have been addressed, merely lifted his arched eyebrows in an expression of disdain. The noise of the fighting by the Sidbury Gate was growing every moment more intense. Talbot exclaimed: ‘My God, are they in? The King must be got away!’

He clapped spurs to his horse as he spoke, and so did not hear Leslie say: ‘Let the King place himself amongst my men. I will engage to carry him safe back to Scotland.’

Talbot, with Lauderdale at his heels, and Armourer, Darcy, and another of the King’s Bedchamber stringing out behind him, caught up with the King, and leaned out of the saddle to seize the grey’s bridle. ‘Sire, you must save yourself!’ he said urgently. ‘They’re breaking in on all sides! There’s no more to do here!’

The King tore his bridle free, and the grey reared up, snorting. ‘Escape? No! But one charge and we may sweep them out of the town! Gentlemen, gentlemen, I implore you –’

‘Sir, Hamilton, Douglas, Forbes are all fallen!’ Talbot cried. ‘You must save yourself!’

The King turned his distorted face to the ranks of the Scots. ‘Will you not strike a blow for me?’ he said fiercely. ‘I would rather you would shoot me than let me live to see the consequences of this fatal day!’

The pain in his voice made the Lord Talbot grimace. Lauderdale thrust his horse forward, and in his turn grasped the King’s bridle. ‘Shoot ye?’ he said, between pity and roughness. ‘No, by God, sir, ye’re too precious to this realm! Come awa’!’

A youth on a foaming horse came full-tilt upon them, calling out hoarsely that the Roundheads were in, and the King must fly or be taken. Some of Leslie’s officers, who had tried to exhort the sullen troopers to charge, had gathered about him. The newcomer, another of the King’s Bedchamber, said in jerks that the English horse had rallied in Friars Street, and were holding the rebels in check to secure the King’s retreat. Lauderdale and Talbot almost dragged the King away as the Scottish troopers began to draw off.

The gabled house, which had been the King’s lodging for nearly a fortnight, was situated at the end of New Street, and extended to the Corn Market. The street was narrow, a continuation of Friars Street, which led downhill to the Sidbury Gate. Here, as Mr May had described, a band of English horse, rallying round old Lord Cleveland, Colonel Wogan, Majors Carlis, Massey, and others, was making charge after gallant charge. The street was a shambles, the dead and wounded trampled under sliding, plunging hooves, and blood running in the gutters. The little party escorting the King with difficulty made their way to New Street down one of the lanes that thronged with demoralized Royalist troops, and reached at last the big, half-timbered house at the western end. Here, the King, who had not spoken again after his last appeal to Leslie’s brigade, dismounted, saying hurriedly: ‘I will be with you presently. There is something I must do first.’

Only Talbot caught his words, drowned as they were in the noise of the fighting farther down the street. He shouted: ‘Haste, haste, sir, for God’s love!’

‘Hold my horse!’ the King said, pushing the bridle into his hand. ‘My papers! I must destroy my papers!’

He vanished into the house. Darcy slid out of the saddle, and ran after him, pursued by Lauderdale’s raucous voice bidding him hurry the King.

The uproar in the street seemed to be growing louder, caught and flung back as it was by the two rows of houses; and it soon became apparent to the anxious eyes that watched it that the fight was surging nearer. Reinforcements of Republicans were being poured into the town, and not all the desperate gallantry of the Cavaliers who again and again hurled themselves at the ride of red-coats could avail against the opposing weight of numbers.

Inside the house, the King had reached the room leading out of his bedchamber which served him for closet, and was feverishly searching through the mass of his papers, flinging first one document and then another to Darcy, who crammed them on to the embers of the dying fire. The King was absorbed in his task, but Darcy was sickeningly conscious of the sound of fighting, which soon seemed to be almost under the latticed windows. Once again he begged the King to come away, but Charles paid no heed.

The door leading from the bedchamber on to the landing burst open; a hurried, heavy footstep came across the floor, and in another instant the doorway between the two rooms was blocked by the bulk of Lord Wilmot.

He was out of breath, and dishevelled, his florid, handsome face reddened by exertion; and, without wasting time on ceremony, he grasped the King’s arm. ‘Leave that, sir! In another minute they will be in! Your servants are holding the door! You must come at once!’

‘Yes,’ the King said. ‘Yes, I’ll come. One more, Duke! Blow up the flame!’

The last document flared up the chimney. Darcy scrambled up from his knees, stammering: ‘Your gear – your jewels!’

‘Oh, Duke!’ The King began to laugh.

Wilmot flung open the door, and pushed the King through it. ‘The back way! They wait for you there.’

To judge by the confused din coming up the well of the staircase from the ground-floor, the fight was by this time concentrated about the entrance to the house.

‘Quick, sir! For God’s love, will you be quick?’ Wilmot hissed. He thrust the King towards the narrow backstairs, but suddenly pulled him back again. ‘No, wait! I’ll go first: they may have got round the house by now!’

He pulled his sword out of the scabbard, and went swiftly but cautiously down the twisting stair. The King caught Darcy by the hand, who seemed as though he would remain heroically to guard the rear, and followed him.

Talbot, Lauderdale, Armourer, and Hugh May were all gathered about the back-door, and there was as yet no sign of a Republican soldier to dispute the King’s escape. Talbot fetched a great sigh when he saw the tall, graceful form emerge from the house, and pressed forward immediately, leading the grey horse. ‘Up, sir! Already we’ve stayed too long. Leslie will have marched out through the St Martin’s Gate. We must follow him hard.’

‘O God!’ burst from the King. ‘Flight! I must rally them. They shall follow me!’

Talbot, who had a bitter disbelief in the rallying power of men who had retreated, leaving their King to the mercy of his enemies, was silent; but Lauderdale said bluffly: ‘Ay, we’ll rally them, never fear! But ye’ll need to catch them first, I’m thinking. On with ye, sir!’

The King set spurs to his horse; the little party closed in about him, and, trotting briskly, made its way along the narrow streets to the St Martin’s Gate.

The struggle was now concentrated about Castle Hill, which was still held by Rothes and Sir William Hamilton; and in Friars Street, where the Cavaliers were being driven back with terrible loss towards the Key. As the King’s party rode westward, the noise of the fighting became muffled in the distance. No Republican troops appeared to oppose the King’s passage; and at six o’clock, in fast-gathering dusk, he galloped out through the St Martin’s Gate on to the Wolverhampton Road.

A mile beyond the town, at Barbon’s Bridge, Leslie had succeeded in halting his brigade. With this imposing force of horsemen were also a number of English Cavaliers, who, finding the Scots horse retreating, and the King gone, had escaped in some confusion from the town. When the King rode up, a troop was hurriedly forming under Buckingham to break back into the town, and carry the King out of it in the teeth of his enemies. His arrival brought such a sense of relief to his friends that it was greeted with something like a cheer. He paid no more heed to it than to the salutation of Buckingham, who rode up to him at once, a dozen questions on his lips. A hand motioned that beautiful young man out of the way; the King’s eyes were fixed on Leslie’s face. He said, with the good-humour that never wholly deserted him: ‘You have them well together, General! It is not too late. A surprise attack now –’

‘I have them together, as your Majesty perceives,’ Leslie interrupted. ‘But I can keep them together only in retrograde movement. I must earnestly beseech your Majesty to abandon any thought of renewing hostilities.’

‘Did you say renewing?’ asked Buckingham, honeysweet.

Leslie ignored him, keeping his gaze on the King. ‘Believe me, I feel for your Majesty, but I should be failing in my duty to your person were I to counsel anything but retreat.’

Those near the King saw his hand tighten on the bridle. For a moment he did not speak, but after a pause he said in a low voice that was unsteady with some suppressed emotion: ‘Do you know – do they know – that there are men back there in Worcester fighting to cover this shameful retreat?’

Leslie gave an infinitesimal shrug. ‘The men you speak of are not Scots, sir,’ he said dryly. ‘These know that, at least.’

‘Then you will do nothing?’ The King’s voice rose slightly. ‘You are their General! They know you; they trust you! One word from you – the word you will not give, it seems –’

‘I will give no order I cannot compel my men to obey, sir.’

The King uttered an impatient exclamation, and wheeled his horse about. Once more he showed himself to the troopers, calling on them by name, cajoling, almost imploring. It was useless; even this temporary halt was not to their liking; and men were already deserting from the ranks.

‘This is not to be borne!’ Talbot said under his breath, his heart wrung by the sight of the young King’s despair.

His muttered words reached Lord Derby’s ears. A flush had mounted to Derby’s cheeks; his lofty brow was frowning; his eyes alight with contempt and a sense of outrage. ‘It is not to be borne!’ he echoed. ‘Scottish scum!’ He drove his spurs suddenly into his horse’s flanks, and leaped forward after the King.

Buckingham would have followed, but found his way blocked by Talbot. ‘Let be, my lord!’ Talbot said. ‘You can do no good there.’

Buckingham checked, but said with a scowl: ‘Had I been given the command, these poltroons should have shown a different front!’

‘It is useless to hark back to past grievances,’ Talbot replied, curbing a little natural exasperation. The volatile Duke, though only twenty-four years old, and quite inexperienced in war, had been sulking for days because the King had refused to give the command of the army to him. He had been brought up with Charles, almost like a brother, and enjoyed, besides the gifts of beauty, grace and wit, a greater share of the King’s confidence than Talbot thought he deserved. He often presumed on his position and the King’s easy temper, but though he looked sulky now, and for a moment obstinate, he did not push past Talbot, but sat flicking his embroidered gloves against his high boot, and looking angrily in Leslie’s direction.

Wilmot, who had ridden after Derby, came back to join the knot of gentlemen gathered round Talbot. Talbot saw the glint of a tear on his cheek, and moved forward to meet him. ‘It’s a sleeveless errand, Harry: they won’t fight, and every moment that we linger here puts him in danger!’

‘He’s distracted,’ Wilmot said. ‘I have never known him like this before.’

‘Small wonder. This is a crushing defeat. I dare not think on the consequences.’

Wilmot sighed, but said, pursuing his own train of thought: ‘To get him out of the country! There will be a price on his head. Oh, my God, what to do, Talbot? What to do to save that unhappy boy?’

Talbot was unable to answer, for the King had ridden up beside Lord Derby. In the gloom of twilight it was hard to see his face, half-hidden by the sweep of his hat-brim. He did not speak; nor, when an order rang out, and the brigade began to move northwards again, did he glance towards the ranks of the troopers. He reined in his horse at the side of the road, and remained motionless in the saddle, seeming to heed neither the steady trot of the squadrons passing him, nor the anxious consultation being held by his friends.

The last of the squadrons had not passed when the thunder of hooves approaching from the south sent hands instinctively to sword-hilts. But the oncoming cavalry was not riding in the orderly formation of Cromwell’s victorious troops; the hoof-beats were irregular, approaching at full gallop; in another minute the King’s party was lost to view in a sudden swirl of Cavalier horse, and the evening became loud with voices, sharp questions and disjointed answers tossed to and fro in almost indistinguishable babel.

The troop numbered from fifty to sixty horsemen, who had fought their way out of the town, after the wild turmoil in Friars Street. So great was the confusion in Worcester that the officers could give the King no very sure account of those of his followers who were missing from their ranks. The Roundheads were in possession of the town, but it was thought that the Scots lords were still holding out on Castle Hill, a position sufficiently impregnable to enable them to surrender upon terms. The English defence at the Town Hall had been overcome; someone had seen the Duke of Hamilton carried, mortally wounded, into the Commandery. Of Cleveland, Wogan, Carlis, Hornyhold, Slaughter, all engaged in the cavalry skirmish to secure the King’s retreat, there was no news. At the end it had been each man for himself; nor, in the dusk and the appalling mêlée, had it been possible to discover who yet lived, and who lay dead in the reeking streets.

A sob broke from the King; he said wildly: ‘We must go back, I tell you! I will not bear this flight! Better dead! Better dead!’

His words brought about a momentary silence. It was broken by Colonel Blague, who said bluntly: ‘The day is lost, sir. We can do but one thing more.’

The King’s eyes lifted eagerly to his face. ‘What more?’

‘We can preserve your person, sir, and that, God helping us, we will do.’

‘My person!’ the King exclaimed, with an impatient jerk of his head.

Derby’s cool voice interposed. ‘Your person, sir, which is to say, our honour. There can be no turning back. Your Majesty knows it as surely as I do.’

The King turned from him. ‘George! Harry!’ he said imploringly.

‘Oh, sir, my Lord Derby is of course right: no question!’ Buckingham replied.

Wilmot pushed up to the King’s horse, and laid a hand over the ungloved one grasping the bridle. ‘Alas, sir, think! What will become of us if you fall into Cromwell’s hands? All is not lost while you live. Believe me, believe me, my dear master, the worst disaster that can now befall us who love you, and look to you to lead us again, is your death or your capture!’

The hand was rigid under his, but after a moment the King said in a quieter voice: ‘You must forgive me, gentlemen: in truth, I am not myself. Let us go on.’

The last of the Scottish cavalry had ridden by; the King started after the diminishing squadrons, riding soberly, his cloak drawn round him, and his hat pulled low over his brow. The Lords Talbot and Wilmot joined him, riding one on either side of him; Buckingham, Lauderdale, and the Gentlemen of his Bedchamber closed in behind; and the remainder of the escort fell into some kind of order in the rear.

Leslie, who had waited to confer with the King and his advisers, ranged alongside the Earl of Derby, and began in his dry, rather expressionless voice to explain the course he thought it proper to pursue. This consisted of an immediate retreat into Scotland, which, little though it might commend itself to one of Derby’s proud temper, did indeed seem to be the only thing left to do. Both Buckingham and Lauderdale, who had pressed up close behind the King’s companions, accorded the plan their approval, but the King, over whose apparently unattending head the discussion was held, did not utter a word, but rode on, jostled sometimes by the horses on either side of him, but aloof from their riders, his despair a barrier not even Buckingham cared to break through.

It was agreed that Leslie’s itinerary should be followed, with Newport, in Shropshire, for the first objective. Leslie could not but believe that Cromwell would lose no time in pursuing the remnant of the King’s army, but he trusted that by forced marches they might be able to reach the border before him.

He spurred on to join his own officers, leaving the King’s friends to talk over his advice. The King’s voice, now perfectly under control, but flat-toned, as though drained of vitality by the shattering of his hopes, interrupted the discussion. ‘I will not go back to Scotland.’

The brief sentence surprised the four persons who heard it into a rather stunned silence. After a moment, Buckingham repeated: ‘You will not go back to Scotland?’

‘No.’

‘But – oddsblood, sir, what else remains? You must seek your safety there!’

‘I had rather be hanged.’

He spoke without passion, but so deliberately that it was evident his mind was made up. The crack of a laugh broke from Lauderdale. ‘I warrant ye! But ye are bound to consider your safety, sire – or we for ye, forbye –’

‘I think it absolutely impossible to reach the border. The country will all rise up on us once the news of this day’s defeat is known.’

‘Ay, maybe you’re right at that,’ Lauderdale conceded. ‘But we’ve a matter of three thousand horse with us, I’ll have your Majesty to bear in mind.’

‘Men who deserted me when they were in good order would never stand to me when they have been beaten,’ Charles replied.

Lauderdale found nothing to say. Buckingham, who had no reason to share his master’s loathing of Argyll and his Covenanters, began to expostulate, but was silenced by the King’s saying over his shoulder, with unaccustomed sharpness: ‘Peace, George! My mind is made up. I do not go to Scotland.’

‘Then, by your leave, sir, it is time to call a halt!’ said Talbot. ‘I shall not say you are wrong: indeed, I am with you, but this is a matter for consultation. Mr Lane! Pass the word to halt!’

Lane, one of Talbot’s own levies, went galloping down the ragged line, and in a few minutes the troop was at a standstill, the King, with his attendant lords, and the chief amongst the officers, withdrawn off the road for a hasty council of war.

The light was by this time so dim that it was difficult to distinguish one face from another. The King, taller by half a head than any of those about him, addressed a group of shadows. He said: ‘I have been considering, gentlemen. If we stay together we are enough to attract attention, not enough to withstand assault. All our hope lies in scattering.’

‘Our hope is in your Majesty,’ Derby said. ‘Consider only your own safety, for nothing else is of any moment.’

This courtier-speech seemed to amuse the King. He said, with his irrepressible humour creeping into his voice: ‘Oddsfish, does any man desire to feel a halter about his neck?’

‘So only you were safe!’ Wilmot said, trying to find his hand to kiss.

‘I thank thee, Harry. My Lord Talbot, you are a native of these parts! Tell me, what good hope have I of finding honest friends here who will help me to safety?’

‘The best, sir!’ Talbot answered at once. ‘But you will need to put yourself in some disguise. I too have been considering. Would your Majesty consent to counterfeit a country-fellow?’

‘I will counterfeit what you please, but you will have remarked, my lord, that I have an odd, ugly face. Can you disguise that, think you?’

‘More easily than your inches, sire. Will you be pleased to let us know your mind? What will you do? Where will you go?’

‘To London,’ replied the King, a ring of defiance in his voice.

His decision, as he had foreseen, provoked a storm of censure. To some it seemed the dream of a distracted youth; to others a scheme, sound at core, but impossible to be put into action. Voices out of the dusk implored the King to abandon a notion so fraught with disaster, to trust in Leslie, to consider the difficulties to be met with, to be guided by older and wiser heads.

Talbot only seemed undecided, until Wilmot suddenly said, his light voice jumping a little: ‘I agree with you, sir, and I will go with you.’

Buckingham, whose dare-devilry no man could deny, was nettled, and gave an unkind laugh. Wilmot flushed in the darkness, knowing his own soul’s shrinking, but repeated: ‘I will go with you. In London, they will never think to look for you; and in London you have faithful friends who will transport you back to France.’

‘You amaze me, Wilmot, by God, you do!’ said Buckingham.

‘You should bear in mind, my Lord Duke, that I have the advantage over you of fifteen years’ experience!’ Wilmot flung back at him.

‘Oh, hush!’ the King said. ‘Here is nothing to quarrel about, my good friends. My resolve is taken. Now I am in your hands, my Lord Talbot.’

‘Leslie must be informed of this,’ Talbot said, and again called up Cornet Lane, and sent him galloping up the road in the wake of the retreating Scots.

Derby said, with distaste vibrating in his voice: ‘Your Majesty has scarcely considered what this project must mean! To put yourself into the guise of a country-fellow will require of you a behaviour which must be wholly against your birth, your breeding, your high estate! Your Majesty does not know – cannot know –’

‘My lord, my dear lord!’ interrupted the King, half-amused, half-soothing, ‘my Majesty is not so nice, believe me!’

‘Sire, you are a King.’

‘I may be a King,’ Charles replied, ‘but I know something of how beggars live.’

This frank allusion to his financial straits made Derby, a nobleman of the old school, stiffen a little.

The King tried to see the faces about him. ‘Well, gentlemen?’

Buckingham yawned audibly. ‘Dear sir, you have told us your mind is made up. We await your commands.’

‘I have only one left to give you. It is that you do now look to yourselves. You can do no more for me, and for what you have done, from the bottom of my heart, I thank you, gentlemen. I shall not forget.’

‘So please your Majesty, before we look to ourselves we will see you to some place of safety,’ said Colonel Blague.

‘And where may that be?’ enquired Buckingham.

Derby said reluctantly: ‘If your Majesty is determined on this course, there is a house known to me where you may find safe shelter for a day at least. It stands retired, and is inhabited by a very honest fellow, one of five brothers who harboured me lately, after the defeat of my force at Wigan. My Lord Talbot, you should know it, I think. It is a hunting-lodge called Boscobel, in the parish of Tong in Shropshire, and belongs, they told me, to the Giffards.’

‘I have one of the Giffards with me now,’ said Talbot. ‘But Tong must be forty miles from here!’ He spoke hesitantly, thinking of the King, who had scarcely been out of the saddle since early morning.

‘I like it well,’ Charles said decidedly. ‘Can you lead me, my Lord Derby?’

‘I dare not attempt it, sir. In this darkness, only a native of the country could hope to find his way.’

‘Pass the word for Mr Charles Giffard!’ Talbot commanded.

Before Mr Giffard could come up, Lane had cantered back to them, accompanied by General Leslie, who seemed, from the sound of his voice, to be in no very good temper. He spoke civilly, however, to the King, warning him that delay was dangerous, and begging that he would keep up with the brigade. When he learned that Charles had taken the resolution of separating altogether from the brigade, he was at first thunderstruck, and then coldly furious. He represented to the King in the strongest terms the folly of such a course, and made such an acid allusion to untrustworthy advisers that the hostility hitherto suppressed in the English lords’ breasts flared up, and even some of those who had been most urgent with the King to escape into Scotland now supported his counter-plan.

An acrimonious dispute between Leslie and Buckingham caused the King to remark to the Lord Talbot somewhat bitterly that although he could not get Leslie’s horse to stand by him against the enemy, it seemed he could not get rid of them now, when he had a mind to it.

His voice had a carrying quality, and as he had not lowered it, it easily reached Leslie’s ears. Leslie said, sitting rigidly upright in the saddle: ‘Your Majesty may at least trust my men to carry you into safety!’

‘I had rather trust to my own wits,’ responded Charles.

‘Your Majesty places me in an intolerable position. I am bound by honour to guard your Majesty’s person.’

A melancholy smile crossed the King’s features. As though his eyes, piercing the gloom, had seen it, Leslie said with difficulty: ‘Your Majesty blames me for what no man could have prevented. If my life could be of avail you might take it with my good-will.’

‘But it is of no avail,’ Charles said. ‘I do not go with you to Scotland, General.’

‘I beg that your Majesty will reconsider that most unwise decision,’ Leslie replied, and saluted, and rode off without another word.

The King looked towards the troop he could perceive only as vague shadows in the gathering darkness. ‘Let any who have a mind to try the chances of escape into Scotland, leave me now and follow General Leslie,’ he said clearly.

No one moved. ‘Your Majesty is answered,’ Talbot said.


Two

White-Ladies

In another minute Cornet Lane had ridden up with Charles Giffard at his heels. Talbot called Giffard to him, and led him to the King. A grave, rather awed voice assured the King that Giffard was his servant to command. Talbot disclosed briefly the King’s immediate intentions, and after a moment’s consideration, Giffard said that he thought he could undertake to be his Majesty’s guide.

‘Will you harbour me in a house of yours?’ asked the King. ‘I am like to prove a dangerous guest, bethink you.’

The direct question seemed to astonish Giffard. Again he paused, but this time searching only for words, which tripped a little on his tongue. ‘Sir – all I have – all my uncle calls his own – is at your Majesty’s service. Chillington – my uncle’s house – is sequestrated, and my uncle even now a prisoner, else I would lead your Majesty there, not to a poor hunting-lodge.’

‘I would not have his Majesty go to Chillington,’ Derby said decidedly. ‘Boscobel is more remote, less likely to be searched. But can you be sure of leading his Majesty there in this darkness?’

‘Yes, my lord. I have my servant Yates with me, who, I daresay, could find his way blindfold, being a native of Shropshire.’

‘Does anyone know where we stand now?’ enquired the King.

Mr Giffard knew. ‘I judge that we are within a league of Hartlebury, sir. We should proceed through Kidderminster to Himley, where, if it please your Majesty, we must strike westwards, away from the great road.’

‘It pleases me very well,’ the King said. ‘But tell me, Mr Giffard: which way will General Leslie’s brigade take?’

‘They must follow the great road, sir.’

‘Then lead me off the great road,’ commanded the King, ‘for I have a fixed resolve to escape from the Scots, and that before they take it into their heads to set a guard about my person. Can you do that?’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Giffard, ‘but to do so we must leave Kidderminster on our left, and pass through Stourbridge instead.’

‘Mr Giffard, I am in your debt. Lead on!’

‘In good time!’ Lauderdale said. ‘Look ye, now, no more delays!’

‘God send the man does not lead us astray!’ Talbot muttered to Wilmot, as the cavalcade moved froward. ‘Forty miles to ride, and the night upon us!’

‘Weel,’ said Lauderdale tartly, for although, being an Engager, he fully shared the King’s detestation of the Covenanting party that ruled Scotland, he could not but regret Charles’s decision not to make for the border, and was consequently in a testy humour, ‘weel, Talbot, I’ll call on ye to mind ’tis ain of your own gentlemen ye’ve delivered us to!’

A mile farther on, the road branched, and Giffard, who was riding ahead of the King, with his servant beside him, wheeled into the right-hand fork. The troop of horse was smaller than it had been, for some, too badly wounded in the last skirmish in Worcester to keep their saddles, had been forced to fall out and seek shelter in the countryside. The main body, in compact order, kept on, maintaining a steady trot. Faster, no one dared to go, for by this time there was scarcely light enough left for each man to discern the haunches of the horse in front of him. Giffard’s servant had produced a lantern, and although its feeble glow did little to illumine the way, it served as a beacon, bobbing ahead of the troop like a dim guiding star.

The road was undulating, full of pits in which the water stood, stagnant and muddy. The country was so still that the thud of hooves, and the frequent splashes, sounded abnormally loud. From time to time, belts of great trees loomed up suddenly, but the greater part of the way lay through open country across which a chill wind, which carried with it a menace of rain, blew steadily and depressingly.

It was past eleven o’clock when the first straggling houses on the outskirts of Stourbridge warned the troop that they were approaching the town. Only a few lights in upper windows still burned here and there. A momentary halt was called, and the word passed back to walk the horses through the town. In this way, the party passed down the sleeping main street, so silently that no citizen awoke to the alarming noise of hoof-beats, or thrust his head out of window to spy upon the King’s escape.

The Lord Talbot pushed forward to the King’s side, asking anxiously: ‘How does your Majesty?’

‘Well,’ the King answered, rousing himself from his thoughts.

‘You have been in the saddle so long,’ Talbot said compassionately. ‘I wish –’

‘I am not tired – only hungry,’ said the King, with the ghost of a laugh.

The Lord Talbot remembered with consternation that the King had not touched food since early in the morning, when he had breakfasted. That he himself, and probably most of their companions, had been fasting for just as long seemed a matter of minor importance. He spoke to Lord Wilmot, whose voluminous form was just visible beyond the King. ‘Harry, we must find food for his Majesty!’

‘Oh, the devil! Where?’ said Wilmot, in a voice drenched with sleep. ‘Are you so hungry, sir?’

‘I could eat an ox,’ replied the King frankly.

‘Pass the word for an ox for his Majesty,’ murmured Buckingham, close behind.

That made the King laugh, but Talbot was too worried to see any humour in their predicament. ‘We dare not let your Majesty stop in the town,’ he said. ‘I wish to God I knew where it may be safe to halt!’

‘Safe?’ said Wilmot. ‘Nowhere!’

‘I hope you may be wrong,’ remarked the King, ‘for if you are not I am as good as hanged already.’

The spectre, not indeed of a halter, but of an axe, hovered before the eyes of the three who heard him. No one spoke, until the King said cheerfully: ‘But I think you are wrong.’

They had passed out of the town by this time, and once more set their horses at a trot. A mile on, lying at the foot of a steep hill, a solitary house stood by the wayside. A board swinging on creaking chains proclaimed it to be an ale-house, and a halt was called.

The host, roused from deep sleep by a thundering upon the door, soon thrust his head out of an upper casement, and demanded querulously who was there. He was with difficulty persuaded to come down, and when he did presently unbar the door, he was startled to perceive by the light of his lantern a host of horsemen in the road. He stood goggling, the lantern unsteady in his grasp. He heard the creak of saddle-leathers, the clank of spurred heels alighting on the road, and held the lantern higher to peer fearfully at men stretching cramped limbs, at weary, sweating horses, and, most fearfully of all, at a figure astride a great grey gelding. In the wavering lantern-light, the King seemed a giant to the bemused innkeeper, who stared up at him with starting eyes, and blanched cheeks.

Darcy’s hand on his shoulder made him jump. He began to stammer out disjointed entreaties and protestations.

‘Oddsfish! The poor man must think us a band of cut-throats!’ said the King. He leaned forward a little, and asked: ‘Friend, can you give us food and drink?’

The man’s gaze, travelling round the dimly seen group, widened in a new horror. He shook his head, but presently, reassured by the Lord Talbot, found his tongue, only, however, to say that he had no provisions for such a company, no, nor enough for any one amongst them. In the end, he brought out ale, and half a loaf of bread, which Buckingham handed up to the King saying: ‘Your ox, sir.’

The King dug his strong white teeth into the crust. While he demolished the bread, some of his followers seized the opportunity to tighten bandages round flesh wounds, while others besieged the innkeeper for ale. The Lord Talbot, fretting to put more distance between the King and Cromwell, stood with enforced patience beside his horse until the last crumb of the bread had disappeared. The King finished his ale, dropped a gold piece into the tankard, and handed it down to Darcy, waiting at his stirrup. Talbot mounted his horse, saying: ‘We have no time to lose, sir. We must go on.’

Hooves scraped and clattered on the road; before the innkeeper’s wondering eyes the troop melted gradually into the night, until he was left, clutching the King’s tankard in his hand, listening to the hoof-beats growing fainter in the distance, and still smelling the lingering scent of leather and of horseflesh.

The King’s party rode on through the night. Occasionally a horse would stumble in some pit; a man would curse; or a trooper, reeling with weariness in the saddle, jerk himself awake; sometimes the way would be lost, and found again only after a halt exacerbating to nerves on the jump. For a mile or two beyond the ale-house, the King’s spirits had seemed to revive, but very soon he grew silent, so deeply abstracted that when Wilmot spoke to him he seemed not to hear.

A few stars shone between the cloud-drifts overhead; once a watchdog barked in a farmstead crouching beneath the shoulder of a little hill.

Mile after mile slid past; Himley and Wombourn were left behind, and the road curved westwards towards the village of Upper Penn. Here Charles Giffard called a halt, and his servant, Yates, took on the leadership. The troop plunged into a lane so narrow that there was no room for more than two men to ride abreast. The clouds, parting, allowed the faint starlight to show the way. Once Talbot called sharply to Yates, asking whether he were sure of his direction.

At a hamlet, which Yates said was Wightwick, the road from Bridgnorth to Wolverhampton crossed the lane. They turned into it, and once more the straggling cavalcade closed up to ride four abreast. The horses were stumbling now from exhaustion; one or two were going dead lame, but were forced on.

Again Yates led the troop off the great road, into another lane bordered by banks and ragged hedges.

‘God send this fellow knows where he is going!’ remarked Buckingham, who had taken Wilmot’s place beside the King. ‘There is a damned reek of cow-byres. Are you awake still, sir?’

‘I am not sleepy,’ the King replied.

‘’Sblood, you’re more than human, then!’ Buckingham said. He shifted his bridle into his right hand, and laid the left on the King’s knee. ‘Shall I go with you, cousin?’ he asked softly.

‘No. Save yourself, George. I shall do best alone.’

‘You cannot go alone: there must be someone to wait upon you. You are the King.’

‘I shall keep Harry near me.’

Buckingham removed his hand. ‘You know well Wilmot likes danger only until he comes face to face with it,’ he muttered. ‘Why do you choose him? Do you doubt me?’

‘No,’ the King said wearily.

‘If you had trusted me today with the command that should have been mine, you would not now be flying for your life!’

The King was silent. Buckingham, who knew well that defensive taciturnity, fell back, and allowed Derby to ride by the King’s side.

‘Can I trust these men you are taking me to?’ Charles asked abruptly.

‘I believe them to be very loyal to your Majesty. This fellow who is conducting us is brother-in-law to them, Giffard tells me. They are poor Catholics, and have no cause to love the sectaries. I found them honest. There is, moreover, a secret place in the house, where your Majesty may lie hid.’

The King nodded, and said no more. The lane, which was twisting and very rough, plunged suddenly into the darkness of a great wood. A faint grey light in the east showed the dawn to be creeping upon them. Giffard saw it, and held a few moments’ anxious discourse with his servant, at the end of which he begged the King to leave the lane, and take to the woods and the fields.

‘It will soon be daylight, sire, and your Majesty must not be seen with this escort. I have spoken with my man, and if your Majesty would be pleased to follow us we will lead you to another house, not so remote as Boscobel, but, I dare pledge my faith, as secure.’

‘How far is this house? Where is it?’ Derby demanded.

‘It is now only a matter of six or seven miles distant, my lord. The house is a manor in my uncle’s demesne, called White-Ladies. It is mine own home; and a faithful kinsman of mine lodges there as well, also John and George Penderel, whom your lordship knows.’

‘Oh! Two of the five honest brothers? Well, let it be as you advise – if his Majesty so wills it.’

‘Do with me as you please,’ the King said. ‘I should like to come out of the saddle as soon as may be.’

‘Only trust me, sir!’ Giffard said, distressed by the fatigue in the King’s voice.

‘Why, so I do! Lead on, good friend.’

The King urged his reluctant horse forward as he spoke, and entered the skirts of the wood beside Giffard.

A tangle of bracken made the going difficult at first, and occasionally a low-hanging branch, unseen in the dimness, would sweep some unfortunate gentleman’s hat from his head; but in a little while the trees grew more sparsely, dwindling towards the open, undulating country to the north. Up gentle hills, down into rich valleys, now thrusting through gaps in thin hedges, or fording swollen streams, the King’s party pushed on, dreading lest the dawn should discover them to some labourer going early to work in the cow-byres.

The light was stealing above the horizon when they came again into very woody country. For the first time the King failed to hold his horse together when it stumbled. The grey recovered, and the King said, with a faint laugh: ‘Fie, I must have been asleep!’

‘Be of good heart, sire,’ Giffard said. ‘There is White-Ladies, straight before you.’

‘Thank God for it!’ Derby said, riding close beside the King. ‘Your Majesty is spent.’

‘No more than yourself, my lord,’ the King retorted, with an effort at cheerfulness.

The Manor of White-Ladies, a half-timbered building erected beside the ruins of a monastery, was built in the form of a quadrangle, and enclosed by a wall in which an old gabled gatehouse was set. Francis Yates had already dismounted, and was hammering on the solid oaken door. Presently the latticed casement above was opened, a head protruded, and a voice demanded sleepily: ‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s me – Francis!’ Yates called up to him. ‘Come ye down, George Penderel, come ye down, man, and let us in!’

‘What has befallen? Who is with you?’

‘Haste ye! It’s the King!’ Yates said.

‘The King!’ The voice sounded stupefied; and then grew sharper: ‘I’ll come! I’ll come! Lord ha’ mercy!’

The head disappeared; in a few moments the glow of a light shone through the casement, and then vanished. Footsteps clattered down bare stairs, bolts and chains creaked and jangled. The door was opened by a man dressed scantily in a shirt and hodden grey breeches, and holding up a horn-lantern in one hand.

The King rode through the gateway into an open enclosure, and dismounted stiffly. In his wake streamed his escort, until the enclosure, which seemed to be partly wild and partly cultivated, thronged with men and horses.

A casement in the house was flung open, and a shrill female voice desired to know the reason for such a commotion. Yates shouted above the noise of trampling horses that it was the King, and Mrs Andrews must come down at once to let him in.

‘A very faithful woman, sire: the housekeeper,’ Giffard told the King.

A sharp exclamation broke from Mrs Andrews. She called: ‘Then all must be lost! Wait till I slip on my kirtle! I will be with you anon. Woe’s the day that brings his blessed Majesty here, for I know well what it must mean!’

She drew in her head, but others were awake in the house by this time, and the door was opened a bare couple of minutes later by a man wearing a frieze cloak over his night-rail, and with his feet thrust into odd shoes. He held a branch of candles aloft, and presented such a comical appearance that the King began to laugh.

Charles Giffard said quickly: ‘George! It is the King!’

George Giffard’s startled gaze sought his kinsman’s face for an instant; his hand, holding the candlestick, shook, and a little hot wax spilled on to his fingers. The trifling pain seemed to recall his wandering wits. He pulled the door wide, trying to bow, to keep his cloak close about him, and to bear the candles steadily. ‘Your Majesty!’ he stammered. ‘Forgive – I am all unprepared!’

The same shrill voice which had accosted the troop from the upper window sounded on the stairs; Mrs Andrews came stumping down, and across the raftered hall, scolding and commanding in one breath. Let them usher his sacred Majesty in immediately, addlepates that they were! Would none think to blow up the fire without telling? Must a poor woman be everywhere at once, and not a man amongst them with more wit than might be trussed up in an eggshell?

She snatched the candles out of George Giffard’s hold, and set them on the table, and began bobbing curtseys as the King came in, with Derby, Talbot, Lauderdale, Wilmot, Buckingham, and the Gentlemen of his Bedchamber crowding after him. The big hall was suddenly full of men. A boy who had crept halfway down the stairs to gape at the unexpected guests, rubbed his sleep-drowned eyes, as though to rub away the unquiet vision of faces swimming before him in the flickering candlelight. He had never seen such a noble company, and half-thought himself dreaming. The paved hall echoed to the clank of spurred heels, and the knocking of scabbards against the homely furniture. Everywhere he looked, he saw plumed hats, and lovelocks, rich baldricks, and fine lace. Then he became aware of Mrs Andrews dropping curtseys before a man who topped by half a head any other in the hall, and stared pop-eyed at the sight of that redoubtable dame mumbling kisses on to a white hand held out to her. It made him rub his eyes again to hear her say: ‘God bless your Majesty!’ for he thought that a King would wear a crown and robes, not a buff leather coat, splashed with mud, like this tall Cavalier, with only a blue riband and a great, sparking jewel on his breast to distinguish him from any other in his train.

Then the King vanished from his sight, swept into the parlour by Mrs Andrews; and a fresh wonder burst upon the boy’s starting gaze. A big grey horse, mired to the belly, was led into the hall. Bartholomew discovered, listening intently to the snatches of sentences, that this was the King’s horse, and supposed that King’s horses had to be more nobly lodged than their fellows. But soon he began to understand that for some reason the King’s horse must not be seen by any outside the house. Mr George Penderel was eagerly questioning one or two of the Cavaliers; and Bartholomew, clutching the balusters, and leaning forwards the better to hear, caught words and disjointed phrases that conveyed to his intelligence that somewhere there had been a great battle fought, that all was lost, that the King’s enemies were searching for him, and that in some way or other it was the fault of the Scots.

He was not allowed to stay any longer upon the stairs, for Mrs Andrews came bustling into the hall, and no sooner spied him than sent him running for billets of wood to lay upon the fire she had kindled in the parlour.

When he went timidly into the parlour with his burden, he found it overfull of gentlemen consuming biscuits and sack, and hardly dared to edge his way to the fireplace. They were talking very earnestly, all of them standing except the King, who sat in an armchair by the fire, leaning against his cloak, which was spread over the wooden back. He had a biscuit in one hand, and held in the other a pewter tankard, which quite shocked Bartholomew, for it was well known that the King ate off golden plates, and had meat at every meal. He seemed to be very hungry too, and when he spoke it was with his mouth full. Kneeling before the fire, his billets still hugged to his chest, Bartholomew gazed up at the dark, harsh-featured face, framed by a mass of tangled black locks, and realized that the King, incredibly, was a man, who could be hungry, and thirsty, and tired, and mud-stained, like any other man.

As he knelt, staring and wondering, the King glanced down at him. Bartholomew found himself to be looking into dark, heavy-lidded eyes that held his for an incurious moment, and then turned again towards the stout gentleman who stood nearest to him.

Bartholomew began to lay his billets upon the fire, and then to blow up the thin flame. He heard George Penderel’s voice saying: ‘Yes, my lord,’ and ‘No, my lord,’ and screwed his head over his shoulder to look at him. A proud-seeming gentleman, whom the King addressed as my Lord Derby, was talking to George. It seemed that George must go at once, and secretly, to Hobbal Grange to fetch his brother Richard to the King. This seemed a very odd thing, for what could the King want of a poor wood-cutter? Perhaps George thought it odd too; his eyes were fixed earnestly on my Lord Derby’s face, and his hands gripped his hat in front of him, twisting it uneasily between them. Next it appeared that William Penderel also must be fetched, from Boscobel House. Then a very alarming thing happened. A tall man was pointing at him, and saying: ‘Send the lad for him: I warrant he will bring him fast enough.’

It seemed to Bartholomew that every head was turned towards him. He stayed on his knees, blushing, and pulling his forelock, as he had been taught to do when gentlemen accosted him.

Derby said: ‘The risk is too great. A boy of his age can never keep a still tongue in his head. There’s a priest in the house: let him be sent!’

‘I had rather send young legs than old, my lord,’ said Colonel Roscarrock. He nodded at Bartholomew, and said: ‘Get up, boy! How far is Boscobel from here?’

Bartholomew scrambled to his feet, and muttered shyly: ‘A little mile.’

‘A little mile, eh? Could you find your way there, dark as it is?’

‘Ay.’

‘Do you want to earn a silver shilling for yourself?’

‘Ay.’

‘You may do so very easily, look you. Go to Boscobel as fast as your legs will carry you, and bid William Penderel hither on the King’s business.’

‘Are you mad?’ Derby said. ‘As well inform the whole countryside the King is here!’

‘Fie, you wrong the boy!’ the King was speaking. He looked at Bartholomew, and crooked a long finger. ‘Come hither, boy. What do they call you?’

‘Bartholomew Martin – please your Majesty,’ answered Bartholomew, louting awkwardly.

‘Would you like to serve me, Bartholomew?’

‘Ay, please your Majesty.’ He saw the smile in the King’s eyes, and said firmly: ‘I would!’

‘Then you must go to this William Penderel, as that gentleman bade you, and tell him that I have need of him. But you must not tell any other that you have seen the King. If you should meet with a neighbour you must say that you are going upon an errand for Mr Giffard. Do you understand?’

‘Ay. There’s enemies after you – please your Majesty. Scotch ’uns,’ he added, with a vague recollection of the snatches of talk he had heard in the hall.

A burst of laughter covered him with confusion; he ducked his tousled head, and ran out of the room.

Wilmot, who had been standing behind the King’s chair, moved round it, and knelt with one knee on a joint-stool, his delicate hand grasping the back of the chair. ‘Dear sir, do you indeed mean to go to London?’ he asked.

‘What think you, Harry?’

‘Why, I like it very well – so you let me go with you. How many more?’

‘None.’

‘None!’ Wilmot thought for a moment, his fair face inscrutable. Then he gave a little laugh. ‘As you please! But bethink you, my dear master, you have not been used to fare forth by yourself. How will you do?’

‘Very well, I trust. But I must be rid of these trappings.’ A little gesture indicated his Garter riband and the George of diamonds on his breast.

As though he had heard the low-spoken words, Derby crossed the room towards him, and said: ‘Sir, if your Majesty’s resolve is firm to put yourself into the guise of a country-fellow, is it your will that I should send Richard Penderel in search of fitting raiment? You cannot go from here in those garments and escape remark.’

‘Yes, it is my will,’ the King replied. ‘But remember, I pray you, my lord, that I am a big fellow!’

‘By good fortune, so is William Penderel, a big fellow – bigger, I think, than your Majesty. I will advise with Richard when he comes.’

He moved away and went out into the hall. The King called for more sack, if it might be had. Buckingham came to fill his tankard from a great blackjack, walking across the room with the peculiar grace which was his. He stayed by the King’s chair, looking down at him in some little trouble. The King murmured: ‘What, George?’

Buckingham gave the blackjack into Colonel Blague’s hold, and went down on his knees beside the King’s chair, lightly clasping one long hand in both of his. ‘Sire – nay, Brother Charles, let me go with you!’ he said suddenly. His handsome, rather petulant face was softened; he began to coax the King, enticement in his low-pitched voice, the allure of youth for youth in his heavy-lashed eyes. ‘Were we not reared together? Did we not say we would go upon high adventures together one day? Charles, I am the man for your need. You know I would die for you, as haply my father would have died for yours. Do not bid me leave you!’

The King drew his hand away. ‘I thank you, I thank you! My mind is made up.’

‘The King is right,’ Talbot said. ‘His hope lies now in the common people, not in us. We can aid him best by departing from him.’

‘Ay, though we would all of us die for your Majesty,’ Colonel Blague said in his deep voice. ‘But our deaths cannot help you. Yet if some of us fell into Cromwell’s hands –’ he paused, frowning, and then said, looking straight into the King’s eyes: ‘Sire, do not divulge to any one amongst us where you go. Let us know only that we left you here.’

Buckingham sprang to his feet. ‘This is brave! Which one of us do you think a traitor, Tom Blague?’

‘Under torture,’ Colonel Blague said deliberately, ‘men may be forced to tell what they may be damned for telling.’

No one spoke for a moment. Then Roscarrock said: ‘You are well advised, sir.’

Darcy set his tankard down slowly on the table. ‘What’s this?’ he demanded, shocked bewilderment in his face. ‘You will not go without some at least of your Gentlemen, sir?’

The King glanced affectionately towards him. ‘Yea, but I must, Duke.’

‘Sir!’ The ejaculation broke from several pairs of lips at once. Armourer, May, Street, all started forward.

The King got up out of his chair, stretching his long limbs. ‘No, none of you,’ he said. He looked sleepily round. ‘What must I do?’ he asked. ‘I should be gone out of this house before day, I think.’

Derby, who had come back into the parlour, said: ‘Richard Penderel has been here. I have sent him to fetch clothes for your Majesty to wear.’

‘Is he willing to risk his life for my sake?’ the King asked. ‘What is he like, this wood-cutter who will dare so much for a man he has not seen?’

‘He is an honest man, in no way remarkable,’ Derby said.

‘Oddsfish, I think he must be very remarkable to play at pitch-and-toss with his life for my sake!’ the King said. He took off his Garter riband, and handed it to Darcy. Then he unpinned the George from his coat, and gave it to Colonel Blague, who chanced to be standing nearest to him. ‘Here, Tom: keep that for me,’ he said.

Blague took it, and wrapped in it his handkerchief. ‘I thank your Majesty,’ he said, with a good deal of feeling in his voice.

‘I hope it may not serve to hang you!’ observed the King, with a flash of humour. He pulled off the ring he wore, laid a gold spanner-string beside it on the table, and took his watch from his pocket, and stood holding it in his hand. ‘Who will keep my watch for me?’ he enquired.

‘That’s a heavy charge, sir,’ Talbot said, trying to speak gaily. ‘I am sure you would have the head of the unfortunate who lost it!’

‘Give it to me, sir!’ Wilmot held out his hand.

‘You, Harry? No, that will not do, for you must go in disguise too, and my watch would sort very ill with a poor man’s raiment.’

Wilmot shook his head. ‘Oh, not I, sir! I should look frightfully in a disguise, I do assure you.’

‘It would be safer,’ said Talbot.

‘Oh, do you think so?’ Wilmot said, taking the watch out of the King’s hand, and bestowing it in his own pocket. ‘I am sure the countryside will so throng with distressed Cavaliers that I shall occasion not the least remark. Besides, I should not know how to play the part of a hind.’

‘You think perhaps that the rôle will come easily to his Majesty?’ drawled Buckingham.

The King called Darcy to him to help him out of his coat, and said with a chuckle: ‘Harry, don’t spare me! Say that I have a damned ugly face, fit for a low fellow.’

‘Are you serious, my lord?’ demanded Blague. ‘Do you mean to accompany his Majesty in such shape as must instantly betray your condition?’

‘Oh, let be!’ said the King. ‘I am going alone. My Lord Wilmot is to keep in touch with me, no more.’ He shook his purse out on to the table, and began to pile the gold pieces into little heaps. ‘I must not carry gold on me. My Gentlemen shall inherit all this wealth. There! Never say you had never any money from me, Duke!’

There was a laugh from those who knew him best; Derby interrupted to say earnestly: ‘Sir, you must make haste. I had word from Penderel that there is a troop of rebels quartered only three miles away, at Cotsall. Such a company as ours must not be seen in this neighbourhood.’

‘Ay, that’s well thought of,’ Lauderdale said, setting his tankard down with a crash on the table. ‘It’s time that most of us were away.’ He went to the door, and encountered there Mrs Andrews, who was coming to inform the King that William and Richard Penderel were both in the hall.

Derby hurried out after him. The King, standing on one side of the table in his shirt and grey cloth breeches, leaning his hands on it, was conferring in an undertone with Wilmot. After a few moments, Derby came back into the parlour, followed by two men, both dressed in country habits, and clutching their hats in their hands. As the group by the door parted to make way for them, Derby flung out a hand towards the King, and said: ‘This is the King. You must have a care of him, and preserve him as you did me.’

The King turned his head and looked first at William, a giant of a man, with a long, rather severe countenance; and then at Richard, who looked back at him frankly, a little awe in his face, and some curiosity.

For a moment they measured one another in silence, the King seeing a stockily built man, with straight brown hair, and a tanned face not unlike that of a questing dog; the wood-cutter, a tall graceful figure in a white shirt, leaning forward a little with his hands on the table, a mass of black curls falling about a sallow face with great melancholy dark eyes, a jutting nose, and deep lines running down to a large curling mouth.

‘Richard Penderel, will you take me in charge?’ the King said at last.

Richard did not reply except by a nod. He had discovered that the melancholy eyes could smile, and as he watched them, a slow answering smile crept over his whole face, until he stood broadly grinning and nodding at the King.

Charles Giffard’s hand on his arm compelled his attention. He listened to Giffard’s instructions, with a look of good-humoured tolerance, merely remarking at the end: ‘I brought Will’s breeches.’ He turned back to the King, with the effect of ignoring every other man in the room, and said: ‘Will and me have been a-talking, my liege, and seeing as there’s a troop of rebels quartered hard-by, we say you’d best lie up in the wood yonder till night-fall.’

The King glanced beyond him to the elder Penderel, who, encountering that enquiring gaze, responded in a deep bass: ‘Ay.’

‘And, if it please your honour, we’d like well you should bustle,’ added Richard. He pulled a bundle from under his arm, and dumped it upon the table. ‘And here be the clothes,’ he said.

‘I thank you both.’ The King stood upright. ‘Leave me now, all but my Lord Wilmot.’ He held out his hand as he spoke, and one after the other the lords and gentlemen attending him came up to kiss it, and to take their leave of him. The Penderels watched in stolid, yet attentive silence. Buckingham, the King embraced on the cheek, saying: ‘Take good care of yourself, George!’ Tears stood in the Lord Talbot’s eyes; he said: ‘God bless your Majesty, and deliver you from your enemies!’ The King’s personal attendants frankly wept as they kissed his hand. When all had gone, some to safety, Derby to his death, Lauderdale to long imprisonment, Buckingham to adventures as fantastic as his own puckish humour; and only Wilmot, Charles Giffard, and the Penderels were left, the King stood for an instant looking towards the closed door with that in his face which made Wilmot catch his hand, and hold it to his lips for a moment.

The King gave a start, and looked down at Wilmot’s bent head. ‘Now what’s to be done with you, Harry?’ he enquired. ‘Where shall you go?’

‘I will go with you, sir.’

‘No, that I swear you shall not!’ the King said.

Charles Giffard interposed: ‘Sir, my kinsman and I have spoken of this, and if my Lord Wilmot pleases, John Penderel will escort him to some place of safety in the neighbourhood.’

‘John Penderel? Are there more of you, then?’ asked the King of Richard.

‘Ay, my liege. There be five of us, and one that’s dead. Will, we’d best speak with John.’

‘Ay,’ said William, and opened the door.

As it closed again behind the two brothers, Wilmot exclaimed: ‘I cannot leave you with such clods as these!’

‘I like them very well,’ said the King, stripping off his shirt. ‘See what they have brought me to wear, Harry, and do not look so glum!’

The Penderels had brought the King a coarse linen shirt, a pair of old green breeches which, since they belonged to William, fell below the King’s knees; a leather doublet with pewter buttons; a pair of down-at-heel shoes; a greasy, steeple-crowned hat, innocent of lining, and a green coat, which Charles Giffard told the King was called a jump-coat. Since stockings seemed to have been forgotten, the King wore his own with the embroidered tops cut off them.

He pushed his feet into the clumsy shoes, grimacing as he did so, for they were an ill fit; and bade Wilmot cut his hair short, after the country fashion.

Wilmot, already aghast at the appearance he presented, cried out against such a sacrifice, but the King said: ‘Harry, do as I bid you!’ and sat down on a stool to have his lovelocks hacked off with a knife.

When it was done, he remarked that he was sorry there was no mirror for him to see the figure he must cut, and bade Giffard summon Richard Penderel.

Richard came in with Mrs Andrews. Neither seemed to find anything to amuse or to horrify them in the King’s changed looks, but Richard, after a moment’s scrutiny, turned and walked out of the room; and Mrs Andrews said briskly: ‘Well, and is there never one of you with the sense to hide those white hands of his blessed Majesty? The goodyear! It needs a woman to attend to every tittle of business. Rare to let that lovesome boy go forth with his hands and face crying, “I am the King!”’

The King laughed, and slid his arm about her waist. ‘Is my face so white? When I was born, my mother cried out that God had sent her a black baby.’

‘I warrant she was the proud woman that day! Nay, give over! Is this a time for merrymaking? Rub your hands in the soot back of the chimney! That a poor widow must think of all!’

He obeyed her, and, under her direction, smeared them over his face, protesting as he did so that there was never a lass would kiss him now.

She was busy rubbing the soot on to the back of his hands, but glanced up to say shrewdly: ‘Handsome is as handsome does: you’ll never lack for lasses’ kisses, I’m thinking – not with that pair of eyes! Fie on you, my liege! I’ll have you know I’m an honest woman!’

Richard Penderel came back into the parlour with a pair of shears in his hand.

‘Oddsfish, what now?’ demanded the King.

‘The noble lord has botched your hair, sir,’ said Richard. ‘It hangs all ends. Let your honour sit down, and I’ll trim it.’

‘Richard, I swear I love you well!’ the King said, sitting down upon a joint-stool.

Colour rushed up into Richard’s face. He snipped at the King’s locks, without saying anything. When he had finished, he laid aside the shears, and said: ‘It’s daylight. We mun be going.’

The King rose, and gathered his discarded clothes into a bundle. ‘I’ll throw these in the privy-house,’ he said.

Mrs Andrews clawed them out of his hold. ‘You’ll not! George shall bury them, lazy lout that he is!’

‘See it done,’ the King warned her. ‘They will bring you very ill-fortune if they are found.’ He turned to Wilmot, and held out both his hands, and grasped Wilmot’s delicate ones in them. ‘At the sign of the Three Cranes, in the vintry, Harry. God keep you safe!’

Wilmot fell on his knees, and kissed the blackened hands. ‘God keep you!’ he whispered.

‘Your honour had best be stirring,’ said Richard phlegmatically. ‘We’ll slip out by the back way, and no one the wiser.’

The King raised Wilmot, and clasped him in his arms a moment. ‘You hear my careful guardian. Farewell! If I can contrive it, you shall hear from me. Lead on, Trusty Dick!’

In another moment he had gone. Wilmot put his hand into his pocket, and felt the watch there, and stood holding it, looking at the shut door.
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