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  Chapter One


  THE CHURCHYARD was peaceful in the summer afternoon. Twigs and branches lay strewn across the gravel path, torn from the
  trees by the gales which had swept the country in that stormy June of 1545. In London we had escaped lightly, only a few chimneypots gone, but the winds had wreaked havoc in the north. People spoke
  of hailstones there as large as fists, with the shapes of faces on them. But tales become more dramatic as they spread, as any lawyer knows.


  I had been in my chambers in Lincolns Inn all morning, working through some new briefs for cases in the Court of Requests. They would not be heard until the autumn now; the Trinity law
  term had ended early by order of the King, in view of the threat of invasion.


  In recent months I had found myself becoming restless with my paperwork. With a few exceptions the same cases came up again and again in Requests: landlords wanting to turn tenant farmers off
  their lands to pasture sheep for the profitable wool trade, or for the same reason trying to appropriate the village commons on which the poor depended. Worthy cases, but always the same. And as I
  worked, my eyes kept drifting to the letter delivered by a messenger from Hampton Court. It lay on the corner of my desk, a white rectangle with a lump of red sealing wax glinting in the centre.
  The letter worried me, all the more for its lack of detail. Eventually, unable to keep my thoughts from wandering, I decided to go for a walk.


  When I left chambers I saw a flower seller, a young woman, had got past the Lincolns Inn gatekeeper. She stood in a corner of Gatehouse Court, in a grey dress with a dirty apron, her face
  framed by a white coif, holding out posies to the passing barristers. As I went by she called out that she was a widow, her husband dead in the war. I saw she had wallflowers in her basket; they
  reminded me I had not visited my poor housekeepers grave for nearly a month, for wallflowers had been Joans favourite. I asked for a bunch, and she held them out to me with a
  work-roughened hand. I passed her a halfpenny; she curtsied and thanked me graciously, though her eyes were cold. I walked on, under the Great Gate and up newly paved Chancery Lane to the little
  church at the top.


  As I walked I chided myself for my discontent, reminding myself that many of my colleagues envied my position as counsel at the Court of Requests, and that I also had the occasional lucrative
  case put my way by the Queens solicitor. But, as the many thoughtful and worried faces I passed in the street reminded me, the times were enough to make any mans mind unquiet. They
  said the French had gathered thirty thousand men in their Channel ports, ready to invade England in a great fleet of warships, some even with stables on board for horses. No one knew where they
  might land, and throughout the country men were being mustered and sent to defend the coasts. Every vessel in the Kings fleet had put to sea, and large merchant ships were being impounded
  and made ready for war. The King had levied unprecedented taxes to pay for his invasion of France the previous year. It had been a complete failure and since last winter an English army had been
  besieged in Boulogne. And now the war might be coming to us.


  I passed into the churchyard. However much one lacks piety, the atmosphere in a graveyard encourages quiet reflection. I knelt and laid the flowers on Joans grave. She had run my little
  household near twenty years; when she first came to me she had been a widow of forty and I a callow, recently qualified barrister. A widow with no family, she had devoted her life to looking after
  my needs; quiet, efficient, kindly. She had caught influenza in the spring and been dead in a week. I missed her deeply, all the more because I realized how all these years I had taken her devoted
  care for granted. The contrast with the wretch I now had for a steward was bitter.


  I stood up with a sigh, my knees cracking. Visiting the grave had quieted me, but stirred those melancholy humours to which I was naturally prey. I walked on among the headstones, for there were
  others I had known who lay buried here. I paused before a fine marble stone:


  
    ROGER ELLIARD


    BARRISTER OF LINCOLNS INN


    BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER


    15021543

  


  I remembered a conversation Roger and I had had, shortly before his death two years before, and smiled sadly. We had talked of how the King had wasted the riches he had gained
  from the monasteries, spending them on palaces and display, doing nothing to replace the limited help the monks had given the poor. I laid a hand on the stone and said quietly, Ah, Roger, if
  you could see what he has brought us to now. An old woman arranging flowers on a grave nearby looked round at me, an anxious frown on her wrinkled face at the sight of a hunchbacked lawyer
  talking to the dead. I moved away.


  A little way off stood another headstone, one which, like Joans, I had had set in that place, with but a short inscription;


  
    GILES WRENNE


    BARRISTER OF YORK


    14671541

  


  That headstone I did not touch, nor did I address the old man who lay beneath, but I remembered how Giles had died and realized that indeed I was inviting a black mood to
  descend on me.


  Then a sudden blaring noise startled me almost out of my wits. The old woman stood and stared around her, wide-eyed. I guessed what must be happening. I walked over to the wall separating the
  churchyard from Lincolns Inn Fields and opened the wooden gate. I stepped through, and looked at the scene beyond.
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  LINCOLNS INN FIELDS was an empty, open space of heathland, where law students hunted rabbits on
  the grassy hill of Coney Garth. Normally on a Tuesday afternoon there would have been only a few people passing to and fro. Today, though, a crowd was gathered, watching as fifty young men, many in
  shirts and jerkins but some in the blue robes of apprentices, stood in five untidy rows. Some looked sulky, some apprehensive, some eager. Most carried the warbows that men of military age were
  required to own by law for the practice of archery, though many disobeyed the rule, preferring the bowling greens or the dice and cards that were illegal now for those without gentleman status. The
  warbows were two yards long, taller than their owners for the most part. Some men, though, carried smaller bows, a few of inferior elm rather than yew. Nearly all wore leather bracers on one arm,
  finger guards on the hand of the other. Their bows were strung ready for use.


  The men were being shepherded into rows of ten by a middle-aged soldier with a square face, a short black beard and a sternly disapproving expression. He was resplendent in the uniform of the
  London Trained Bands, a white doublet with sleeves and upper hose slashed to reveal the red lining beneath, and a round, polished helmet.


  Over two hundred yards away stood the butts, turfed earthen mounds six feet high. Here men eligible for service were supposed to practise every Sunday. Squinting, I made out a straw dummy,
  dressed in tatters of clothing, fixed there, a battered helmet on its head and a crude French fleur-de-lys painted on the front. I realized this was another View of Arms, that more city men were
  having their skills tested to select those who would be sent to the armies converging on the coast or to the Kings ships. I was glad that, as a hunchback of forty-three, I was exempt from
  military service.


  A plump little man on a fine grey mare watched the men shuffling into place. The horse, draped in City of London livery, wore a metal face plate with holes for its eyes that made its head
  resemble a skull. The rider wore half-armour, his arms and upper body encased in polished steel, a peacock feather in his wide black cap stirring in the breeze. I recognized Edmund Carver, one of
  the citys senior aldermen; I had won a case for him in court two years before. He looked uneasy in his armour, shifting awkwardly on his horse. He was a decent enough fellow, from the
  Mercers Guild, whose main interest I remembered as fine dining. Beside him stood two more soldiers in Trained Bands uniform, one holding a long brass trumpet and the other a halberd. Nearby
  a clerk in a black doublet stood, a portable desk with a sheaf of papers set on it slung round his neck.


  The soldier with the halberd laid down his weapon and picked up half a dozen leather arrowbags. He ran along the front row of recruits, spilling out a line of arrows on the ground. The soldier
  in charge was still casting sharp, appraising eyes over the men. I guessed he was a professional officer, such as I had encountered on the Kings Great Progress to York four years before. He
  was probably working with the Trained Bands now, a corps of volunteer soldiers set up in London a few years ago who practised soldiers craft at weeks end.


  He spoke to the men, in a loud, carrying voice. England needs men to serve in her hour of greatest peril! The French stand ready to invade, to rain down fire and destruction on our women
  and children. But we remember Agincourt! He paused dramatically: Carver shouted, Ay!, followed by the recruits.


  The officer continued. We know from Agincourt that one Englishman is worth three Frenchmen, and we shall send our legendary archers to meet them! Those chosen today will get a coat, and
  thruppence a day! His tone hardened. Now we shall see which of you lads have been practising weekly as the law requires, and which have not. Those who have not   he
  paused for dramatic effect  may find themselves levied instead to be pikemen, to face the French at close quarters! So dont think a weak performance will save you from going to
  war. He ran his eye over the men, who shuffled and looked uneasy. There was something heavy and angry in the officers dark-bearded face.


  Now, he called, when the trumpet sounds again, each man will shoot six arrows at the target, as fast as you can, starting with the left of the front row. Weve
  prepared a dummy specially for you, so you can pretend its a Frenchy come to ravish your mothers, if you have mothers!


  I glanced at the watching crowd. There were excited urchins and some older folk of the poorer sort, but also several anxious-looking young women, maybe wives or sweethearts of the men called
  here.


  The soldier with the trumpet raised it to his lips and blew again. The first man, a thickset, handsome young fellow in a leather jerkin, stepped forward confidently with his warbow. He picked up
  an arrow and nocked it to the bow. Then in a quick, fluid movement he leaned back, straightened, and sent the arrow flying in a great arc across the wide space. It thudded into the fleur-de-lys on
  the scarecrow with a force that made it judder like a living thing. In no more than a minute he had strung and loosed five more arrows, all of which hit the dummy. There was a ragged cheer from the
  children. He smiled and flexed his broad shoulders.


  Not bad! the officer called grudgingly. Go and get your name registered! The new recruit walked over to the clerk, waving his war-bow at the crowd.


  A tall, loose-limbed young fellow in a white shirt, who looked barely twenty, was next. He had only an elm bow, and an anxious look. I noticed he wore neither bracer nor finger guard. The
  officer looked at him grimly as he pushed a hank of untidy blond hair from his eyes, then bent, took an arrow, and fitted it to the string. He pulled the bow back with obvious effort and loosed.
  The arrow fell well short, thudding into the grass. Pulling the bow had set him off-balance and he nearly fell, hopping on one leg for a moment and making the children laugh.


  The second arrow went wide, embedding itself in the side of the butts, and the young man cried out, doubling over with pain and holding one hand with the other. Blood trickled between his
  fingers. The officer gave him a grim look. Havent been practising, have you? Cant even loose an arrow properly. Youre going to the pikemen, you are! A tall fellow like
  you will be useful in close combat. The lad looked frightened. Come on, the officer shouted, youve four more arrows still to loose. Never mind your hand. This
  crowd look like they could do with a laugh.


  I turned away. I had myself once been humiliated in front of a crowd and it was not something I relished seeing others endure.
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  BACK IN Gatehouse Court the flower seller was gone. I went into chambers, where my young clerk Skelly was copying out some orders in the outer office. He
  was bent closely over his desk, peering carefully at the document through his glasses.


  There is a View of Arms over at Lincolns Inn Fields, I told him.


  He looked up. Ive heard the Trained Bands have to find a thousand men for the south coast, he said in his quiet voice. Do you think the French are really going to
  invade, sir?


  I dont know, Skelly. I smiled reassuringly. But you wont be called. Youve a wife and three children, and you need your glasses to see.


  So I hope and pray, sir.


  I am sure. But these days one never knew.


  Is Barak not back from Westminster? I asked, glancing over at my assistants vacant desk. I had sent him to the Requests Office to lodge some depositions.


  No, sir.


  I frowned. I hope Tamasin is all right.


  Skelly smiled. Im sure it is only a delay getting a wherry on the river, sir. You know how busy it is with supply boats.


  Perhaps. Tell Barak to come and see me when he returns. I must go back to my papers. I went through to my office, little doubting Skelly thought me over-anxious. But Barak and his
  wife Tamasin were dear friends. Tamasin was expecting a baby in two months, and her first child had been born dead. I dropped into my chair with a sigh and picked up the particulars of a claim I
  had been reading earlier. My eyes wandered again to the letter on the corner of the desk. I made myself look away, but soon my thoughts returned to the View of Arms: I thought of invasion, of those
  young men ripped apart and slaughtered in battle.


  I looked out of the window, then smiled and shook my head as I saw the tall, skinny figure of my old enemy, Stephen Bealknap, walking across the sunlit court. He had acquired a stoop now, and in
  his black barristers robe and white coif he looked like a huge magpie, seeking worms on the ground.


  Bealknap suddenly straightened and stared ahead, and I saw Barak walking across the court towards him, his leather bag slung over one shoulder. I noticed my assistants stomach bulged now
  against his green doublet. His face was acquiring a little plumpness too that softened his features and made him look younger. Bealknap turned and walked rapidly away towards the chapel. That
  strange, miserly man had, two years ago, got himself indebted to me for a small amount. Normally bold as brass, Bealknap, for whom it was a point of pride never to part with money, would turn and
  hasten away if ever he saw me. It was a standing joke at Lincolns Inn. Evidently he was avoiding Barak now too. My assistant paused and grinned broadly at Bealknaps back as he
  scuttled away. I felt relieved; obviously nothing had happened to Tamasin.


  A few minutes later he joined me in my office. All well with the depositions? I asked.


  Yes, but it was hard to get a boat from Westminster stairs. The rivers packed with cogs taking supplies to the armies, the wherries had to pull in to the bank to make way. One of
  the big warships was down by the Tower, too. I think they sailed it up from Deptford so the people could see it. But I didnt hear any cheering from the banks.


  People are used to them now. It was different when the Mary Rose and the Great Harry sailed out; hundreds lined the banks to cheer. I waved at the stool in front of
  my desk. Come, sit down. How is Tamasin today?


  He sat and smiled wryly. Grumpy. Feeling the heat, and her feet are swollen.


  Still sure the childs a girl?


  Ay. She consulted some wise woman touting for business in Cheapside yesterday, who told her what she wanted to hear, of course.


  And you are still as sure the childs a boy?


  I am. He shook his head. Tammy insists on carrying on as usual. I tell her ladies of good class take to their chambers eight weeks before the birth. I thought that might
  give her pause but it didnt.


  Is it eight weeks now?


  So Guy says. Hes coming to visit her tomorrow. Still, she has Goodwife Marris to look after her. Tammy was glad to see me go to work. She says I fuss.


  I smiled. I knew Barak and Tamasin were happy now. After the death of their first child there had been a bad time, and Tamasin had left him. But he had won her back with a steady, loving
  persistence I would once not have thought him capable of. I had helped them find a little house nearby, and a capable servant in Joans friend Goodwife Marris, who had worked as a wet nurse
  and was used to children.


  I nodded at the window. I saw Bealknap turn to avoid you.


  He laughed. Hes started doing that lately. He fears Im going to ask him for that three pounds he owes you. Stupid arsehole. His eyes glinted wickedly. You
  should ask him for four, seeing how the value of moneys fallen.


  You know, I sometimes wonder if friend Bealknap is quite sane. Two years now he has made a fool and mock of himself by avoiding me, and now you too.


  And all the while he gets richer. They say he sold some of that gold he has to the Mint for the recoinage, and that he is lending more out to people looking for money to pay the taxes,
  now that lending at interest has been made legal.


  There are some at Lincolns Inn who have needed to do that to pay the Benevolence. Thank God I had enough gold. Yet the way Bealknap behaves does not show a balanced
  mind.


  Barak gave me a penetrating look. Youve become too ready to see madness in people. Its because you give so much time to Ellen Fettiplace. Have you answered her latest
  message?


  I made an impatient gesture. Lets not go over that again. I have, and I will go to the Bedlam tomorrow.


  Bedlamite she may be, but she plays you like a fisherman pulling on a line. Barak looked at me seriously. You know why.


  I changed the subject. I went for a walk earlier. There was a View of Arms in Lincolns Inn Fields. The officer was threatening to make pikemen of those who hadnt been
  practising their archery.


  Barak answered contemptuously, They know as well as anyone that only those who like archery practise it regularly, for all the laws the King makes. Its hard work and youve
  got to keep at it to be any good. He gave me a serious look. Its no good making laws too unpopular to be enforced. Lord Cromwell knew that, he knew where to draw the
  line.


  Theyre enforcing this. Ive never seen anything like it before. And yesterday I saw the constables sweeping the streets for the beggars and vagabonds the Kings ordered
  to be sent to row on the galleasses. Have you heard the latest word  that French troops have landed in Scotland and the Scots are ready to fall on us too?


  The latest word, Barak repeated scoffingly. Who sets these stories running about the French and Scots about to invade? The Kings officials, thats who. Maybe to
  stop the people rebelling like they did in 36. Against the taxes and the debasement of the currency. Here, look at this. His hand went to his purse. He took out a little silver coin
  and smacked it down on the desk. I picked it up. The Kings fat jowly face stared up at me.


  One of the new shilling coins, Barak said. A testoon.


  I havent seen one before.


  Tamasin went shopping with Goodwife Marris yesterday in Cheapside. Theres plenty there. Look at its dull colour. The silvers so adulterated with copper theyll only
  give eightpence worth of goods for it. Prices for bread and meat are going through the roof. Not that there is much bread, with so much being requisitioned for the army. Baraks brown
  eyes flashed angrily. And wheres the extra silver gone? To repay those German bankers who lent the King money for the war.


  You really think there may be no French invasion fleet at all?


  Maybe. I dont know. He hesitated, then said suddenly, I think theyre trying to get me for the army.


  What? I sat bolt upright.


  The constable was going round all the houses in the ward last Friday with some soldier, registering all men of military age. I told them Id a wife and a child on the way. The
  soldier said I looked a fit man. I flipped my fingers at him and told him to piss off. Trouble is Tamasin told me he came back yesterday. She saw him through the window and didnt answer the
  door.


  I sighed. Your over-confidence will be the end of you one day.


  Thats what Tamasin says. But theyre not taking married man with children. Or at least, not many.


  The powers that be are serious. I think there is going to be an invasion attempt, or why recruit all these thousands of soldiers? You should take care.


  Barak looked mutinous. None of this would be happening if the King hadnt invaded France last year. Forty thousand men sent over the Channel, and what happened? We were sent running
  back with our tails between our legs, except for the poor sods besieged in Boulogne. Everyone says we should cut our losses, abandon Boulogne and make peace, but the King wont. Not our
  Harry.


  I know. I agree.


  Remember last autumn, the soldiers back from France lying in rags, plague-ridden, on all the roads to the city? His face set hard. Well, that wont happen to
  me.


  I looked at my assistant. There had been a time when Barak might have seen war as an adventure. But not now. What did this soldier look like?


  Big fellow your age with a black beard, done up in a London Trained Bands uniform. Looked as if hed seen service.


  He was in charge of the View of Arms. Id guess a professional officer. No man to cross, Id say.


  Well, if hes viewing all the mustered men, hopefully hell be too busy to bother any more with me.


  I hope so. If he does return, you must come to me.


  Thank you, he said quietly.


  I reached for the letter on the corner of my desk. In return, Id like your view on this. I handed it to him.


  Not another message from Ellen?


  Look at the seal. Its one youve seen before.


  He looked up. The Queens. Is it from Master Warner? Another case?


  Read it. I hesitated. It worries me.


  Barak unfolded the letter, and read aloud.


  I would welcome your personal counsel on a case, a private matter. I invite you to attend me here at Hampton Court, at three oclock tomorrow afternoon.


  Its signed


  I know. Catherine the Queen, not lawyer Warner.


  Barak read it again. Its short enough. But she says its a case. No sign its anything political.


  But it must be something that affects her closely for her to write herself. I cant help remembering last year when the Queen sent Warner to represent that relative of her servant
  who was accused of heresy.


  She promised she would keep you out of things like that. And shes one who keeps her promises.


  I nodded. More than two years before, when Queen Catherine Parr was still Lady Latimer, I had saved her life. She had promised both to be my patron and never to involve me in matters of
  politics.


  How long is it since you saw her? Barak asked.


  Not since the spring. She granted me an audience at Whitehall to thank me for sorting out that tangled case about her Midland properties. Then she sent me her book of prayers last month.
  You remember, I showed you. Prayers and Meditations.


  He pulled a face. Gloomy stuff.


  I smiled sadly. Yes, it was. I had not realized how much sadness there was in her. She put in a personal note saying she hoped it would turn my mind to God.


  Shed never put you in harms way. Itll be another land case, youll see.


  I smiled gratefully. Barak had known the underside of the political world from his earliest days, and I valued his reassurance.


  The Queen and Ellen Fettiplace in one day! he said jokingly. You will have a busy day.


  Yes. I took the letter back. Remembering the last time I had visited Hampton Court, the thought of presenting myself there again set a knot of fear twisting in my stomach.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when I finished my last brief and sanded my notes. Barak and Skelly had already left and I set off up
  Chancery Lane for my house nearby.


  It was a perfect summer evening. Two days ago had been Midsummers Day, but the normal celebrations and bonfires had been curtailed by royal proclamation. The city was under a curfew now,
  with extra watches set through the night, for fear lest French agents set it alight.


  As I reached my house, I reflected that these days I no longer felt the uplift on coming home I had when Joan was alive; rather, a worm of irritation stirred. I let myself in. Josephine
  Coldiron, my stewards daughter, was standing on the rush matting in the hall, hands clasped in front of her and a vacant, slightly worried expression on her round face.


  Good afternoon, Josephine, I said. She curtsied and bobbed her head. A tendril of unwashed blonde hair escaped from under her white coif, dangling over her brow. She brushed it
  away. Sorry, sir, she said nervously.


  I spoke gently, for I knew she was afraid of me. How is dinner progressing?


  She looked guilty. I havent started yet, sir. I need the boys help to prepare the vegetables.


  Where are Simon and Timothy?


  Josephine looked alarmed. Er, with Father, sir. Ill fetch them and get started.


  She scurried into the kitchen with her quick, tiny steps, like an agitated mouse. I crossed to the parlour.


  Guy, my old friend and current house guest, sat on a chair looking out of the window. He turned as I came in, venturing a weak smile. Guy was a physician, a man of some status, but that had not
  stopped a gang of apprentices on the lookout for French spies from wrecking his house down near the Old Barge one night two months ago, tearing to shreds the medical notes he had made over the
  years and smashing his equipment. Guy had been out, or he might have been killed. No matter that Guys ancestry was Spanish; he was a well-known foreigner with a dark face and a strange
  accent. Since I had taken him in he had sunk into a deep melancholy that worried me.


  I laid my satchel on the floor. How now, Guy?


  He raised a hand in greeting. I have been sitting here all day. It is strange; I thought if ever I was without work time would pass slowly, but it seems to race away without my
  noticing.


  Barak says Tamasin is feeling the heat.


  I was pleased to see interest come into his face. I am seeing her tomorrow. I am sure she is well, but it will reassure them. Him, rather. I think Tamasin takes it all in her
  stride. He hesitated. I said I would see her here, I hope that was not presumptuous.


  Of course not. And you are welcome here as long as you wish, you know that.


  Thank you. I fear if I go back home the same thing will happen again. The atmosphere against foreigners grows more poisonous every day. Look out there. He pointed through the
  diamond-paned window to my garden.


  I moved over and looked out. My steward William Coldiron stood on the path, hands on his skinny hips and a fierce expression on his cadaverous, grey-stubbled face. My two servant boys, tall
  fourteen-year-old Simon and little twelve-year-old Timothy, paraded stiffly up and down in front of him across the garden, each with a broomstick over his shoulder. Coldiron watched them keenly
  from his single eye  the other was covered with a large black patch. Right turn, he shouted, and the boys obeyed awkwardly. I heard Josephine call from the kitchen door.
  Coldiron looked up sharply at the study window. I opened it and called William! sharply.


  Coldiron turned to the boys. Get indoors and get masters dinner ready, he shouted at them. Making me waste time giving you drilling lessons! The boys looked at
  him, outrage on their faces.


  I turned to Guy. Gods death, that man! Guy shook his head wearily. A moment later Coldiron appeared in the doorway. He bowed, then stood stiffly to attention. As ever, I
  found his face difficult to look at. A long, deep scar ran from his receding hairline to his eyepatch and continued down to the corner of his mouth. He had told me when I interviewed him that it
  was the result of a sword thrust received at the Battle of Flodden against the Scots over thirty years before. I had sympathized, as I always did with those who were disfigured, and that had
  influenced me in taking him on, though there was also the fact that, with two large instalments of tax due to the King, I had to be careful with money and he did not demand high wages. In truth I
  had not much liked him even then.


  What were you doing out there with the boys? I asked. Josephine says nothing has been done to prepare dinner.


  Im sorry, sir, he answered smoothly. Only Simon and Timothy were asking me about my time as a soldier. God bless them, they want to do what they can to defend their
  country from invasion. They pestered me to show them how soldiers drill. He spread his hands. Wouldnt let me alone. It stirs their blood to know I fought the Scots last time
  they invaded us, that I was the man who cut down King James IV.


  Are they going to defend us with broomsticks?


  The time may be coming when even such callow boys may need to take up bills and halberds. They say the Scots are up to their old pranks again, ready to march on us while the French
  threaten us from the south. I believe it, I know those redshanks. And if foreign spies set fire to London He gave Guy a sidelong look, so quick it was barely noticeable, but Guy saw
  it and turned away.


  I dont want you drilling Timothy and Simon, I said curtly, however great your knowledge of the arts of war. Those of housekeeping are your work now.


  Coldiron did not turn a hair. Of course, sir. I wont let the boys press me like that again. He bowed deeply once more and left the room. I stared at the closed door.


  He made the boys go out and drill, Guy said. I saw it. Timothy at least did not want to.


  That man is a liar and a rogue.


  Guy smiled sadly, raising an eyebrow. You do not think he killed the Scottish King?


  I snorted. Every English soldier who was at Flodden claims he did it. I am thinking of dismissing him.


  Perhaps you should, Guy said, uncharacteristically for he was the gentlest of men.


  I sighed. Its his daughter I feel sorry for. Coldiron bullies her as well as the boys. I passed a hand over my chin. I am due to visit the Bedlam tomorrow, by the
  way, to see Ellen.


  He gave me a direct look, his face as sad as any mans I have seen. By going there every time she says she is ill  well, it may not be to the benefit of either of you in the
  long run. Whatever she is suffering, she lacks the right to summon you at will.
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  I LEFT EARLY next morning to visit the Bedlam. The night before I had finally come to a decision about Ellen. I did not like what I planned to do, but
  could see no alternative. I donned my robe and riding boots, collected my riding crop and walked round to the stables. I had decided to ride across the city, and my way lay down the broader, paved
  streets. Genesis was in his stall, nose in the feed bucket. Timothy, whose duties included the stable, was stroking him. As I entered, the horse looked up and gave a whicker of welcome. I patted
  his cheek, running my hand down his stiff, bristly whiskers. I had had him five years; he had been a young gelding then, now he was a mature, peaceful animal. I looked down at Timothy. You
  have been mixing those herbs with his fodder as I asked?


  Yes, sir. He likes them.


  Seeing Timothys smiling, gap-toothed face, I felt a clutch at my heart. He was an orphan, with no one in the world outside my household, and I knew he felt Joans loss deeply. I
  nodded, then said gently, Timothy, if Master Coldiron sets you and Simon to play at soldiers again, you are to tell him I said no, do you understand?


  The boy looked worried, shifted from foot to foot. He says its important for us to learn, sir.


  Well, I say you are too young. Now, fetch the mounting block, theres a good lad. I said to myself, that man will go.
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  I RODE DOWN Holborn Hill and through the gate in the city wall at Newgate, the grim, smoke-blackened stone of the jail hard by. Outside the entrance to
  the old Christs Hospital two halberdiers stood to attention. I had heard it was being used, like other former monastic properties, to store the Kings weapons and banners. I thought
  again of my friend Rogers plans for the Inns of Court to found a new hospital for the poor. I had tried to carry on his work after his death, but the weight of taxation for the wars was such
  that everyone was pinching and sparing.


  As I passed the Shambles a blizzard of small goose feathers swept out from under a yard door, causing Genesis to stir anxiously. Blood, too, was seeping into the street. The war meant a huge
  demand for arrows for the Kings armouries, and I guessed they were killing geese for the primary feathers the fletchers would use. I thought of the View of Arms I had witnessed the previous
  day. Fifteen hundred men had already been recruited from London and sent south, a large contingent from the sixty thousand souls in the city. And the same thing was going on all over the country; I
  hoped that hard-faced officer would forget about Barak.


  I rode on into the broad thoroughfare of Cheapside, lined with shops and public buildings and prosperous merchants houses. A preacher, his grey beard worn long in the fashion now favoured
  by Protestants, stood on the steps of Cheapside Cross, declaiming in a loud voice. God must favour our arms, for the French and Scots are naught but the Popes shavelings, instruments
  of the devil in his war against true Bible faith! He was probably an unlicensed radical preacher, of the sort who two years ago would have been arrested and thrown in prison, but encouraged
  now for their hot favouring of the war. City constables in red uniforms, staffs over their shoulders, patrolled up and down. Only the older constables were left now, the younger ones gone to war.
  They looked constantly over the crowd, as though their rheumy eyes could spot a French or Scottish spy about to  what, poison the food on the stalls? There was little enough of that, for as
  Barak said much had been requisitioned for the army, and last years harvest had been poor. One stall, however, was filled with what to my astonished eyes looked like a heap of sheep
  droppings until, riding closer, I saw they were prunes. Since the King had legalized piracy against the French and Scots all sorts of strange goods from impounded ships had turned up on the stalls.
  I remembered the celebrations in the spring when the pirate Robert Renegar had brought a Spanish treasure ship up the Thames, full of gold from the Indies. Despite Spanish fury he had been feted at
  court as a hero.


  There was an angry tone, different from the usual haggling, in the many arguments going on up and down the market. At a vegetable stall a fat, red-faced woman stood waving one of the testoons in
  the stallholders face, the white wings of her coif shaking with anger.


  Its a shilling! she yelled. Its got the Kings majestys head on it!


  The weary-looking stallholder slapped his hands down and leaned forward. Its nearly half copper! Its worth eightpence in the old money, if that! Its not my fault! I
  didnt make this evil coinage!


  My husband got paid in these! And you want a penny a bag for these scabby things! She picked up a small cabbage and waved it at him.


  The crops have been damaged by the storms! Dont you know that? Its no good coming to me making moan! The stallholder was shouting now, to the delight of some ragged
  urchins who had gathered round with a skinny dog, which stood barking at them all. The woman threw the cabbage down. Ill find better somewhere else!


  Not for one of those dandyprats, you wont!


  Its always those at the bottom that suffer, she said. Poor peoples work is all thats cheap! She turned away and I saw tears in her eyes. The dog
  followed her, jumping and barking round her ragged skirts. Straight in front of me she turned and aimed a kick at it. Genesis stepped back, alarmed.


  Have a care, goodwife! I called out.


  Pen-pushing lawyer, she yelled back. Robed hunchback leech! I warrant you dont have a family half starving! You should be brought down, the King and all of
  you! She realized what she had said and looked round, afraid, but there were no constables nearby. She walked away, an empty bag slapping at her skirt.


  Quiet, good horse, I said to Genesis. I sighed. Insults about my condition still felt like a stab in the guts after all these years, but I felt humbled too. For all that I, like
  other gentlemen, might rail against the taxes, we still had money to put food on the table. Why, I thought, do we all put up with the King squeezing us dry? The answer, of course, was that invasion
  was a worse fear.


  I passed down the Poultry. At the corner of Three Needle Street half a dozen apprentices in their light blue robes stood with hands on their belts, looking round threateningly. A passing
  constable ignored them. Once the plague of the authorities, the apprentices were now seen as useful extra eyes against spies. It was such a gang of youths that had sacked Guys shop. As I
  passed beyond the city wall again at Bishopsgate I wondered bitterly whether I was going to a madhouse, or coming from one.
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  I HAD FIRST MET Ellen Fettiplace two years before. I had been visiting a client, a boy incarcerated in the Bedlam for religious mania. At first Ellen had
  seemed saner than anyone else there. She had been given duties caring for some of her easier fellow patients, towards whom she showed gentleness and concern, and her care had played a part in my
  clients eventual recovery. I had been astonished when I learned the nature of her malady  she was utterly terrified of going outside the walls of the building. I had myself witnessed
  the wild, screaming panic that came over her if she were made even to step over the threshold. I pitied Ellen, all the more when I learned she had been incarcerated in the Bedlam after she was
  attacked and raped near her home in Sussex. She had been sixteen then; she was thirty-five now.


  When my client was discharged Ellen asked if I would visit her and bring news of the outside world, for she had almost none. I knew no one else visited her, and agreed on condition she would let
  me try to help her venture outside. Since then I had tried any number of strategies, asking her to take just one step beyond the open doorway, suggesting I and Barak hold her on either side, asking
  if she could do it with closed eyes  but Ellen had procrastinated and delayed with a guile and persistence more than equal to mine.


  And gradually she had worked that guile, her only weapon in a hostile world, in other ways. At first I had promised only to visit her from time to time, but as skilfully as any
  lawyer she had manipulated the phrase to her benefit. She asked me to come once a month, then every three weeks as she was so famished for news, then every two. If I missed a visit I would receive
  a message that she was taken ill, and would hasten round to find her sitting happily by the fire soothing some troubled patient, having made a sudden recovery. And these last few months it had
  dawned on me that there was another element in the problem, one I should have seen earlier. Ellen was in love with me.
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  PEOPLE THOUGHT of the Bedlam as a grim fortress where lunatics groaned and clanked their chains behind bars. There were indeed some who were chained and
  many who groaned, but the grey-stone exterior of the long, low building was quite pleasant looking. One approached across a wide yard, which today was vacant except for a tall, thin man dressed in
  a stained grey doublet. He was walking round and round, staring at the ground, his lips moving quickly. He must be a new patient, probably a man of means who had lost his wits and whose family
  could afford the fees to keep him here, out of the way.


  I knocked at the door. It was opened by Hob Gebons, one of the warders, a big bunch of keys jangling at his belt. A stubby, thickset man in his fifties, Gebons was no more than a jailer; he had
  no interest in the patients, to whom he could be casually cruel, but he had some respect for me, for I stood up to the Bedlams keeper, Edwin Shawms, whose cruelty was not casual. And Gebons
  could be bribed. When he saw me he gave me a sardonic smile, showing grey teeth.


  How is she? I asked.


  Merry as a spring lamb, sir, since you sent word you were coming. Up till then she thought she had the plague. Shawms was furious watching her sweat  and she did sweat 
  thinking wed be quarantined. Then your message came and within an hour she was better. Id call it a miracle if the Church allowed miracles now.


  I stepped inside. Even on this hot summers day the Bedlam felt clammy. On the left was the half-open door of the parlour, where some patients sat playing dice round a scratched old table.
  On a stool in a corner a middle-aged woman was weeping quietly, a wooden doll clutched firmly in her hand. The other patients ignored her; here one quickly got used to such things. To the right was
  the long stone corridor housing the patients rooms. Someone was knocking on one of the doors from the inside. Let me out! a mans voice called.


  Is Keeper Shawms in? I asked Hob quietly.


  No. Hes gone to see Warden Metwys.


  Id like a word after Ive seen Ellen. I cant stay more than half an hour. I have another appointment I must keep. I reached down to my belt and jingled my
  purse, nodding at him meaningfully. I slipped him small amounts when I came, to ensure Ellen at least had decent food and bedding.


  All right, Ill be in the office. Shes in her room.


  I did not need to ask if her door were unlocked. One thing about Ellen, she was never, ever, going to run away.


  I walked down the corridor and knocked at her door. Strictly, it was improper for me to visit a single woman alone, but in the Bedlam the usual rules of conduct were relaxed. She called me in.
  She was sitting on her straw bed, wearing a clean, blue dress, low-cut, her graceful hands folded in her lap. Her narrow, aquiline face was calm, but her dark-blue eyes were wide, full of emotion.
  She had washed her long brown hair, but the ends were starting to frizz and split. It is not the sort of detail you notice if you are attracted to a woman. Therein lay the problem.


  She smiled, showing her large, white teeth. Matthew! You got my message. I have been so ill.


  You are better now? I asked. Gebons said you had a bad fever.


  Yes. I feared the plague. She smiled nervously. I was afraid.


  I sat on a stool on the other side of the room. I long for news of the world, she said. It has been more than two weeks since I saw you.


  Not quite two, Ellen, I answered gently.


  What of the war? They wont tell us anything, for fear it may unsettle us. But old Ben Tudball is allowed out and he saw a great troop of soldiers marching past . . .


  They say the French are sending a fleet to invade us. And that the Duke of Somerset has taken an army to the Scottish border. But it is all rumour. Nobody knows. Barak thinks the rumours
  come from the Kings officials.


  That does not mean they are untrue.


  No. I thought, she has such a sharp, quick mind, and her interest in the world is real. Yet she is stuck in here. I looked at the barred window onto the yard. I said, I
  heard someone down the corridor banging to be let out.


  Its someone new. Some poor soul that still believes they are sane.


  The atmosphere in the room was musty. I looked at the rushes on the floor. These need changing, I said. Hob should attend to it.


  She looked down, quickly scratched at her wrist. Yes, I suppose they do. Fleas, I thought. Ill get them too.


  Why do we not go and stand in the doorway? I suggested quietly. Look out at the front yard. The sun is shining.


  She shook her head, wrapping her arms round her body as though to ward off danger. I cannot.


  You could when I first knew you, Ellen. Do you remember the day the King married the Queen? We stood in the doorway, listening to the church bells.


  She smiled sadly. If I do that you will press me to go outside, Matthew. Do you think I do not know that? Do you not know how afraid I am? Her voice took on a bitter note and she
  looked down again. You do not come to visit me, then when you do you press and cajole me. This is not what we agreed.


  I do visit you, Ellen. Even when, as now, I am busy and have worries of my own.


  Her face softened. Have you, Matthew? What ails you?


  Nothing, not really. Ellen, do you really want to stay here for the rest of your life? I hesitated, then asked, What would happen if whoever pays your fees were to
  stop?


  She tensed. I cannot speak of it. You know that. It upsets me beyond bearing.


  Do you think Shawms would then let you stay out of charity?


  She flinched a little, then said with spirit, looking me in the face, You know I help him with the patients. I am good with them. He would keep me on. It is all I want from life, that and
    She turned away, and I saw tears in the corner of her eyes.


  All right, I said. All right. I stood up and forced a smile.


  Ellen smiled too, brightly. What news of Baraks wife? she asked. When is her baby due?
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  I LEFT HER half an hour later, promising to be back within two weeks  within two weeks, not in two weeks, she had nudged our bargain
  in her favour again.


  Hob Gebons was waiting for me in Shawmss untidy little office, sitting on a stool behind the desk, hands folded over his greasy jerkin. Had a good visit, sir? he asked.


  I closed the door. Ellen was as usual. I looked at him. How long is it shes been here now? Nineteen years? The rules say a patient can only stay in the Bedlam a year,
  and theyre supposed to be cured within that time.


  If they pay, they stay. Unless they make a lot of trouble. And Ellen Fettiplace dont.


  I hesitated a moment. But I had made up my mind: I had to find out who her family were. I opened my purse, held up a gold half angel, one of the old coins. It was a large bribe. Who pays
  Ellens fees, Hob? Who is it?


  He shook his head firmly. You know I cant tell you that.


  All the time Ive been visiting her, all Ive learned is that she was attacked and raped when she was in her teens, down in Sussex. Ive learned where she lived too
   a place called Rolfswood.


  Gebons stared at me through narrowed eyes. How did you find that out? he asked quietly.


  One day I was telling her about my fathers farm near Lichfield, and mentioned the great winter floods of 1524. She said, I was a girl then. I remember at Rolfswood . .
  . Then she clammed up and would say no more. But I asked around and discovered Rolfswood is a small town in the Sussex iron country, near the Hampshire border. Ellen wont say anything
  else though, about her family or what happened to her. I stared at Gebons. Was it someone from her family that attacked her? Is that why they never visit?


  Hob looked at the coin I still held up, then at me. I cant help you, sir, he said slowly and firmly. Master Shawms is very particular about us not asking anything
  about Ellens background.


  He must have records. I nodded at the desk. Maybe in there.


  Its locked, and Im not going to be the one to break it open.


  I had to get out of this tangle somehow. How much is it worth, Hob? I asked. Name your price.


  Can you pay me what it would cost to keep me the rest of my life? he said with sudden anger, his face growing red. Because if I found out and told you, theyd trace it
  back to me. Shawms keeps that story close and that means hes under instructions from above. From Warden Metwys. Id be out. Im not going to lose the roof over my head and a job
  that feeds me and gives me a bit of authority in a world which is not kind to poor men. Hob slapped the bunch of keys at his belt for emphasis, making them jingle. All because you
  havent the heart to tell Ellen shes foolish to think youll ever bed her in that room. Dont you think everyone here knows of her mad fancy for you? he asked
  impatiently. Dont you realize its a joke up and down the Bedlam?


  I felt myself flush. Thats not what she wants. How could she, after what happened to her?


  He shrugged again. That only makes some women keener, from what Im told. What else do you think shes after?


  I dont know. Some fantasy of courtly love perhaps.


  He laughed. Thats an educated way of putting it. Tell her youre not interested. Make life easier for yourself and everyone else.


  I cant do that, it would be cruel. I need to find some way out of this, Hob. I need to know who her family are.


  Im sure lawyers have ways of finding things out. He narrowed his eyes. She is mad, you know. Its not just the refusing to go out. All these fake
  illnesses, and you can hear her crying and muttering to herself in that room at night. If you want my advice you should just walk away and not come back. Send that man of yours with a message that
  youre married, or dead, or gone to fight the French.


  I realized that in his own way Gebons was trying to advise me for the best. My best, though, not Ellens. Ellen mattered nothing to him.


  What would happen to her if I did that?


  He shrugged. Shed get worse. But if you dont tell her, she will anyway. Your way is just more drawn out. He looked at me shrewdly. Perhaps youre afraid
  of telling her.


  Mind your place, Gebons, I said sharply.


  He shrugged. Well, I can tell you that once they get ideas fixed in their heads, its hard to get them out. Believe me, sir, Ive been here ten years, I know what
  theyre like.


  I turned away. I will be back the week after next.


  He shrugged again. All right. Hopefully that will content her. For now.


  I left the office and went out through the main door, closing it firmly behind me. I was glad to be away from the fetid air of that place. I thought, I will find out the truth about Ellen, I
  will find some way.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  I RODE BACK to my house, quickly changed into my best clothes, and walked down to Temple Stairs to find a boat to take me
  the ten miles upriver to Hampton Court. The tide was with us, but even so it was a hard pull for the boatman that sultry morning. Beyond Westminster we passed numerous barges going downriver laden
  with supplies  bales of clothing, grain from the Kings stores, on one occasion hundreds of longbows. My sweating boatman was not inclined to talk, and I stared out at the fields.
  Normally by now the ears of corn would be turning golden, but after the bad weather of the last few weeks they were still green.


  My visit to Ellen still lay heavy on my mind, especially Hobs words about lawyers having their ways of finding things. I hated the thought of going behind her back, but the present
  situation could not continue.
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  AT LENGTH the soaring brick towers of Hampton Court came into view, the chimneys topped with gold-painted statues of lions and mythical beasts glinting
  in the sun. I disembarked at the wharf, where soldiers armed with halberds stood on duty. My heart beat hard with apprehension as I looked across the wide lawns to Wolseys palace. I showed
  my letter to one of the guards. He bowed deeply, called another guard across and told him to take me inside.


  I remembered my only previous visit to Hampton Court, to see Archbishop Cranmer after having been falsely imprisoned in the Tower. It was that memory which lay at the root of my fear. I had
  heard Cranmer was down in Dover; they said he had reviewed the soldiers there on a white horse, dressed in armour. It sounded extraordinary, though surely no stranger than anything else happening
  now. The King, I learned from the guard, was at Whitehall, so at least there was no risk of seeing him. Once I had displeased him, and King Henry never forgot a grudge. As we reached a wide oaken
  doorway, I prayed to the God I hardly believed in any more that the Queen would keep her promise and that, whatever she wanted, it be not a matter of politics.


  I was led up a spiral staircase into the outer rooms of the Queens chambers. I pulled off my cap as we entered a room where servants and officials, most wearing the Queens badge of
  St Catherine in their caps, bustled to and fro. We passed through another room and then another, each quieter as we approached the Queens presence chamber. There were signs of new
  decoration, fresh paint on the walls and the elaborately corniced ceilings, wide tapestries so bright with colour they almost hurt the eye. Herbs and branches were laid on the rush matting covering
  the floor, and there was a heavenly medley of scents; almonds, lavender, roses. In the second room parrots fluttered and sang in roomy cages. There was a monkey in a cage too; it had been
  clambering up the bars but stopped and stared at me, huge eyes in a wrinkled, old mans face. We paused before another guarded door, the Queens motto picked out in gold on a scroll
  above: To be useful in what I do. The guard opened it and I finally stepped into the presence chamber.


  This was the outer sanctum; the Queens private rooms lay beyond, behind another door with a halberdier outside. After two years of marriage Queen Catherine was still in high favour with
  the King; when he had been away last year, leading his armies in France, she had been appointed Queen Regent. Yet remembering the fates of his other wives, I could not but think how, at a word from
  him, all her guards could in a moment become jailers.


  The walls of the presence chamber were decorated with some of the new wallpaper, intricate designs of leaves on a green background, and the room was furnished with elegant tables, vases of
  flowers and high-backed chairs. There were only two people present. The first was a woman in a plain cornflower-blue dress, her hair grey beneath her white coif. She half-rose from her chair,
  giving me an apprehensive look. The man with her, tall and thin and wearing a lawyers robe, put his hand gently on her shoulder to indicate she should stay seated. Master Robert Warner, the
  Queens solicitor, his thin face framed by a long beard that was greying fast though he was of an age with me, came across and took my hand.


  Brother Shardlake, thank you for coming. As though I could have refused. But I was pleased to see him, Warner had always been friendly.


  How are you? he asked.


  Well enough. And you?


  Very busy just now.


  And how is the Queen? I noticed the grey-haired woman was staring at me intently, and that she was trembling slightly.


  Very well. I will take you in now. The Lady Elizabeth is with her.
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  IN THE SUMPTUOUSLY decorated privy chamber, four richly dressed maids-in-waiting with the Queens badge on their hoods sat sewing by the window.
  Outside were the palace gardens, patterned flower beds and fishponds and statues of heraldic beasts. All the women rose and nodded briefly as I bowed to them.


  Queen Catherine Parr sat in the centre of the room, on a red velvet chair under a crimson cloth of state. Beside her a girl of about eleven knelt stroking a spaniel. She had a pale face and long
  auburn hair, and wore a green silken dress and a rope of pearls. I realized this was the Lady Elizabeth, the Kings younger daughter, by Anne Boleyn. I knew the King had restored Elizabeth
  and her half-sister Mary, Catherine of Aragons daughter, to the succession the year before, it was said at the Queens urging. But their status as bastards remained; they were still
  ladies, not princesses. And though Mary, now in her twenties, was a major figure at court and second in line to the throne after young Prince Edward, Elizabeth, despised and rejected by her father,
  was hardly ever seen in public.


  Warner and I bowed deeply. There was a pause, then the Queen said, Welcome, good gentlemen, in her clear rich voice.


  Before her marriage Catherine Parr had always been elegantly dressed, but now she was magnificent in a dress of silver and russet sewn with strands of gold. A gold brooch hung with pearls was
  pinned to her breast. Her face, attractive rather than pretty, was lightly powdered, her red-gold hair bound under a circular French hood. Her expression was kindly but watchful, her mouth severe
  but somehow conveying that in a moment it could break into a smile or laugh in the midst of all this magnificence. She looked at Warner.


  She is outside? she asked.


  Yes, your majesty.


  Go sit with her, I will call her in shortly. She is still nervous?


  Very.


  Then give her what comfort you can. Warner bowed and left the room. I was aware of the girl studying me closely as she stroked the spaniel. The Queen looked across at her and
  smiled.


  Well, Elizabeth, this is Master Shardlake. Ask your question, then you must go to your archery lesson. Master Timothy will be waiting. She turned back to me with an indulgent smile
  on her face. The Lady Elizabeth has a question about lawyers.


  I turned hesitantly to the girl. She was not pretty, her nose and chin too long. Her eyes were blue and piercing, as I remembered her fathers. But, unlike Henrys, Elizabeths
  eyes held no cruelty, only an intense, searching curiosity. A bold look for a child, but she was no ordinary child.


  Sir, she said in a clear, grave voice, I know you for a lawyer, and that my dear mother believes you a good man.


  Thank you. So she called the Queen mother.


  Yet I have heard it said that lawyers are bad folk, with no morals, who will argue a wicked mans case as readily as a good ones. People say lawyers houses are built
  on the heads of fools, and they use the tangles of the law as webs to ensnare the people. What say you, sir?


  The girls serious expression showed she was not mocking me, she truly wished to hear my answer. I took a deep breath. My lady, I was taught it is a good thing for lawyers to be
  ready to argue the case of any client, indifferently. A lawyers duty is to be impartial, so that every man, good or bad, may have his rights faithfully argued before the Kings
  courts.


  But lawyers must have consciences, sir, and know in their hearts whether the cause they argue be just or no. Elizabeth spoke emphatically. If a man came to you and you saw
  he acted from malice and spite against the other party, wished merely to entangle him in the thorny embrace of the law, would you not act for him just the same, for a fee?


  Master Shardlake acts mostly for the poor, Elizabeth, the Queen said gently. In the Court of Requests.


  But, Mother, surely a poor man may have a bad case as easily as a rich one?


  It is true the law is tangled, I said, perhaps indeed too complex for mens good. True also that some lawyers are greedy and care only for money. Yet a lawyer has a
  duty to seek out whatever is just and reasonable in a clients case, so he may argue it well. Thus he may indeed engage his conscience. And it is the judges who decide where justice lies. And
  justice is a great thing.


  Elizabeth gave me a sudden winning smile. I thank you for your answer, sir, and will think well on it. I asked only because I wish to learn. She paused. Yet still I think
  justice is no easy thing to find.


  There, my lady, I agree.


  The Queen touched her arm. And now you must go, or Master Timothy will be searching. And Serjeant Shardlake and I have business. Jane, will you accompany her?


  Elizabeth nodded and smiled at the Queen, looking for a moment like an ordinary little girl. I bowed deeply again. One of the maids came over and accompanied the child to the door. Elizabeth
  walked with slow, composed steps. The little dog made to follow her, but the Queen called to it to stay. The maid-in-waiting knocked on the door, it was opened, and they slipped through.


  The Queen turned to me, then held out a slim ringed hand for me to kiss. You answered well, she said, but perhaps you allowed your fellow lawyers too much
  latitude.


  Yes. I am more cynical than that. But she is only a child, though a truly remarkable one. She converses better than many adults.


  The Queen laughed, a sudden display of white even teeth. She swears like a soldier when she is angry; I think Master Timothy encourages her. But yes, she is truly remarkable. Master
  Grindal, Prince Edwards tutor, is teaching her too and says she is the cleverest child he has ever taught. And she is as skilled at sporting pursuits as things of the mind. Already she
  follows the hunt and she is reading Master Aschams new treatise on archery. Yet she is so sad sometimes, and so watchful. Sometimes frightened. The Queen looked at the closed door
  with a pensive expression, and for a moment I saw the Catherine Parr I remembered: intense, afraid, desperate to do the right thing.


  I said, The world is a dangerous and uncertain place, your majesty. One cannot be too watchful.


  Yes. A knowing smile. And you fear I would place you again amidst its worst dangers. I see it. But I would never break my promise, good Matthew. The case I have for you is
  nothing to do with politics.


  I bowed my head. You see through me. I do not know what to say.


  Then say nothing. Tell me only how you fare.


  Well enough.


  Do you find any time to paint nowadays?


  I shook my head. I did a little last year, but just now   I hesitated  I have many demands on me.


  I read worry in your face. The gaze from the Queens hazel eyes was as keen as Elizabeths.


  Tis only the lines that come with age. Though not on yours, your majesty.


  If you ever have troubles, you know I would help you all I can.


  A small private matter only.


  An affair of the heart, perhaps?


  I glanced over at the ladies at the window, realizing that all the while the Queen had kept her voice raised sufficiently for them to hear. No one would ever be able to report that Catherine
  Parr had had a privy conversation with a man the King disliked.


  No, your majesty, I answered. Not that.


  She nodded, frowned thoughtfully for a moment, then asked, Matthew, have you any experience with the Court of Wards?


  I looked at her in surprise. No, your majesty. The Court of Wards had been founded by the King a few years ago, to deal with the wealthy orphan children throughout the land who
  came under his control. There was no court more corrupt, nor one where justice was less likely to be found. It was also where any documents certifying Ellens lunacy would be kept, for the
  King had legal charge of lunatics too.


  No matter. The case I would like you to take requires an honest man above all, and you know the sort of lawyers who make wards their speciality. She leaned forward. Would
  you pursue a case there? For me? I wish you to take it, rather than Master Warner, because you have more experience in representing ordinary people.


  I would need to refresh my mind about the procedures. But otherwise, yes.


  She nodded. Thank you. One more thing you should know before I bring in your new client. Master Warner tells me Wards cases often involve lawyers travelling to where the young
  wards live to gather statements.


  Depositions. That is true of all the courts, your majesty.


  The boy concerned in this case lives in Hampshire, near Portsmouth.


  I thought, the way there from London lies through West Sussex. Where Ellen comes from.


  The Queen hesitated, choosing her next words carefully. The Portsmouth area may not be the safest region to travel to these next few weeks.


  The French? But they say they may land anywhere.


  We have spies in France, and the word is they are headed for Portsmouth. It is not certain, but likely. I would not have you take on this matter without knowing that, for Master Warner
  tells me depositions may well be needed.


  I looked at her. I sensed how much she wanted me to deal with this case. And if I could go via Rolfswood . . .


  I will do it, I said.


  Thank you. She smiled gratefully and turned to the ladies. Jane, please fetch Mistress Calfhill.


  Now, she said to me quietly, Bess Calfhill, whom you are about to meet, was an old servant of mine when I was Lady Latimer. A housekeeper at one of our properties in the
  north and later in London. She is a good, true woman, but she has recently suffered a great loss. Deal with her gently. If anyone deserves justice, it is Bess.


  The maid-in-waiting returned, bringing with her the woman I had seen in the presence chamber. She was small, frail looking. She approached with nervous steps, her hands held tightly
  together.


  Come, good Bess, the Queen said in a welcoming voice. This is Master Shardlake, a serjeant at law. Jane, bring over a chair. One for Serjeant Shardlake too.


  Mistress Calfhill lowered herself onto a cushioned chair and I sat opposite her. She studied me with her intent gaze, grey-blue eyes clear against the lined, unhappy face. She frowned for a
  second, perhaps noticing I was a hunchback. Then she looked at the Queen, her expression softening at the sight of the dog.


  This is Rig, Bess, the Queen said. Is he not a fine fellow? Come, stroke him.


  Hesitantly, Bess leaned across and touched the animal. Its feathery tail wagged. Bess always loved dogs, the Queen told me, and I realized she had kept Rig back to help relax her
  old servant. Now, Bess, the Queen said, tell Serjeant Shardlake everything. Do not be afraid. He will be your true friend in this. Tell him as you told me.


  Bess leaned back, looked at me anxiously. I am a widow, sir. She spoke softly. I had a son, Michael, a goodly, gentle boy. Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked
  them away resolutely. He was clever, and thanks to Lady Latimers  I beg pardon, the Queens  kindness, he went to Cambridge. Pride came into her voice.
  He graduated and came back to London. He had obtained a post as tutor to a family of merchants named Curteys. In a good house near the Moorgate.


  You must have been proud, I said.


  So I was, sir.


  When was this?


  Seven years ago. Michael was happy in his position. Master Curteys and his wife were good people. Cloth merchants. As well as their house in London they had bought some woodland belonging
  to a little nunnery down in Hampshire, in the country north of Portsmouth. All the monasteries were going down then.


  I remember very well.


  Michael said the nuns had lived in luxury from the profits of selling the wood. She frowned, shaking her head. Those monks and nuns were bad people, as the Queen
  knows. Bess Calfhill, clearly, was another reformer.


  Tell Master Shardlake about the children, the Queen prompted.


  The Curteyses had two children, Hugh and Emma. I think Emma was twelve then, Hugh a year younger. Michael brought them to see me once and I would see them when I visited him. She
  smiled fondly. Such a pretty boy and girl. Both tall, with light brown hair, sweet-natured quiet children. Their father was a good reformer, a man of new thinking. He had Emma as well as
  Hugh taught Latin and Greek, as well as sportly pastimes. My son enjoyed archery and taught the children.


  Your son was fond of them?


  As if they were his own. You know how in rich households spoiled children can make tutors lives a misery, but Hugh and Emma enjoyed their learning. If anything, Michael thought
  they were too serious, but their parents encouraged that: they wanted them to grow up godly folk. Michael thought Master Curteys and his wife kept the children too close to them. But they loved
  them dearly. Then, then   Bess stopped suddenly and looked down at her lap.


  What happened? I asked gently.


  When she looked up again her eyes were blank with grief. There was plague in London the second summer Michael was with them. The family decided to go down to Hampshire to visit their
  lands. They were going with friends, another family who had bought the old nunnery buildings and the rest of the lands. The Hobbeys. She almost spat out the name.


  Who were they? I asked.


  Nicholas Hobbey was another cloth merchant. He was having the nunnery converted to a house and Master Curteys family was to stay with them. Michael was going down to Hampshire too.
  They were packing to leave when Master Curteys felt the boils under his arm. He had barely been put to bed when his wife collapsed. They were both dead in a day. Along with their steward, a good
  man. She sighed heavily. You know how it comes.


  Yes. Not just plague, but all the diseases born of the foul humours of London. I thought of Joan.


  Michael and the children escaped. Hugh and Emma were devastated, clinging to each other for comfort, crying. Michael did not know what would become of them. There were no close
  relatives. She set her jaw. And then Nicholas Hobbey came. But for that family my son would still be alive. She stared at me, her eyes suddenly full of rage.


  Did you ever meet Master Hobbey?


  No. I know only what Michael told me. He said originally Master Curteys had been thinking of buying the nunnery and all the land that went with it, as an investment, but decided he could
  not afford it. He knew Master Hobbey through the Mercers Hall. Master Hobbey came to dinner several times to discuss splitting the woodland between the two of them, which was what happened
  in the end, with Master Hobbey buying the smaller share of the woodland and the nunnery buildings, which he was going to convert to a country residence. Master Curteys took the larger part of the
  woodland. Master Hobbey became friendly with Master and Mistress Curteys over the sale. He struck Michael as one who adopts reformist positions when he is with godly people, but if he were
  negotiating the purchase of lands with a papist he would take some beads to click. As for his wife, Mistress Abigail, Michael said he thought she was mad.


  Madness again. In what way?


  She shook her head. I dont know. Michael did not like to talk to me of such things. She paused, then went on. Master and Mistress Curteys died too quick to make
  wills. That was why everything was uncertain. But shortly afterwards Master Hobbey appeared with a lawyer, and told him the childrens future was being arranged.


  Do you know the lawyers name?


  Dyrick. Vincent Dyrick.


  Do you know him? the Queen asked.


  Slightly. He is an Inner Temple barrister. He has represented landlords against me in the Court of Requests occasionally over the years. He is good in argument but  over-aggressive
  perhaps. I did not know he worked in the Court of Wards too.


  Michael feared him. Michael and the Curteyses vicar were trying to trace relatives, but then Master Hobbey said he had bought the childrens wardship. The Curteyses
  house was to be sold and Hugh and Emma were to move to the Hobbeys house in Shoe Lane.


  That went through very quickly, I said.


  Money must have passed, the Queen said quietly.


  How much land is there?


  I think about twenty square miles in all. The childrens share was about two-thirds.


  That was a great deal of land. Do you know how much Hobbey paid for the wardship?


  I think it was eighty pounds.


  That sounded cheap. I thought, if Master Hobbey bought Hugh and Emmas wardship he has control of their share of that woodland. In Hampshire, near to Portsmouth, where there would be much
  demand for wood for ships, and not too far from the Sussex Weald, where the expanding ironworks had brought constant demand for fuel.


  Bess continued. Master Hobbey seemed minded to get his own tutor, but Hugh and Emma had grown attached to Michael. The children asked Master Hobbey to keep Michael on, and he
  agreed. Bess lifted her hands, made a sort of helpless motion. Apart from me, the Curteys family were all Michael had. He was a lad full of generous emotion: he should have sought a
  wife but for some reason never did. She composed herself again, continued in a flat voice. And so the children were moved, and the house they had lived in all their lives sold and
  gone. I think the proceeds were put in care of the Court of Wards.


  Yes. It would be the trustee. So, Mistress Calfhill, your son moved with the children to Shoe Lane.


  Yes. He did not like the Hobbeys house. It was a small, dark place. And Michael had a new pupil. The Hobbeys son David. She took a deep breath. Michael said he
  was a spoiled and pampered only child, the same age as Emma. Stupid and cruel, always taunting Hugh and Emma, saying they were in his house on sufferance, that his parents did not love them as they
  did him. True enough, I suppose. I believe Master Hobbey only took the children on to profit from their lands.


  Is it not illegal to make profit from a wards lands? the Queen asked.


  Yes. Whoever purchases a wardship has custody of the wards lands, but he is supposed to take care of them and not make profit for himself. Though that is not always what happens.
  And he would have control of the girls marriage, I added thoughtfully.


  Bess said, Michael feared they wanted to marry Emma to David, so her share of the childrens lands would pass to the Hobbey family. Those poor children. Hugh and Emma cleaved
  together, they only had each other, though they had a friend in my son. Michael told me Hugh had a fight once with David, over something improper he said to Emma. She would have been only thirteen.
  David was a big strong boy, but Hugh beat him. She looked at me sharply again. I told Michael he was getting too concerned over Hugh and Emma, he couldnt be mother and father
  to them. But then   her face went blank once more  then smallpox came to the Hobbeys house.


  The Queen leaned forward and laid a hand on Besss arm.


  All three children caught it, Bess continued stonily. Michael was forbidden their chambers for fear of infection. The servants were set to look after Hugh and Emma, but
  Davids mother cared for him herself, weeping and crying to God for her boy to be saved. I give her credit for that; I would have done the same for Michael. She paused, then said in a
  savage voice, David survived unmarked. Hugh lived, but with a pitted face that destroyed his handsomeness. And little Emma died.


  I am sorry.


  Then a few days later Master Hobbey told my son his wife would not live in London any more. They were going to their house in Hampshire for good and he would not be needed. Michael never
  saw Hugh again  he and David were still being kept isolated. They allowed Michael to go to poor Emmas funeral, that was all. He saw her little white coffin laid in the earth. He left
  that day. He said the servants were burning Emmas clothes in the garden in case they harboured the ill humours of the disease.


  A terrible story, I said gently. Death and greed, and children the victims. But Mistress Calfhill, your son could have done no more.


  I know, she said. Master Hobbey gave Michael a letter of recommendation, and he got other positions in London. He wrote to Hugh, but had only a stiff reply from Master
  Hobbey saying he should not write, they were trying to build a new life for the boy in Hampshire. Her voice rose. The cruelty of it, after all Michael had done for those
  children.


  That was hard indeed, I said. Yet I could see Hobbeys point of view. In London the boy Hugh had lost his entire family.


  Bess continued, the tonelessness returning to her voice. The years passed. Then at the end of last year Michael took a place down in Dorset, teaching the sons of a large landowner. But
  the fate of Hugh and Emma seemed to haunt him. He often said he wondered what had become of Hugh. She frowned and looked down.


  The Queen spoke again. Come, Bess, you must tell the last part, though I know it is the hardest.


  Bess looked at me, steeled herself. Michael returned from Dorset to visit me at Easter. When he arrived he looked terrible, pale and distracted, almost out of his wits. He would not tell
  me why, but after a few days he suddenly asked if I knew any lawyers. For what, I asked. To my amazement he said he wished to apply to the Court of Wards for Hugh to be taken from the
  Hobbeys custody. She took a deep breath. I told him I knew no lawyers, and asked why he should do this now, after six years. He said it was something not fit for my ears or any
  womans, or mans either except a judge. I tell you, sir, I began to fear for Michaels reason. I can see him now, sitting opposite me in the little house I have, thanks to the
  Queens goodness. In the light from the fire his face looked lined  old. Yes, old, though he was not yet thirty. I suggested if he wanted a lawyer perhaps he should visit Master
  Dyrick. But he laughed bitterly and said he was the last person he should go to.


  That is right. If Dyrick was acting for Hobbey in the wardship, he could not act against him in the same matter.


  It was more than that, sir. There was anger in Michaels voice.


  I sensed a new stillness in the room, and glanced over to the windows. The maids-in-waiting had stopped sewing, and were listening as intently as the Queen and I.


  It occurred to me that on the way back home from Dorset Michael might have visited Hugh. I asked him outright, and he admitted it was true. He had not made an appointment because he
  feared Master Hobbey might not receive him. He said when he arrived he found that something frightful had been done. He had to find a lawyer whom he could trust, and if he could not he would file
  the case in court himself.


  I wish you had come to me, Bess, the Queen said. You could have.


  Your majesty, I feared my son was losing his reason. I could not see anything that could have happened to Hugh that would drive Michael to such a state. Shortly afterwards Michael said he
  had found a lodging of his own. He said he was not going back to Dorset. He  At last she broke down, burying her head in her hands and weeping. The Queen leaned over and held Bess
  close against her breast.


  At length she regained her composure. The Queen had given her a handkerchief, which she twisted and squeezed in her hands. She spoke, but with her head bowed so low I was looking at the top of
  her white coif.


  Michael moved into lodgings down by the river. He visited me most days. He told me he had filed papers in the Court of Wards by himself and paid the fee. I fancied he looked a little
  easier then, but in the days that followed that old, drawn look returned. Then several days passed when he did not visit. The following morning the local constable came. She looked up, eyes
  bereft. He told me my son had been found dead in his room, he had hanged himself from a roof beam. He left me a note  I have it. Master Warner said I should bring it with me for you
  to see.


  May I?


  Bess produced a folded scrap of dirty paper from her dress. She passed it to me with a trembling hand. I opened it. Forgive me, Mother, was scrawled on it. I looked up at her. This
  is Michaels writing? I asked.


  You think I do not know my own sons hand? she asked angrily. He wrote this, as I told the coroner at the inquest, before the jury and all the curious
  public.


  Come, Bess, the Queen said gently. Master Shardlake needs to ask these questions.


  I know, your majesty, but it is hard. She looked at me. I apologize, sir.


  I understand. Was the hearing before the London coroner?


  Yes, Master Grice. A hard, stupid man.


  I smiled sadly. That he is.


  The coroner asked me if my son had seemed unwell and I said yes, his behaviour had been strange lately. They brought in a verdict of suicide. I did not say anything about
  Hampshire.


  Why not?


  She raised her head and looked at me again, defiantly. Because I had decided to bring that matter to the Queen. And now I have come for justice, by the Queens good grace.
  She sat back. I realized there was a thread of steel under Besss pain.


  I asked quietly, What do you think your son found in Hampshire that could have driven him to kill himself?


  God rest and quiet his soul, I do not know, but I believe it was something terrible.


  I did not answer. I wondered if Bess needed to believe that now, had turned pain outwards into anger.


  Show Master Shardlake the summons from the court, the Queen said.


  Bess reached into her dress and pulled out a large paper, folded many times, and handed it to me. It was a summons from the Court of Wards, ordering all parties with business in the matter of
  the wardship of Hugh William Curteys to attend the court on the twenty-ninth of June, in five days time. It was addressed to Michael Calfhill as petitioner  they would not know he was
  dead  and I noted a copy had also been delivered to Vincent Dyrick at the Inner Temple. It was dated near three weeks before.


  It reached me only last week, Bess said. It arrived at my sons lodgings, was taken to the coroner, then he sent it to me as Michaels next of kin.


  Have you seen a copy of Michaels actual application? It is called a Bill of Information. I need to know what he said.


  No, sir. I know only what I have told you.


  I looked at Bess and the Queen. I decided to be direct. Whatever the application says, it is Michaels, based on facts within his knowledge. But Michael is dead, and the court might
  not hear the case without Michael there to give evidence.


  I know nothing of the law, Bess said, only what happened to my son.


  The Queen said, I did not think the courts were sitting, I heard they were dissolved early because of the war.


  Wards and Augmentations are still sitting. The courts that brought revenue to the King, they would sit all summer. The judges there were hard men. I turned to the Queen. Sir
  William Paulet is Master of the Court of Wards. I wonder if he is sitting himself, or has other duties connected with the war. He is a senior councillor.


  I asked Master Warner. Sir William goes to Portsmouth soon as governor, but he will be sitting in court next week.


  Will they make Master Hobbey come? Bess asked.


  I imagine Dyrick will attend on his behalf at the first hearing. What the court will make of Michaels application will depend on what it says and whether any witnesses can be found
  to help us. You mentioned that when Master Hobbey applied for the wardship Michael sought the help of the Curteyses vicar.


  Yes. Master Broughton. Michael said he was a good man.


  Do you know whether Michael saw him recently?


  She shook her head. I asked him that. He said not.


  Did anyone else know about this application? I asked. A friend of Michaels perhaps.


  He was a stranger in London. He had no friends here. Apart from me, she added sadly.


  Can you find out? the Queen asked. Can you take the case? On Besss behalf?


  I hesitated. All I could see here was a bundle of intense emotional connections. Between the Queen and Bess, Bess and Michael, Michael and those children. No facts, no evidence, maybe no case at
  all. I looked at the Queen. She wanted me to help her old servant. I thought of the boy Hugh who was at the centre of it all, only a name to me, but alone and unprotected.


  Yes, I answered. I will do the best I can.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  I LEFT THE QUEEN an hour later, with the suicide note and the summons in my pocket. I had arranged
  with Mistress Calfhill for her to call on me later in the week so that I could take a full statement.


  Warner was waiting in the presence chamber. He led me up a flight of winding steps to his office, a cramped room with shelves of papers and parchments tied in pink ribbon.


  So you will take the case, he said.


  I smiled. I cannot refuse the Queen.


  Nor I. She has asked me to write to John Sewster, the Court of Wards attorney. I will say next Mondays hearing should go forward, even though Calfhill is dead. I will say the Queen
  wishes it, in the interests of justice. He will tell Sir William so, and that should stop him from throwing the case out. Paulet is a man for whom political advantage is all  he would not
  wish to upset her. Warner looked at me seriously, fingering his long beard. But that is as far as we can go, Brother Shardlake. I do not want to press the connection to the Queen too
  far. We do not know what lies at the bottom of this case. Maybe nothing, but if Michael Calfhill did find something serious, it may be a matter the Queen should not be publicly involved
  in.


  I understand. I respected Warner. He had worked as an attorney in the Queens household for over twenty years, since Catherine of Aragons time, and I knew he had come
  to have a particular affection for Catherine Parr, as most did who worked for her.


  You have been given a hard task, he said sympathetically. Only five more days to the hearing, and no witnesses apart from Mistress Calfhill that we know of.


  With the end of the law term I have time.


  He nodded slowly. The Court of Wards still sits. There are wards and money to be gathered in. Like any lawyer with integrity, he spoke of Wards with contempt.


  I will do what I can to find witnesses, I told him. There is that vicar who worked with Michael six years ago. My clerk will help me, he is skilled in such matters. If there
  is anyone, we will find them. But first I must go to Wards, see what Michaels Bill of Information said.


  And you will need to talk to Dyrick.


  After Ive seen the papers, and found what witnesses there are.


  Warner said, I have met Dyrick. The legal world of London was small, everyone knew everyone else by reputation at least. A strong opponent. No doubt he will say the case is
  a meaningless accusation from a madman.


  That is why I wish to see more of how the land lies before visiting him. Tell me, what do you make of Mistress Calfhill?


  Full of grief. Confused. Maybe looking for a scapegoat for her sons death. But I am sure you will do everything possible to root out the truth of it. He smiled sadly.
  You were afraid it was politics. I saw that on your face when you came in.


  Yes, Brother Warner, I fear I was.


  The Queen always honours her promises, Brother Shardlake, he answered reprovingly. And will always help an old servant in trouble.


  I know. I should have trusted.


  Queen Catherine holds old friends in more kindness than any since the first Queen Catherine.


  Catherine of Aragon.


  Yes. She, too, was kind, though she had her faults.


  I smiled. Her Catholicism.


  He looked at me seriously. More than that. But come, I say more than I should. Talk of politics is dangerous, even though the great men of the realm have no time for intrigue just now.
  Hertford, Norfolk, Gardiner  all away on military assignments. But if we get through this war, I have little doubt it will all begin again. The Catholic party does not like Queen Catherine.
  You have seen her book?


  Prayers and Meditations? Yes, she sent me a copy last month.


  He looked at me keenly. What did you make of it?


  I did not know she had such sadness in her heart. All those prayers urging us to put up with the shafts of ill fortune that come to us in this world, in the hope of salvation in the
  next.


  Her friends had to advise her to leave out certain passages  with a flavour of Luther. Fortunately she listened to us. She is always careful. For example, she will not stir from
  her chamber today because Sir Thomas Seymour is at Hampton Court.


  That rogue, I said feelingly. I had met Seymour at the time the King was pressing Catherine Parr to marry him; she had wanted to marry the dashing Seymour instead.


  The King has had him chasing round the south of England inspecting the armies. Hes come to report to the Privy Council.


  I am glad the Queen has loyal friends such as you, I said sincerely.


  Ay, well watch out for her. Someone has to do the politics, he added.
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  I STEPPED OUT into the sunlit courtyard. The astronomical clock over the arch in front of me showed four oclock. The red-brick buildings cast
  barely a shadow on the courtyard; the paving stones shimmered in the heat. Sweat pricked at my brow. A messenger in the Kings livery rode fast through the courtyard, under the opposite arch,
  perhaps with some message for the military commanders.


  Then I saw two men standing in a doorway, looking at me. I recognized both, and my heart sank. Warner had said Sir Thomas Seymour was at Hampton Court and here he was, in a bright yellow
  doublet, black hose on his long shapely legs, the handsome face above his dark red beard as hard and mocking as I remembered. He stood with hands on hips in a pose of courtly arrogance; the stance
  in which Holbein had painted the King. Beside him, short and neat in his lawyers robe, stood Sir Richard Rich, his fellow member of the Privy Council, the Kings willing tool in the
  dirtiest pieces of State business these last ten years. I knew Rich had been involved in the financial administration of the invasion of France the year before; rumour said he had been in trouble
  with the King for lining his pockets a little too heavily.


  The two did not speak or move, just stood looking at me, Seymour with a contemptuous stare and Rich with his cold, still gaze. They knew a man of my rank could not simply ignore them. I took off
  my cap and approached, trying to keep my legs steady. I bowed low.


  Seymour spoke first. Master Shardlake, it is a long time since we met. I thought you had gone back to the courts. He smiled mischievously and waved a hand in an exaggerated,
  sweeping gesture. Gathering gold from the quarrels of poor silly folks, while strong true Englishmen fight to save their country from its enemies. He pointedly looked me up and down,
  even glancing round a little at my back.


  God has given me my limitations.


  He laughed. Ay, that he has.


  I did not reply. I knew Seymour would soon tire of mocking me and allow me on my way. But then Rich spoke, quietly, in his sharp voice. What business have you here? I would not have
  thought you would dare come near the Kings court again. After last time.


  He was referring to when he had had me put in the Tower on false charges to win a court case. Rich had then been in charge of the Court of Augmentations, which controlled the monastic lands
  seized by the King. I had brought a case on behalf of the City of London and, had I won, it would have reduced the value of some of the lands. Rich had used lying witnesses to have me imprisoned on
  false charges of treason. He would happily have seen me executed, but the charges had been proved false. Nonetheless the City Council had been so frightened they had withdrawn the case.


  I begged my legs to be still. I am here on legal business, Sir Richard. For Brother Warner.


  The Queens lawyer. I hope she has not set you to defending heretics, as Warner did last year.


  No, Sir Richard. Merely a civil case. For one of the Queens old servants.


  Which court?


  Wards.


  Rich and Seymour both laughed, Seymours bellow contrasting with Richs rasp. Then I wish you a merry time, Rich said.


  I hope you have a full purse for the officials, Seymour said. You will need it.


  I expected that to earn a rebuke from Rich; he was a law officer and they took offence at mention of corruption in the courts. But Rich only smiled thinly. But who will fill that purse,
  Sir Thomas? he asked. The Queens servant, I hope. Were the Queen to pay herself that would be maintenance of someone elses case, which is not lawful.


  You may be sure the Queen will see the proprieties observed, I replied. She is a woman of probity. It was a bold answer, but it was time to remind him who my patron
  was.


  Rich inclined his head. I know this is not the first time her majesty has instructed you in legal matters. I find it a little strange, given the opinion the King showed of you at
  York. He turned to Sir Thomas, smiling. Master Shardlake annoyed him there, and he suffered a public humbling for his pains. He cast his neat little head on one side, and I saw
  that beneath his cap his hair was greying.


  I know that tale, Seymour said. He called Shardlake a bent bottled spider before half of York. He laughed again.


  Rich bowed slightly, dismissing me. Take care, Master Shard-lake.


  I walked away, shaken, feeling their eyes on me. To meet those two together was a piece of ill luck. I had thought I was long since done with Rich. It frightened me to think his malicious eyes
  had been watching me all this time; but no doubt he watched all the little people, waiting to see whom he could entangle in his webs. Thank God I had the Queens patronage. I waited till I
  had passed under the arch, beyond their gaze, before I wiped my brow.
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  I WENT STRAIGHT HOME; I knew Tamasin was calling to see Guy and Barak would be with her. To my surprise when I entered the house the hallway was full of
  people. Tamasin sat at the bottom of the staircase, her swollen stomach prominent under her dress, her pretty pale face perspiring, blonde hair hanging limp around it. Coldirons daughter
  Josephine had removed Tamasins coif and was using it to fan her face with broad sweeps of her arm. Barak stood by, biting his lip anxiously. Coldiron stood looking on disapprovingly, while
  the two boys peered out from the kitchen doorway.


  Tamasin, I said anxiously. My dear? What has happened? Where is Guy?


  Its all right, Master Shardlake. To my relief there was amusement in her voice. Hes gone to wash his hands. I just felt strange when I came in out of the sun,
  I had to sit down.


  She walked all the way here by herself, Barak said indignantly. I said Id meet her here but I thought Jane Marris would be with her. Walking alone, in this heat, and
  at too fast a pace if I know her. What if youd fallen down in the middle of Chancery Lane, Tammy? Why didnt Jane come with you?


  I sent her to the shops. She hadnt returned when I was due to leave. Its chaos in the markets with all the uproar over the new coins.


  You should have told her to get back in time to fetch you here. Where are your wits, woman?


  I didnt faint, Jack, Tamasin replied irritably. I just had to sit down  ow! She broke off as Josephine, fanning a little too wildly, accidentally hit
  her on the cheek.


  Coldiron stepped forward, grabbing the coif. Watch what youre doing, you clumsy mare. Get back to the kitchen! And try not to break any more pots! Josephine blushed and
  hastened away with her little scuttling steps, head bowed. Coldiron turned to me. She broke the big butter pot this morning. Ive told her itll come out of her wages.


  It doesnt matter, I said. Tell her Ill pay for a new one.


  Coldiron took a deep breath. If I might suggest, sir, thats not good for discipline. Women are like soldiers, they need to obey their superiors.


  Get out, I said irritably. Ive enough to attend to here.


  Coldirons single eye widened for a moment with anger, but he obeyed and followed his daughter back to the kitchen. The boys, who had been grinning, fled before him. I turned back to
  Tamasin. Are you all right?


  Of course. There was no need for him to speak to her like that. Poor girl.


  Guy appeared, walking slowly down the stairs, drying his hands on a towel. Are you feeling better, Tamasin? he asked.


  All well now. Tamasin struggled to her feet, Barak hastening to help.


  Tell her, Dr Malton, Barak appealed. Tell her she was stupid to walk here unaccompanied.


  Guy leaned down and felt her brow. You are very overheated, Tamasin. That is no good thing when you are with child.


  All right, I wont walk out alone again. She looked at Barak. I promise.


  May I examine Tamasin in your study, Matthew? Guy asked.


  Of course. Jack, I would like a word with you, I added quickly as he made to follow Guy and his wife. Tamasin shot me a grateful smile over her shoulder. Reluctantly, he followed
  me into the parlour.


  I shut the door, bade him sit, and took a stool facing him.


  Weve some urgent work, I said.


  The Queen?


  Yes.


  His eyes lit up with interest as I told him of my meeting with the Queen and Bess. The Lady Elizabeth was there when I arrived, I added.


  What is she like?


  Astonishingly clever. The Queen and she are like mother and daughter. I smiled, then frowned. Afterwards I met two old acquaintances. Rich and Thomas Seymour. I think they
  knew I was there, I concluded. I think they were waiting for me to come out, to taunt me.


  It was just ill chance. They were probably talking about war business when you appeared. If you go to a cesspit, youre bound to see some maggots.


  Youre right. But Rich has obviously been following my career.


  Its no secret youve acted in cases for the Queen. He probably heard you were coming and decided to have a bit of sport with you.


  Yes. Im not important enough for him to take any real interest.


  Id heard Rich was a little out of favour.


  I heard that too. But he is still on the Privy Council. His talents are valued by the King, I added bitterly.


  Politics is like dice: the better the player, the worse the man.


  Jack, we need to move fast. This hearing is on Monday.


  Weve never dealt with the Court of Wards before.


  Many of its functions are not those of a court at all. You know the principle of wardship?


  He quoted slowly, a passage remembered from a law book. If a man holds land under knight service, and dies leaving minor heirs, the property passes in trust to the King till the ward
  comes of age or marries.


  Thats right.


  And the King has the right to manage the lands, and arrange the marriage of the ward. But in fact he sells the wardships to the highest bidder. Through the Court of Wards.


  Well remembered. Knight service is an ancient form of tenure which was dying out before the present Kings reign. But then the Dissolution of the Monasteries came. And all the
  seized monastic lands that have been sold have been on terms of knight service. It generated so much wardship business they abolished the old Office of Wards and set up the court. Its main job is
  money. They check the value of lands subject to wardship through the feodaries, the local officials. Then they negotiate with applicants for the wardship of minor heirs.


  Some wardships are granted to the childrens families, are they not?


  Yes. But often they go to the highest bidder, especially where there is no immediate family. Like this man Nicholas Hobbey in the case of the Curteys children.


  I can see why hed do it. Barak was interested. If he could marry the girl to his son, hed get her share of her fathers woodland. But the girl
  died.


  It is still worth his while to have Hugh. Emmas share would have passed to her brother. Hobbey will have control of Hughs lands till he is twenty-one. There is a constant
  cry for wood in the south, for ships and for charcoal for the ironworks. Especially now with the war.


  How much woodland is there?


  I believe approaching twenty square miles in all. Hobbey owned about a third himself, but the rest will now belong to Hugh Curteys. And by law the value of his land should be preserved.
  But I believe those who have bought wardships often make illicit profits by cutting down woodland, usually hand in glove with the local feodary, who takes a share. The whole system is rotten from
  top to bottom.


  Barak frowned. Is there nothing to protect children under wardship? A child of the streets himself, the plight of children in distress always moved him.


  Very little. The wardmaster has an incentive to keep the ward alive because if he dies the wardship ends. And he is supposed to ensure the child is educated. But he can marry the ward off
  to more or less whom he pleases.


  The children are trapped, then? Helpless in the briars?


  The court has a supervisory power. It is possible to apply for protection against bad treatment for wards, which is what Michael Calfhill did. But the court doesnt like
  interference, wardships are profitable. I will go to Wards tomorrow. Ill probably have to grease some palm to see all the papers. And while Im at it   I took a deep
  breath  Ill try and get a copy of the document certifying Ellens insanity. From nineteen years ago.


  Barak looked at me seriously. That Ellen is closing a vice on you. Weakness can give some folk a strange sort of power, you know. And shes crafty, as mad folk often are.


  Finding out about her family may be a way forward. Maybe I can find someone who will care for her. Ease my burden.


  You said Ellen was raped. Maybe it was a member of her family who did it.


  Or maybe not. If the Curteys application goes forward, I may have to go down to Portsmouth to take depositions. Perhaps I could make a detour to Sussex on the way.


  Barak raised his eyebrows. Portsmouth? Ive heard a lot of soldiers are going there. It could be a likely place for the French to land.


  I know. The Queen warned me the Kings spies say that is what is planned. But the Hobbey establishment is some miles north.


  Id come with you, but I cant leave Tamasin. Not now.


  I smiled. I wont hear of it. But help me with Michael Calfhills hearing.


  Strange he should kill himself just after making this application. When he might have been able to do something for the Curteys lad.


  You mean he might have been killed? I thought of that. But his mother said no one else knew of the application, and she recognized his writing on the suicide note. I passed the
  scrap of paper over to Barak. He studied it.


  Still strange. It would do no harm to go to where Michael lodged, ask a few questions.


  Could you do that tomorrow?


  Barak smiled and nodded. This was the sort of work he liked, and was good at. Ferreting things out on the street.


  And visit the Curteyses old church, see if their vicar is still there?


  First thing.


  Here, Ill write down the addresses.


  When I turned to give the paper to him he was smiling at me sardonically.


  What?


  This one has got your juices flowing, hasnt it? I could see you were getting bored.


  Barak sat up at the sound of his wifes voice. We went to the door. Tamasin stood outside smiling. Guy looked happier than for some time.


  Everything is as it should be with my daughter, Tamasin said. My little Johanna.


  My little John, Barak countered.


  But you are right heavy with the child, Tamasin, Guy said warningly. You must take things easily.


  Yes, Dr Malton, she answered humbly.


  Barak took her hand. Youll listen to Dr Malton, but not to your husband and master, eh?


  Tamasin smiled. Perhaps my good master will see me home. If you can spare him, sir.


  As they left the house, bickering amiably, Guy smiled. Tamasin says Jack is over-anxious.


  Well, I have some new work that will keep him occupied. I put my hand on his shoulder. That is what you need too, Guy, to get back to work.


  Not yet, Matthew. I am too  weary. And now I should wash my hands again. Unlike some of my colleagues I believe it is important, to get rid of any bad humours.


  He went back upstairs. I felt a sudden weight of sadness, for Guy, for Ellen, for the unknown lad Hugh Curteys, for poor Michael Calfhill. I decided to walk round my garden to order my thoughts
  a little.


  As I came round the side of the house I saw Coldiron chopping a pile of wood with an axe. His red face was slick with sweat; it dripped down past his eyepatch, onto his nose. Josephine was
  beside him, twisting her hands anxiously. She seemed on the point of tears. Hunchbacks, her father was saying. Swart-coloured men, pregnant hussies falling and displaying their
  great bellies on the stairs. He jumped and looked round at the sound of my approach. Josephines eyes widened and her mouth dropped open.


  I stared at him. Think yourself lucky Barak was not with me, I said coldly. If he heard you talking of his wife like that you might find yourself on the wrong end of that
  axe. I walked round him and away. I would have dismissed him on the spot, but the look of utter fear in Josephines eyes had stopped me.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  AN HOUR LATER Guy and I sat down to supper. Coldiron was at least a good cook, and we dined on fresh river eels with butter
  sauce. His manner was obsequiously respectful and he kept his eye downcast as he served us.


  When he had left the room, I told Guy about my meeting with the Queen and the Curteys case. I also said that if I were to go to Hampshire, it would be a way of investigating Ellens
  past.


  He fixed me with his keen brown eyes, hesitated a moment, then said, You ought to tell her you know how she feels about you and that there is no hope.


  I shook my head vigorously. I fear the effect on her. And if I stopped going to see her, she would be alone.


  Guy did not reply, only went on looking at me. I threw down my knife and sat back.


  If only love could always be mutual, I said quietly. I loved Dorothy Elliard, but she could not return my love. While for Ellen I feel only  liking, yes.
  Pity.


  Guilt? Because of what you cannot feel for her?


  I hesitated. Yes.


  He said quietly, It would take courage for you to tell her. To face her reaction.


  I frowned angrily. I am not thinking of myself!


  Not at all? Are you sure?


  The best way to help her is to find out the truth about her past! I snapped. Then


  Then the problem may be handed over to someone else?


  It does not belong with me. And finding out the truth can only help her, surely.


  He did not reply.
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  AFTERWARDS I went upstairs to look at my commonplace books, notes on cases and aspects of the law going back to my student days. I needed to refresh my
  mind on the rules and procedures of the Court of Wards. First, though, I thought about Coldiron. I half-wished I had dismissed him in the garden, but it occurred to me that if I did and then had to
  go to Hampshire, there would be nobody left in charge of the house and the two boys except Guy, and it would be unfair to leave that responsibility with him. Better to set enquiries about possible
  stewards in motion round Lincolns Inn tomorrow, and make sure I had someone to take his place before dismissing him. Yet Josephine worried me; I did not want to cast her out into the world
  with nobody but Coldiron. I cursed the day I had taken him on.


  I spent the rest of the evening making notes, calling down to Coldiron to bring a candle as the light faded. I heard Josephines footsteps pattering up the stairs: she brought in a candle,
  set it on my desk, and left with a quick curtsey. Her steps descended again, pitter, pitter, pitter.


  At length I stopped writing and sat back to think. Master Hobbey had begun by purchasing a portion of this tract of woodland plus the monastic buildings, which he had converted into a house,
  then he had bought the childrens wardship. The capital outlay for all these transactions would have been large, even for a prosperous merchant. It would be interesting to find out the sums
  involved. Emma, Bess Calfhill said, had not liked young David Hobbey; but my reading had made clear that only in the most exceptional circumstances would the court consider an appeal by a ward
  against a proposed marriage. The marriage partner would have to be far below her in social class, or a criminal, or diseased or deformed  I noted wryly that a hunchback counted  for
  the Court of Wards to disallow the marriage on the basis of disparagement.


  But Emma had died, and if that was Hobbeys plan it had come to naught. Her inheritance would have passed to Hugh and though by one of the laws oddities a girl, if unmarried, could
  apply to have her wardship ended at fourteen, a boy could not sue out his livery until the age of twenty-one. According to Bess, seven years ago Hugh had been eleven; he would be
  eighteen now  three years till he could come into his lands.


  I got up and paced the floor. Until Hugh was twenty-one Hobbey would be entitled only to the normal income his lands brought in, and if it was woodland there would be no income from rents. Yet,
  as I had told Barak, the owners of wardships were notorious for wasting the lands of their wards, selling and profiting from assets like woodland and mining rights.


  A book on my shelf caught my eye: Roderick Morss Lamentation of a Christian Against the City of London, a diatribe against the citys social evils that had belonged to my
  friend Roger. I opened it, remembering there was a passage about wardship: God confound that wicked custom; for it is too abominable, and stinks from the earth to heaven, it is so
  vile.


  I closed the book and looked out over my garden. It was nearly dark; the window was open and the scent of lavender came up to me. I heard the bark of a fox, a flutter of wings somewhere. I
  thought, I could almost be in the countryside, back on the farm where I grew up. At that moment it was hard to believe the country was embroiled in crisis; armed men marching, armies forming, ships
  gathering in the Channel.
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  NEXT MORNING I walked down Chancery Lane to catch a boat to Westminster Stairs. Crossing Fleet Street, I saw someone had placed handwritten posters all
  over the Temple Bar, calling on the mayor to beware priests and strangers that would set fire to London. The weather was even stickier this morning; the sky had taken on a yellow,
  sulphurous look. I turned into Middle Temple Lane and followed the narrow passageway downhill between the narrow buildings. Along a side lane the old Templar church was visible. Vincent Dyrick
  practised in the Temple. I thought, only four days now until the hearing. I walked on past Temple Gardens, where the recent storms had laid great wreaths of petals under the rose bushes, and down
  to Temple Stairs.


  The river was still crowded with supply boats heading east. I saw one barge laden with arquebuses, five-foot iron barrels glinting in the sun. The boatman told me all the Kings ships had
  sailed out from Deptford now, bound for Portsmouth. Well sink those French bastards, he said.


  At Westminster Stairs two barges were tied up, each with a dozen men leaning on the oars. I climbed up into New Palace Yard, under the huge shadow of Westminster Hall. A company of a hundred
  soldiers was drawn up beside the great fountain, resplendent in the red and white of the London Trained Bands. They made a magnificent display, as they were meant to. Their weapons were a stark
  contrast to their bright uniforms: dark, heavy wooden maces with heads full of spikes and studs in elaborate, brutal designs.


  Facing them was a stocky officer on a black horse, with a surcoat in the royal colours, green and white, a plumed helmet on his head. A crowd of onlookers lined the square, the hawkers, pedlars
  and prostitutes of Westminster and some clerks from the courts. One of the whores pulled down her bodice to display her breasts to the recruits, and people nearby laughed and cheered. The officer
  smiled faintly.


  The soldiers had a tense, expectant air, watching as the officer produced an impressive-looking parchment, held it up with a flourish, and began declaiming: By the faith I bear to God and
  King, I will truly obey the martial laws or statutes. He paused and the men repeated his words in a loud chant. I realized this was a swearing in, men taking the oath binding them to
  full-time service, and I pushed my way through the crowd, a careful hand on my purse. Then, suddenly, I was in the narrow, dark lane between Westminster Hall and the abbey, deserted save for a
  white-headed old clerk walking slowly towards me, bent under the weight of a pile of papers.


  I arrived at the group of old Norman buildings behind Westminster Hall, white stone shabby with soot. Instead of heading for the Court of Requests as usual, I opened a stout wooden door in the
  adjacent building and climbed a flight of narrow stone steps to a wide archway. Above it was a carved representation of the seal of the Court of Wards; the royal arms and underneath the figures of
  two young children bearing a scroll with the Latin motto of the court: Pupillis Orphanis et Viduis Adiutor. A helper to wards, orphans and widows.


  [image: ]


  THE BROAD VESTIBULE of the court was dim, with the familiar law court smell of dust, old paper and sweat. A number of doors led off to one side, while on
  the other several people sat on a long wooden bench, their faces strained and tight. All were richly dressed. There was a couple in their thirties, the man in a fine doublet and the woman in a silk
  dress and a hood lined with pearls. A little way along sat a boy of about ten in a satin jerkin. A young woman in a dark, high-collared dress held his hand as she argued with a barrister I did not
  know.


  But how could they do that? she asked. It makes no sense.


  I have told you, my lady, he answered patiently, here, it is expecting sense that makes no sense.


  Excuse me, Brother, I asked. Can you direct me to the clerks office?


  He looked at me curiously. The door behind you, Brother. You new to Wards?


  Yes.


  He tapped his waist where his purse hung. I nodded. The child looked at us with an expression of desperate puzzlement. I knocked at the clerks door.
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  INSIDE, a large room was divided in two by a wooden counter. On the far side, under a window through which the sky was still darkening, a thin,
  grey-haired clerk in a dusty robe sat working at a desk. A younger, thin-faced clerk was arranging papers on the shelves that lined the walls from floor to ceiling. The older clerk looked up, the
  steady scratch of his quill ceasing, and came across to me. His lined face was expressionless, but his eyes were sharp and calculating. He bowed briefly, then laid a pair of ink-stained hands on
  the counter and stared at me enquiringly, quite unintimidated by my serjeants coif. The clerks held great power in all the courts, but usually they showed deference to barristers and
  serjeants. The Court of Wards, it seemed, was different.


  Yes, sir? he asked neutrally.


  I opened my satchel and laid Michael Calfhills summons on the counter. Good day, master clerk. My name is Serjeant Shardlake. I wish to go on record in this case. I believe Master
  Warner, the Queens attorney, has written to Attorney Sewster.


  He looked at the paper, then back at me, his expression a shade more respectful. Yes, sir. I was told to allow a late entry on the record. But Master Sewster also told me to say, sir,
  that evidence to support the plaintiffs case needs to be filed quickly.


  I understand. Were you told the man that laid the Bill of Information has died?


  Yes. He shook his head sadly. The plaintiff dead, a lawyer instructed four days before the hearing, no depositions, no papers. Sir William will be placed in difficulties at
  the hearing. The proper procedures have to be followed. The interests of young children are at stake, you see.


  I would be willing to show good appreciation for any help you can give me now. I hope to have fresh depositions shortly. I slipped my hand under my robe, to my purse, Master
   


  Mylling, sir, under-clerk. He turned his palm slowly upwards. I glanced at his young colleague, still putting away papers. Oh, dont heed him, Mylling said.
  Five shillings in the new money to see all the papers about the wardship, three in proper silver.


  I blinked. The whole legal and government system was lubricated by bribes. Money or expensive gifts were passed to officials from parties to legal cases, merchants looking to supply the army,
  people wishing to buy monastic land. But usually these presents were made semi-covertly, described as gifts in token of personal esteem. And those who asked for too much too often, as rumour said
  Rich had done last year, got into trouble. For a clerk to ask a serjeant blatantly for money like this was remarkable. But this, I reflected, was the Court of Wards. I handed over the money. The
  young clerk went on with his filing, quite uninterested in what was clearly routine business.


  Myllings manner became friendly. Ill get you on the record, sir, and fetch the papers. But, sir, I tell you in your own interest, you need witnesses that can give some
  credibility to Master Calfhills accusations. I am being honest with you, as I was with Master Calfhill when he came.


  Michael Calfhill saw you when he made the application? I asked.


  Yes. Mylling looked at me curiously. Did you know him?


  No. I only took instructions from his mother yesterday. What was he like?


  Mylling thought a moment. Strange. You could see hed never been in court before. Just said terrible things had been done to this young ward, he wanted it brought before Sir William
  at once. Mylling leaned his elbows on the desk. He seemed wild, distracted. I wondered if he was a bit brainsick at first, but then I thought, no, he is   he thought a
  moment  outraged.


  Yes, I said. That fits.


  Mylling turned to his assistant. The papers, Alabaster, he said. The young man had been listening after all, for he immediately began rooting in the dog-eared piles, quickly
  fetching over a thick bundle tied in red ribbon. Mylling untied it and passed me the top paper. A Bill of Information, filled out in a neat hand, the signature in the bottom corner the same as that
  on the suicide note. I read:


  
    
      I, Michael John Calfhill, do humbly petition this Honourable Court to investigate the wardship of Hugh Curteys, granted to Nicholas Hobbey, of Hoyland Priory, Hampshire,
      anno 1539, monstrous wrongs having been done to the said Hugh Curteys; and to grant an injunction to avoid Nicholas Hobbeys possession of the wards body.

    

  


  I looked at Mylling. Did you help draft the application? I asked. Clerks were not supposed to do that, but Michael Calfhill would not have known the legal formulae and Mylling
  would probably have helped for cash.


  Ay. I told him the bill should strictly be signed by a barrister, but he insisted on doing it himself, at once. I said he should tone his language down, but he wouldnt. I did try
  to help him. I felt sorry for him. I saw, rather to my surprise, that Mylling spoke truly. I told him hed need witnesses and he said hed talk to some vicar.


  May I? I reached for the file. The paper beneath the application, as I expected, was the defendants reply to the bill. Signed by Vincent Dyrick, it was a standard defence,
  bluntly denying that any of the allegations were true. The other papers were much older.


  Is there anywhere private I could look at these?


  Im afraid not, sir. Court papers may only be taken out of the office for hearings. You may lean at the desk here. My hand went to my purse again, for leaning over that
  counter for any length of time would, I knew, hurt my back, but Mylling shook his head firmly. Im afraid that is the rule.


  So I leaned over the counter and looked through the papers. Nearly all dealt with the grant of Hugh and Emmas wardship six years before; records of the application by Nicholas Hobbey,
  Gentleman, and valuations of the land from the local officers, the escheator and feodary. Hobbey had paid 80 for the wardship, and 30 in fees. That was a large amount.


  There was also a copy of the earlier conveyance to Hobbey of the priory buildings and his minority share of the woodland he had bought from the Court of Augmentations. He had paid out 500
  for those. There was a plan of the lands formerly under the nunnerys ownership; I looked to see whether there were any valuable rented properties, but all the land, both Hughs and
  Hobbeys, seemed to be just an expanse of woodland  apart from the village of Hoy-land, which Hobbey had bought with the priory buildings. He was lord of the manor, giving him an
  increase in social status. Hoyland was quite a small village, I saw, thirty households so perhaps two hundred people. There was a schedule of tenancies and I saw that although some households owned
  their land freehold, most held it on short leases of seven to ten years. I thought, the amount of rent will be minimal, not much profit for anyone there. Hoyland Priory was described as being eight
  miles north of Portsmouth, on the hither side of Portsdown Hill. From the plan it lay very near the main London to Portsmouth road, ideal for transporting wood.


  I stood up, easing my back. Hobbey had made a big investment, first in his portion of the land and then in the wardship. He had moved down there, so presumably he had sold his merchants
  business in London. A successful merchant deciding to set himself up as a country gentleman  it was a common enough picture.


  I looked up. Mylling was glancing at me covertly from his desk. His eyes skittered away. This wardship went through very fast, I said. Barely two months from the original
  petition to the grant. Hobbey paid high fees. He must have wanted the wardship badly.


  Mylling got up and came over. He said in a low voice, If he wanted it put through quickly he would have been expected to show his appreciation to Attorney Sewster and the
  feodary.


  Master Hobbey has lands in Hampshire next to the wards property. And a young son.


  Mylling nodded sagely. Thatll be it. If he married the girl to his son that would unite their lands. Draw up a pre-contract of marriage while theyre still children. You know
  the gentry. Marry in haste, love at leisure.


  The girl died.


  Mylling inclined his head wisely. Wardship has its risks like any other business. Theres still the boys marriage, though. He could make some profit from that. Mylling
  turned away as the outer door opened and a fat, elderly clerk brought in a file of papers, depositing it on the counter. Young Master Edwards wardship to his uncle is
  confirmed, he said. His mother was overruled.


  Through the door I heard the sound of a woman and a little boy weeping. The clerk stroked the dangling sleeves of his robe. His mother said the uncle is so ugly the boy runs away at the
  sight of him. Sir William told her off for insolence.


  Mylling called for Alabaster and he came over. Draw the orders, theres a good fellow.


  Yes, sir. Alabaster smiled cynically at the court clerk. No gratitude in Wards, is there, Thinpenny?


  The clerk scratched his head. That there isnt.


  Alabaster smiled again, a nasty smile I thought, then saw me looking and turned back to his desk. Thinpenny left and Mylling returned to his desk. I turned back to the Curteys documents. There
  was little more on the file: an exhibition setting out the amounts Hobbey undertook to pay for the childrens education  another outgoing, I thought  and then a short
  certificate recording the death of Emma Curteys in August 1539. Finally there were half a dozen orders from the last few years, ordering that Master Hobbey be permitted to cut down a limited amount
  of woodland belonging to Hugh, the trees being mature and the demand for wood great. Hughs profits, like his inheritance, were to be held by the Court of Wards. The amount to
  be cut down was to be agreed between Master Hobbey and the feodary of Hampshire. On each occasion sums between 25 and 50 had been remitted to court with a certificate
  endorsed by the feodary, one Sir Quintin Priddis. At last, I thought, the stink of possible corruption; there was nothing to prove that larger sums had not been split between Hobbey and this
  Priddis. But nothing to prove they had, either. I slowly closed the file and straightened up, wincing at a spasm from my back.


  Mylling came over. All done, sir?


  I nodded. I wonder whether Master Hobbey will come to the hearing.


  His barrister going to the initial hearing would suffice. Though I would go if I was the subject of an accusation like that.


  Indeed yes. I gave him a friendly smile. I needed Mylling for one thing more. There is a separate matter I seek information on. Not connected to this case. The record of a
  lunatico inquirendo, a finding of lunacy on a young woman. It would have been nineteen years ago. I wondered if you could help me find it.


  He looked dubious. Do you represent the guardian?


  No. I want to find who the guardian is. I tapped my purse.


  Mylling cheered up. Its not strictly my department. But I know where the records are. He took a deep breath, then turned to the young clerk. Alabaster, were
  going to have to go to the Stinkroom. Go to the kitchens, fetch lanterns and meet us there.
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  THE PEOPLE waiting on the bench had all gone. Mylling led me through a warren of tiny rooms with a quick, bustling step. In one a clerk sat with two
  piles of gold coins on his desk, transferring angels and sovereigns from one pile to another and marking up a fat ledger.


  We descended a flight of stone stairs. There was a landing and then another flight, leading down into darkness. We were below street level. Alabaster was waiting on the landing, holding two horn
  lanterns with beeswax candles inside, which gave off a rich yellow light. I wondered how he had got there before us.


  Thank you, Alabaster, Mylling said. We wont be long. He turned to me. This is not a place youd want to spend too much time in.


  The young clerk bowed, then walked away with quick, loping strides. Mylling took the lantern and handed one to me. If you please, sir.


  I followed him down ancient steps, carefully, for they were so old they were worn in the centre. At the bottom was an ancient Norman door set with studs of iron. This was once where part
  of the royal treasure was kept, Mylling told me. These parts date back to Norman times. He put his lantern on the floor, turned his key in the lock and heaved at the door. It
  creaked open loudly. It was enormously thick and heavy, and he needed both hands. Next to the door was half a flagstone. He nudged it into the doorway with his foot. Just to be safe, sir.
  Careful of the steps inside.


  As I descended after him into the pitch-black room, the smell of rot and damp made me gasp and almost retch. Myllings lantern showed a small, dimly lit chamber with a stone-flagged floor.
  Water dripped somewhere. The walls were furred with mould. Piles of ancient papers, some with red seals dangling from strips of coloured linen, were stacked on damp-looking shelves and on the old
  wooden chests that stood piled on top of each other.


  The old records room, Mylling said. The work at Wards grows so fast, the storage space is all taken up so we have put papers about wards who have died, or grown up and sued
  out their livery, down here. And all the lunatic cases. He turned and looked at me, his face more lined and seamed than ever in the lamplight. Theres no money in lunatics, you
  see.


  I coughed at the foul air. I see why you call it the Stinkroom.


  No one can stay here for long  they start coughing and cant breathe. I dont like coming down here; I start to wheeze even in my own house in a damp winter. In a few
  years all these papers will be stuck together with mould. I tell them, but they dont listen. Lets get on, if we may. What date would this lunacy enquiry be, sir?


  Fifteen twenty-six, I believe. The name is Ellen Fettiplace. From Sussex.


  He looked at me keenly. Is this another matter the Queen has an interest in?


  No.


  Fifteen twenty-six. The King was still married to Catherine the Spaniard then. That caused some stir, his divorcing her to marry Anne Boleyn. He chuckled wheezily. A few
  more divorces and executions since then, eh? He weaved his way through the chests to a far corner. This is where the lunatics are kept, he said, stopping at a row of shelves
  piled with more damp-looking paper. He raised his lantern, and pulled out a stack. Fifteen twenty-six. He laid them on the stone floor, bent down and riffled through them. After a
  while he looked up. Nothing here for Fettiplace, sir.


  Are you sure? No similar names?


  No, sir. Are you sure you have the year right?


  Try the years before and after.


  Mylling rose slowly, wet marks from the floor on his hose, and returned to the stacks. As he ferreted through more papers, my nose and throat began to tingle. It was as though the furry, damp
  coating on the walls was starting to grow inside me. At least the clerk was thorough. He pulled out two more stacks and laid them on the floor, flicking through them with experienced fingers. I
  noticed a huge glistening mushroom growing between the stone flags next to him. At length he got up and shook his head. Theres nothing there, sir. No one named Fettiplace. Ive
  been a year back and a year forward. If it was here Id find it.


  This was unexpected. How could Ellen be held in the Bedlam if there was no order of lunacy? Mylling rose, his knees creaking. Then we both jumped at the sound of a clap of thunder through the
  half-open door. Underground as we were, it was still loud.


  Listen to that, Mylling said. What a noise. As though God himself were sending his fury crashing down on us.


  Hed have cause, given what goes on in this place, I said with sudden bitterness.


  Mylling raised his lantern and looked at me. Its the Kings wish, sir, everything that happens here. He is our Sovereign Lord and Head of the Church, too. What he orders must
  be enough to satisfy our consciences. I thought, perhaps he believes what he is saying, perhaps that is how he is able to do this.


  Im sorry I couldnt find your lunatic, Mylling said.


  Well, sometimes knowing what is not on record can be useful.


  Mylling looked at me, eyes bright with curiosity and maybe some deeper emotion. I hope you find your witnesses for the Curteys case, sir, he said quietly. What happened to
  Michael Calfhill? I can see nothing good, though Master Sewster wouldnt say.


  I looked at him. He killed himself.


  Mylling looked at me with his sharp dark eyes. I wouldnt have thought hed have done that. He seemed so relieved to have made the application. He shook his grey head,
  then led the way back into the corridors. I heard the chink of gold again.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  STEPPING OUTSIDE, I blinked in unexpectedly clear light. The flagstones of the passageway were covered with hailstones,
  shining under a sky that was bright blue again. The air was fresher, suddenly cool. I walked away carefully, crunchy slipperiness under my feet. In Palace Yard people who had taken shelter from the
  storm in doorways were emerging again.


  I decided to walk to Baraks house, which lay on my way home, and see if he was back. By the time I reached the great Charing Cross the hailstones had melted away, the ground only a little
  damp underfoot. As I passed the fine new houses of the rich lining the Strand, my thoughts were on Ellen. How could she have been placed in the Bedlam without a certificate of lunacy? Someone had
  been paid well to take her in and was still being paid. I realized she was at liberty to walk out of the place tomorrow; but there was the paradox, for that was the last thing she could do.


  I turned into Butcher Lane, a short street of two-storey houses. Barak and Tamasin rented the ground floor of a neat little house, painted in pleasing colours of yellow and green. I knocked at
  the door, and it was answered by Goodwife Marris; a stout woman in her forties, Jane Marris normally had an air of cheerful competence. Today, however, she looked worried.


  Is Mistress Tamasin all right? I asked anxiously.


  Shes all right, Jane replied with a touch of asperity. Its the master that isnt.


  She showed me into the tidy little parlour with its view on a small garden bright with flowers. Tamasin sat on a heap of cushions, hands cradling her belly. Her face was streaked with tears, her
  expression angry. Barak sat on a hard chair against the wall, shamefaced. I looked from one to the other. Whats amiss?


  Tamasin cast a glare at her husband. Weve had that officer back. Jacks only got himself conscripted into the army, the fool.


  What? But theyre looking for single men.


  Its because he flipped his fingers at the man. And he answered him back today. Jack thinks he can do as he likes. Thinks hes still Thomas Cromwells favoured servant,
  not just a law clerk.


  Barak winced. Tammy


  Dont Tammy me. Sir, can you help us? Hes been told to go to Cheapside Cross in three days time to be sworn in.


  Sworn straight in? Not even sent to a View of Arms?


  Barak looked at me. He said he could see I was fit  lusty in body and able to keep the weather, he said. And he wouldnt listen to argument, just started shouting. Said
  Id been chosen and that was that. He sighed. Tammys right, its because I was insolent.


  Recruiters are supposed to pick the best men, not indulge their disfavours. I sighed. What was his name?


  Goodryke.


  All right, I will go to Alderman Carver tomorrow. I looked at Barak seriously. The officer will probably want paying off, you realize that.


  Weve some money set aside, he said quietly.


  Yes, Tamasin shot back. For the baby. Her eyes filled with tears.


  Barak shrugged. Might as well spend it now. Its values going down every day. Oh, Gods death, Tammy, dont start throwing snot around again.


  I expected Tamasin to shout back at him, but she only sighed and spoke quietly. Jack, I wish youd accept your status in life, live quietly. Why must you always fight with people?
  Why cant you be at peace?


  Im sorry, he answered humbly. I should have thought. Well be all right, Master Shardlake will help us.


  She closed her eyes. Im tired, she said. Leave me for a while.


  Jack, I said quickly, lets go out and discuss this case. Ive some interesting news. I know where we can get a pie   Barak hesitated, but I could
  see Tamasin was best left alone for a while.


  Outside the door, he shook his head. That was some storm, he said.


  Ay. The hailstones were thick on the ground at Westminster.


  He nodded back at the house. I meant in there.


  I laughed. Shes right. You are incorrigible.
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  WE WENT TO a tavern near Newgate jail frequented by law students and jobbing solicitors. It was busy already. A group of students sat drinking with half
  a dozen apprentices round a large table. The barriers of class, I had noticed, were becoming blurred among young men of military age. They were well on in their cups, singing the song that had
  become popular after our defeat of the Scots at Solway Moss three years before.


  
    
      King Jamey, Jemmy, Jocky my Jo;


      Ye summoned our King, why did ye so  

    

  


  And now apparently the Scots are waiting to fall on us, I thought, reinforced by thousands of French troops. Hardly surprising since the King had been chivalrously waging war on their infant
  Queen Mary for three years. Looking at the group, I saw an older man among them, and recognized the scarred face and eyepatch of my steward. Coldiron, his face flushed, was singing along lustily. I
  remembered it was his night off.


  Go to the hatch and get me a beer and a pie, I told Barak. Im going to sit there. I nodded to a table screened from the body of the tavern by a partition.


  Barak returned with two mugs of beer and two mutton pies. He sat down heavily, and looked at me apologetically. Im sorry, he said.


  Tamasin is in a great chafe.


  Shes right, I know. I shouldnt have given that arsehole a flea in his ear. Soldiers are touchy. Did you hear  a band of German mercenaries made a riot up at Islington
  this morning? Wanted more pay to go to Scotland.


  The English troops are going quietly enough.


  Can you get me out of it? he asked seriously.


  I hope so. You know Ill do what I can. I shook my head. I saw a hundred men from the Trained Bands setting out from Westminster Stairs earlier. And at Lincolns
  Inn I heard there are twelve thousand men in the navy. Sixty thousand militia on the Channel coast, thirty thousand in Essex. Twenty thousand on the Scottish border. Dear God.


  Beyond the partition, one of the carousing youngsters shouted, Well find every last damned French spy in London! Slimy gamecock swine, theyre no match for plain
  Englishmen!


  Hed feel different if he had a wife and child. Barak took a bite of his pie and a long swig of beer.


  If you were their age again and single, would you not be singing along with them?


  No. Ive never run with the crowd, particularly if its heading over a cliff. Barak wiped his mouth, took another swig.


  I looked at his near-empty tankard. Slow down.


  I dont drink much now. You know that. It was that which parted me from Tamasin. Not that its always easy. Its all right for you to lecture that never drinks enough to
  drown a mouse.


  I smiled sadly. It was true I drank little. Even now I remembered my father, after my mother died, spending his evenings in the tavern. I would be in bed and would hear him being helped upstairs
  by the servants, stumbling on the steps, mumbling nonsense. I had sworn never to end like that. I shook my head. What did you find out today?


  I think theres something odd about Michael Calfhills death, he said in a low voice. I talked to Michaels neighbours, saw the local constable. Hes
  an old gabblemouth, so I took him for a drink. He said Michael had a spot of trouble with some local apprentices. Corner boys, standing around looking tough, with eyes peeled for French
  spies.


  What sort of trouble?


  The constable heard them shouting after Michael as he passed. Apparently the lads didnt like the way Michael looked at them.


  What way?


  As though hed have liked to get into their codpieces.


  My eyes widened. There mustnt be a word of that at the hearing. What did the neighbours say?


  Theres a young couple in the room below Michaels. They didnt see him much, just heard him on the stairs, sometimes pacing in his room. The night he died they were
  woken by a crash. The husband went upstairs but couldnt get an answer, so he called the constable. He barged the door open and found Michael swinging from the roof-beam. Michael had cut a
  strip from the bedsheet and made a noose, then stood on a chair and kicked it away. That was what made the bang. Barak leaned forward, animated now. I asked the young couple if they
  heard any footsteps going up or down the stairs. They didnt, but the rooms only one storey up. And the constable said the window was open.


  Its summer, thats no surprise.


  Im just saying someone could have got in while Michael was asleep, strangled him, then strung him up. Barak smiled, his old conspiratorial smile. We can get into the
  room tomorrow if you like, take a look. It hasnt been let. The constable left the key with the young couple. I told them I might be back with someone.


  Ill think about it. What about that vicar?


  Hes still at the same church, St Evelyns in Fall Lane. Master Broughton. He wasnt there, the verger said to come back tomorrow at eleven.


  I smiled. Well done. We might have a witness after all. And we need one. I told him about my visit to the Court of Wards. You got off lightly if you only had to pay out some
  some beer money. It cost me three shillings in good silver to get Myllings help. Well go and see the vicar tomorrow. And, yes, Ill have a look at Michaels lodging.
  Though his mother said the note was definitely in his hand. I frowned. I wonder if whatever he found in Hampshire might have sent him out of his wits.


  The voices of the gang beyond the partition had grown louder, and now I heard Coldirons voice, a grating shout. Men nowadays are too womanly! Sleeping outs all right! Get
  some branches and put blankets over them and youre as snug as a pig!


  Id rather huggle with my pretty pussy!


  Coldiron shouted above the laughter. Plenty of pussy in the army! Camp followers! Dirty girls, but they know what theyre doing! Come lads, whos going to get me another
  drink?


  You made a bad choice there, Barak said.


  I know. Im going to get rid of him as soon as I can find someone else.


  Barak drained his mug. Dyou want another beer? Dont worry, thisll be my last.


  All right. But dont catch Coldirons eye.


  While Barak fetched the drinks I sat thinking. When he returned I said, I found out something about Ellen at the Court of Wards. She has never been registered as a lunatic.


  Then how did she get to the Bedlam?


  Thats what I intend to find out. Someone has been paying. Warden Metwys is in it, he has to be. And all the Bedlam wardens back nineteen years. The wardenship is an office of
  profit, sold to courtiers.


  Barak said, Youll end up more involved with her than ever.


  I shook my head. I wont. I cant.


  Look, at the moment Ellens got somewhere to live, a job of sorts. If you delve into family secrets, whoevers been paying the Bedlam might stop. Then the warden might kick
  her out. Where does she go then  your house?


  I sighed, for he spoke sense. Ill move quietly, carefully. But if I go to Portsmouth I cant miss the chance to find out what happened at Rolfswood.


  Do you think you will?


  If the case is allowed to go ahead next Monday, probably. Listen, tomorrow I will go and see Alderman Carver about this mess youve got yourself into. He owes me a favour. Then we
  can visit this vicar, see what he knows about the Curteys family. Bess will have to attend the hearing on Monday, by the way. Im seeing her on Saturday. I dont want her to know about
  Michael giving those corner boys looks. If he did.


  Maybe they decided to kill him.


  For giving them looks? Dont be silly.


  What if we dont come up with anything against Hobbey from the vicar?


  Then its more difficult. Ill have to rely on the severity of Michaels allegations and throw in the fact the wardship was put through very hurriedly. If need be I will
  say the Hobbey family need to answer interrogatories. If the court agrees, Ill probably have to go down to Hampshire and take them myself. Ill see Dyrick after weve found out
  whether there is any useful witness evidence.


  Youll need someone with you if you go. This could be a dirty business. Ellens matter too.


  Youre not going, not with Tamasin about to give birth. A gentleman might take a steward on such a journey, but Id rather join the army myself than take Coldiron. Ill
  arrange something with Warner. I shook my head. Wardship. Do you know what the motto of the Court of Wards is? Emblazoned above the door. Pupillis Orphanis et Viduis
  Adiutor. 


  You know Im no hand at Latin.


  It means, a helper to wards, orphans and widows. Theres a verbal reference to Maccabees, about the aftermath of a war: when they had given part of the spoils to the maimed,
  and the widows, and orphans. 


  Now youre showing off.


  It just struck me that whoever invented that had a dark sense of humour.


  Barak was quiet a moment, then said, I can think of a candidate.


  Who?


  I remember Lord Cromwell telling me he had been given an idea that could bring great revenue to the King. By granting out the lands of the monasteries on terms of knight service, bringing
  all the buyers within the scope of wardship. He looked at me steadily. The man who gave him the idea was the head of the Court of Augmentations, which dealt with the monastic
  properties.


  Richard Rich.


  He was in charge of liveries in the old Office of Wards too. He put the two ideas together.


  Id forgotten Rich used to deal with wardships.


  That rat has had a finger in every dirty pie. He betrayed my master that gave him office. Turned on him and condemned him when he lost the Kings favour. Barak clenched his
  fist, hard.


  You still remember Cromwell with affection.


  Yes. There was defiance in his tone. He was like a father to me. He took me off the streets when I was a lad. How could I not remember him well?


  He was the hardest of men. Promoted many of the hard men we have over us now. Like Sir William Paulet.


  Barak shifted in his seat. I didnt like a lot of the things he got me to do, he said quietly. Organizing spies and informers, occasionally frightening someone he
  thought needed it. But the people against him at court were no better, they hated him for his lowly origins as much as his radical religion. I sometimes still think of those days, my old work.
  Sometimes it used to make me feel alive.


  Doesnt Tamasin make you feel alive? And the prospect of the child?


  He looked at me as seriously as he ever had. Yes. More than anything. But its a different sort of alive. I know I cant have both. He was silent a moment, then stood.
  Come, Id best get back or Ill be in more trouble.


  Beyond the partition the shouting and singing continued. As I walked past, I turned my head to avoid Coldirons eye. One of the students was sprawled across the table now, dead drunk.
  Coldirons voice sounded out again, slurred now.


  Twenty years I was a soldier. Ive served in Carlisle, Boulogne, even in the Tower. All in the Kings service. His voice rose. I killed the Scottish King. At
  Flodden, that great and mighty battle. The Scottish pikemen ran down the hill at us, their cannons firing behind, but we did not flinch.


  Englishmen never flinch! one of the students shouted, and the group slapped their hands loudly on the table.


  Did you never want to settle down, Master Coldiron? one of the apprentices asked.


  With this face? Never. Besides, who wants a woman bossing them around? Ever heard the saying, There is but one shrew in the world and every man has her for a
  wife!


  Laughter from the table followed us as we went out. And I thought, if you never married, then who is Josephine?


  
    
  


  Chapter Seven


  NEXT MORNING I set out for the Guildhall towards ten. I had sent Timothy round to Alderman Carvers house the
  previous night with a message, and he had returned saying Carver could not see me earlier. It was a nuisance, for I had much to do. I had then sent a note to Baraks house saying I would meet
  him outside St Evelyns church at eleven.


  After breakfast I again put on my best robe, coif and cap to impress Alderman Carver. I went into the parlour, where Guy, having breakfasted early as usual, was sitting at the table, reading his
  treasured copy of Vesaliuss De Humani Corporis Fabrica. His first copy had been stolen two years before by his former apprentice, and it had taken him much cost and trouble to find
  another. He was running a finger down one of the beautiful but gruesome illustrations, a flayed arm.


  Studying again, I see, Guy.


  The intelligence of this book never ceases to astonish me. He smiled sadly. Coldiron saw me reading it the other day and was very interested. Favoured me with stories of how
  much he saw of mens insides at Flodden.


  He would. Guy, what do you think of Josephine?


  He leaned back, considering. She is shy. Not happy, I think. But that is hardly surprising with Coldiron for a father. She too saw me reading Vesalius the other day. She turned away and
  looked quite sick.


  I dont blame her. She doesnt have a young man, does she?


  No. A pity, for she is good-natured and could be pretty enough if she cared anything for her appearance.


  Coldiron is always criticizing her. That does little for her confidence.


  I was in the hall a few days ago and heard him shouting at her in the kitchen. Calling her a silly, empty-headed wench for dropping something. She burst into tears. I was surprised to
  hear Coldiron speak to her in comforting tones then. He said, Youre safe with me. Calling her his JoJo like he does.


  Safe from what? I shook my head. I plan to dismiss him, but I wonder if there is any way of keeping her.


  I fear she relies on him entirely.


  I sighed. Well, I must be gone. To try and save Barak from the soldiers life Coldiron brags about so.
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  AFTER THE STORM it was a cool, clear day with blue skies. As I walked along I thought about what I had discovered regarding Ellen. Like a good lawyer, I
  considered questions of organization, power. Some arrangement had been made with whoever was Bedlam warden in 1526, and kept going since. But by whom? Somehow, I did not know how, I had to
  rescue her.


  I walked down Cheapside again. It was another busy morning, more angry arguments going on about the new coins. I heard a couple of traders say the hailstorm had flattened many of the crops round
  London so there would be a dearth of grain again this year.


  I turned up to the Guildhall, and mounted the steps into the wide, echoing entrance hall. Master Carver was waiting for me, resplendent in his red aldermans robes. Beside him, to my
  surprise, stood the bearded officer from Lincolns Inn Fields in his white and red uniform and with a sword at his belt. He looked at me grimly.


  Good morning, Serjeant Shardlake, Carver said heartily. I am sorry to hear of your clerks problem. He turned to the soldier. Master Goodryke wished to
  be here, as the matter concerns him. The officers heavy brows drew together in a frown.


  Your man was impertinent, sir, he said. His behaviour was a defiance of the Kings authority. He does not possess a bow and did not even pretend to have been
  practising.


  That seems to be true of many, I answered mildly.


  It is no excuse. Im told by the constable this Barak is of Jewish stock; perhaps thats why he shows no loyalty to England when were about to be invaded.


  I thought, so that storys got round. I forced a smile. Barak can be  a little disrespectful. But he is a loyal Englishman; he worked for years for Lord Cromwell.


  Who was executed for treason, Goodryke countered sharply. I dont see any reason this man should be exempted because he used to work for a traitor. He tilted
  his chin at me aggressively.


  I tried again. He has things on his mind. His wife has a baby due in a few weeks, and they lost the last one.


  Alderman Carver nodded, looked sad. Ah, that is hard. Is it not, Master Goodryke?


  Goodryke was unmoved. He flicked his fingers at me and told me to piss off, as though I were any common churl and he could shirk his duty where he liked. Many of the soldiers Ive
  seen are unfit for service, but he seems a good strong fellow. He could make a pikeman.


  Well, I said quietly, can we not come to some arrangement?


  Yes, Carver agreed eagerly. Master Shardlake has acted for the Guildhall many times, I can vouch for him. And I have seen this Barak, he must be in his thirties now. Old for
  service. If you could show latitude I am sure Serjeant Shardlake would be willing to show his appreciation. Some contribution to your company, perhaps  


  Goodryke reddened even further. This is not about money, he said in a stern voice, causing passing merchants to turn and stare. That man is eligible to be called into
  service and needs to be taught discipline and loyalty.


  Carver bit his lip and looked at me. Serjeant Shardlake, he said, perhaps we could have a little word, if Master Goodryke will allow us. Goodryke shrugged, and Carver
  took my arm and led me to a corner.


  I miscalculated there, he said. I thought he might be bought off. But Goodryke is a fierce fellow, hes got the bit between his teeth. He has been a whiffler for many
  years


  A what?


  A junior officer in charge of training and discipline in military companies. He retired from the army, but joined the Trained Bands. He was only a watchman before and he is jealous of the
  authority the war has returned to him. He believes Barak has dishonoured our forces.


  Alderman, the welfare of Barak and his wife are important to me. If you can resolve this I would be happy to contribute a goodly sum to Goodrykes company, though heaven knows I
  have little enough free cash with the next instalment of the Benevolence due.


  Leave it with me.


  Thank you.


  I have not forgotten how you won those lands my cousin claimed from me, against the odds. Carver raised his eyebrows. And I know how Barak must feel, the army wants
  gentlemen to be captains of companies and they asked me to lead a company of London men. I managed to persuade them I would be of no use. Ill talk to Goodrykes superiors. I know you
  get cases from the Queen: can I mention that?


  I hesitated, for I did not like to use the Queens name too readily. But I nodded.


  As for Barak, make sure he doesnt get into any more trouble. Ill send a message as soon as I have news.


  Thank you.


  Carver lowered his voice. I saw you looking on at the muster on Tuesday. To be honest I felt a fool sitting on that horse. This war  all because the King wants to hold Boulogne,
  which has no value.


  I nodded in agreement. Indeed. Do what you can, sir. Please. I turned away, nodding to Goodryke. He barely acknowledged me.
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  I WALKED the short distance to Fall Lane. It was off Basinghall Street. London Wall and the high towers of the Moorgate were visible at a little
  distance. The houses were prosperous looking, with fine windows of mullioned glass and beautifully carved doorposts, backing onto the wide gardens of Drapers Hall. A merchants wife
  walked past, accompanied by two armed servants, a cloth vizard covering her face.


  A small old church stood at the top of the lane. I saw the pointed steeple with its gleaming weathercock was new; this was a wealthy parish. Barak sat on the wall by the lych gate, looking
  pensive. He stood as I approached. The verger says Vicar Broughton will be along shortly, he told me, then added, what news?


  I told him of my encounter with Goodryke. His face fell when he realized the matter was not resolved. Tammy will have my guts.


  Alderman Carver will do what he can. Hes on our side. The Common Council is weary of the Kings endless calls for them to raise more men. But they havent forgotten
  what happened to Alderman Read.


  Barak laughed bitterly. I should think they havent.


  Reads defiance had been the talk of London in January. The King had requested a Benevolence from the tax-paying classes, a voluntary tax to add to all the others he had
  levied for the war. Read alone had refused, and for his pains had found himself conscripted into the army and serving with Lord Hertfords forces on the Scottish border. He had been captured
  shortly after, and was now a prisoner of the Scots.


  Has the Common Council no power left? Barak asked, kicking at a stone. Londoners used to walk in fear of the aldermen.


  I sat beside him on the wall, squinting in the sun. And they walk in fear of the King. And this Goodryke is acting in his name. But Carver will go higher up the chain of
  command.


  Barak was silent for a moment, then burst out, Jesus, how did we get to this? There was peace with France for twenty years till this started.


  Perhaps the King sees keeping Boulogne as his last chance for glory. And he had his alliance with Emperor Charles last year.


  Right worthless that proved. The Emperor made his own peace and now we face France alone.


  I looked at him. If they succeed in invading us they wont be kind. Nor will their Scots allies. And from what the Queen said, invasion is coming.


  I wont leave Tamasin now. He clenched his fists hard. Theyll have to drag me away.


  I rose hastily as a man in a white cassock approached. Elderly, stooping, with a long grey beard. I nudged Barak. Quick, get up. We bowed to the clergyman. His expression was
  serious, but his brown eyes looked kind. Master Shardlake?


  Yes, sir. Master Broughton? This is my assistant, Barak.


  It is about the Curteys family?


  Indeed.


  So, he said, at last someone has come.
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  HE LED US into the church. The interior was bare, empty niches where statues of saints had once stood, stools set out for the congregation with copies of
  the Kings compulsory new primer laid out on them. Broughton bade us sit, lowering himself onto a stool facing us. You are a lawyer, sir, I see. Do you represent Hugh Curteys? He was
  the only one of that poor family left.


  No. Hugh still lives with Master Hobbey, down in Hampshire. I have not met him. But a complaint against Master Hobbeys conduct of his wardship has been laid by his old tutor,
  Michael Calfhill.


  Broughton smiled. I remember Michael well. An honest young gentleman.


  Did he visit you recently? I asked.


  Broughton shook his head. I have not seen Michael in six years. That was a blow; I had hoped Michael had come here more recently. How fares he? the vicar asked.


  I took a deep breath. Michael Calfhill died three weeks ago. I am sorry.


  The vicar closed his eyes for a moment. May his soul be received in Heaven, by Jesuss grace.


  Shortly before he died, Michael laid a Bill of Information before the Court of Wards, alleging that some monstrous injustice had been committed against Hugh Curteys. According to his
  mother he had recently been in Hampshire and had visited him.


  God help us, Broughton said. What did he find?


  His Information does not say. But there is a hearing on Monday. I am going to represent his mother. I need witnesses who know about this wardship, sir. Urgently.


  Broughton collected his thoughts, then looked at me directly. I knew that wardship was tainted. John and Ruth Curteys were my parishioners for years. When reform of the Church came they
  supported me in breaking with the old ways. They were stalwarts. I saw their children born, christened them, saw the family prosper. And then I buried John and Ruth. His face twitched with
  emotion.


  Did they have any other family?


  Broughton clasped his hands on his lap. They came to London from Lancaster. Like many young folk John came here to seek his fortune. In time their parents died. When the plague took John
  and Ruth there was only an old aunt of Ruths left in the north that she spoke of sometimes and wrote to. Michael came to me, concerned by Master Hobbeys interest in the
  childrens wardship  I suggested he look for letters from her, and I would write to her. Sir, he burst out suddenly, how did Michael die?


  I answered gently, The verdict was suicide. What he found in Hampshire may have disturbed the balance of his mind.


  Oh, dear God. Broughton put his head in his hands.


  I am sorry, sir. But please, tell me what you can about the wardship. What of the aunt?


  Michael brought her address. By that time, he said, Nicholas Hobbey was already taking away papers and books of account. Michael argued with him, but Hobbey brushed him aside 
  Michael had no status.


  It sounds as though you knew Michael well.


  Broughton sighed and shook his head. Michael came to church with the family every Sunday. But no, I never felt I knew him. Nor that he fully trusted me. I wondered if he was a secret
  papist, but I do not think so. Something troubled him though. But he loved those two children and did all he could to help them. We became   he smiled  conspirators, for
  the childrens welfare.


  Michaels mother said Hugh and Emma Curteys were close.


  Yes. Serious, godly children. He shook his head, his long beard trembling. I wrote to the aunt, paid for a fast messenger. It was already three weeks then after John and
  Ruths death. Michael and I suspected Hobbey was after control of the childrens lands, but not that it could be done so fast.


  Usually it cant.


  I waited every day for a reply from the north, but you know how long it takes to get messages from those wild places. Two weeks passed, then three. Michael visited me again, saying Hobbey
  was always at the Curteys house. And his lawyer too.


  Vincent Dyrick.


  Yes, that was the name. Michael said the children were afraid. He implored me to go and see Hobbey. So I did, I went to his house up at Shoe Lane. Broughton frowned. He
  received me in his parlour, looked at me with the haughty arrogance of a man who worships Mammon, not God. I told him I had written to the aunt. Well, Master Hobbey only asked coldly how an old
  woman was going to drag herself two hundred miles and care for two growing children. He said he was the familys best friend and their neighbour in Hampshire, he would see justice done for
  Hugh and Emma. And then his wife came in. Abigail Hobbey. There was anger in Broughtons face now.


  Goodwife Calfhill mentioned her. She said Michael thought her a little mad.


  A screaming, raving shrew. She burst into the parlour while I was talking to her husband, screeching that I was a troublemaking ranter, making accusations against her husband when he
  wished only to help two orphaned children.


  But you had made no accusations.


  No, but when that woman started screaming at me, that was when I really began to fear for those children.


  How did Nicholas Hobbey react to his wifes outburst? I asked curiously.


  He was annoyed. He raised a hand, said, Quiet, my dear, or some such words. She stopped yelling, but still stood with her eyes flashing fire at me. Then Hobbey told me to
  leave, saying I had upset his wife. Unwomanly creature. He added sarcastically that I should let him know if the aunt replied, but he had already made his application to the Court of
  Wards.


  Did the aunt reply?


  Two weeks later I had a letter from her vicar in Lancaster, to say she had died a year before.


  I suspect Master Hobbey had already discovered that.


  There seemed nothing else I could do, Broughton said, spreading his arms wide. I talked to Michael. To be fair to Hobbey, Michael said the children were well taken care of,
  their needs looked after. But he said Hugh and Emma had no affection from Hobbey or his wife.


  That happens often enough in wardship cases.


  There was more to it than that. Michael feared Nicholas Hobbey planned to marry Emma to their son, and so unite their Hampshire lands.


  That would be David Hobbey.


  Yes. I saw him as I left the house that day. He was in the hallway outside, I am sure he had been listening at the door. He gave me an impertinent stare, a strange look for a child,
  something  triumphant about it.


  He would have been  what  twelve then?


  Yes. As ill favoured a boy as I have ever seen. Squat, fat-faced. Dark like his father, a wispy moustache already growing on his lip. Broughton stopped, raising his hands. I
  am sorry, I should not have said that. He was only a child.


  Almost a man now, Barak observed.


  I said, Unfortunately, to arrange such a marriage would be within Master Hobbeys rights once he had the wardship.


  Broughton shook his head in disgust. It is ungodly. The sacrament of marriage turned to a bargain. And Michael said  he told me David had put his hands on Emma. In a way he should
  not. Hugh had fought him over it.


  So Michaels mother told me too. But then Emma died.


  God rest the poor child. By then the wardships had been granted and Michael had moved with the children to the Hobbeys house, out of the parish. I only saw him once more after
  that, when he came to tell me Emma had died and he had been dismissed. Broughton shook his head. He said Abigail Hobbey showed no sadness at her funeral, looked on coldly as Emma was
  buried. I thought I saw despair in Michaels face then. And from what you say it seems I was right. Broughton looked at me earnestly. Does this help you, sir?


  I thought. Only a little, I fear. Is there anyone else in your congregation who knew the family?


  He shook his head. Not well. It was only I that took an interest in the wardship. People do not like to interfere in such matters. But there was one thing I discovered. There were rumours
  that Master Hobbey was in debt.


  Then how could he afford to buy the wardship? And he had just bought a monastic house and was having it converted.


  Barak grunted. Hoped to get Emmas share of the Curteys land by marrying her to his son. If so, he got a bad bargain.


  Broughton looked alarmed. He still has the right to make a marriage for Hugh. What if he plans to marry him to someone unsuitable? That could be what Michael discovered.


  I nodded thoughtfully. Possibly. Sir, I would be grateful if you could come to the hearing on Monday. At least you could testify you were unhappy with how matters were handled. I
  needed every scrap of evidence I could bring. But there was still nothing a good lawyer for the other side could not easily dismiss. I got up, wincing at my stiff back. Broughton rose too.


  Sir, he said. You will see justice done? Right whatever wrong is being done to Hugh?


  I will try. But it will not be easy. I will send Barak back tomorrow to prepare a deposition for you. It must be lodged with the Court of Wards before the hearing.


  God will not suffer injustice to children, Broughton said with sudden passion. Our Saviour said, Any wrong done unto these little ones is done also to me.
   He quoted the Bible in a fierce voice; but then I saw he was crying, tears running down his creased face. I am sorry, sir, he said. I was thinking of Michael. A
  suicide. In Hell. It is so  harsh. But God has decided that is where suicides must go and how can we question God? Faith and desperation showed equally in his face.


  Justice may be tempered with mercy, I ventured. That is an important principle, in earthly law at least.


  Broughton nodded, but did not speak again as he led us outside. What time should I come on Monday? he asked as we parted at the church door.


  The hearing is set for ten, the Court of Wards at Westminster. If you could come early.


  Broughton bowed and returned to the dim interior of the church. As we walked through the lych gate Barak turned to me. Justice? He wont see that in the Court of Wards. He
  gave a bitter laugh. Only harsh judgement, like he says God gives.


  If Michael Calfhill deserves to be in Hell, perhaps even the Court of Wards judgement is better than Gods. Come, lets change the subject. We are talking heresy in the
  street.
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  MICHAEL CALFHILLS lodgings lay at the other end of the city, in the warren of streets down by the river. The afternoon was
  well on as we turned into a narrow alley, where high old dwellings with overhanging eaves had been converted into lodging houses, old paint flaking onto the muddy ground. Chickens rooted in the
  dust. At a tavern on the corner a group of seven or eight apprentices in their late teens, many with swords at the belts of their blue robes, gave us hostile looks. The tallest, a fair-haired,
  heavy-set lad, fixed me with a hard stare. Perhaps he thought my lawyers robe the uniform of a French spy. Barak put a hand to his own sword and the boy turned away.


  Barak knocked on an unpainted wooden door. It was answered by a pretty young woman, an apron over her cheap wool dress. She smiled at him in recognition before giving me a deep curtsey. This
  must be Michaels downstairs neighbour; I guessed Barak had charmed her.


  Ive brought Master Shardlake, Sally, he said lightly. The lawyer that has an interest in poor Michaels affairs. Did Constable Harman give you the
  key?


  Yes, sir. Come in.


  We followed her into a damp hallway, through an inner door into her lodging, a small room with dirty rushes on the floor, a table and a bed. An old iron key lay on the table. There was no glass
  in the windows, and the slats in the shutters were open. I saw the apprentices watching the house. Sally followed my gaze. Theyve been hanging around there for days, she said.
  I wish theyd go away.


  What guild are they from? I asked. Their masters should keep them under better control.


  I dont know. A lot of apprentices have lost their places with goods so dear. My husband worked as a messenger for the German traders at the Steelyard, but theres no trade
  now with ships being impounded everywhere. Hes out looking for work. Her face was weary.


  Barak picked up the key. Can we have a look?


  Yes. Poor Michael, she added sadly.


  I followed Barak up a flight of narrow stairs. He turned the key in the lock of a battered door at the back of the house. It creaked open. The shutters on the little window were closed, only dim
  shapes visible. Barak pulled them open. I saw the room was small, patches of damp on the walls. There was a narrow straw bed, a pillow with a torn sheet splayed across it. An old chest beside the
  bed was open, revealing an untidy heap of clothes. The only other furniture was a scarred table and a chair that lay overturned on the floor. A quill and a dusty, dried-up inkpot stood on the
  table. Looking up, I saw a strip of white sheet knotted to the roof beam, the end cut.


  Christs wounds, I said. Its been left as it was when he was cut down.


  Maybe the coroner ordered it kept as it was for the jurys inspection.


  Then forgot to tell the landlord he could clear it. That sounds like Coroner Grice. I stared around the miserable room where Michael had spent his last days. Barak went to the
  chest and started searching the contents. Theres only clothes here, he said. Clothes and a few books. A plate and spoon wrapped up in a cloth.


  Let me see. I looked at the books  Latin and Greek classics, a tutors books. There was also a copy of Roger Aschams Toxophilus, his treatise on archery
  that the Queen told me the Lady Elizabeth was reading. I said, They should have taken all these things as exhibits.


  The coroner was only here five minutes. Sally was standing in the doorway. She looked around the room sadly. Isnt that why youre here, sir, to question the
  careless way the coroner handled matters?


  Yes, thats right, Barak said before I could reply. Sally looked round the room. Its just as I saw it that night. Constable Harman forced the door open, then he
  cried out. Samuel ran up to see what was happening and I followed. She stared bleakly at the strip of linen hanging from the beam. Poor Master Calfhill. Ive seen a hanging,
  sir, and I saw from his face hed strangled slowly, not broken his neck. She crossed herself.


  What was he wearing?


  She looked at me in surprise. Just a jerkin and hose.


  Was he carrying anything at his belt? They would have exhibited it at the inquest.


  Only a purse, sir, with a few coins, and a little gold cross his mother recognized as his at the inquest. Poor old woman.


  No dagger?


  No, sir. Samuel and I noticed he never wore one. She smiled sadly. We thought him foolish. Master Calfhill didnt understand how rough it can be down here.


  I looked at Barak. So what did he use to cut up the sheet to hang himself? Turning back to Sally, I asked, Did they say anything about that at the inquest?


  She smiled sadly. No, sir. The coroner just seemed to want to get through everything quickly.


  I see. I looked at the roof-beam again. What was Michael like, Sally?


  Samuel and I used to jest that he lived in a world of his own. Walking about in fine clothes, which isnt really safe round here. I would have thought he could have afforded better
  lodgings. But he didnt seem to care about the dirt or the rats. He seemed lost in thought most of the time. She paused, then added, Not happy thoughts. We used to wonder if he
  was one of those whose minds are perplexed about religion. Samuel and I just worship the way the King commands, she added quickly.


  The constable told me he had some trouble with the corner boys, Barak said. Was it the ones outside?


  She shook her head. I didnt hear that. It cant have been them. Those boys have only been there these last few days.


  One question more, I said. It was something no one had mentioned so far. What did Michael Calfhill look like?


  She thought. He was small, thin, with a comely face and brown hair. It was starting to recede though I doubt he was thirty.


  Thank you. Here, for your trouble in helping us  


  She hesitated, but took the coin. She curtsied and left, closing the door behind her. Barak had gone over to the window. Come and look at this, he said.


  I went over. Directly underneath was the sloping roof of an outhouse, covered with mossy tiles, above a small yard. Someone could have climbed up there easily, Barak said. I
  could get up, even now with all my easy living. He patted his stomach.


  I looked out. From here I could see the river, busy as ever with barges carrying equipment down to the sea. There are no tiles off the roof, I said. They look old, someone
  climbing up would surely have dislodged a few. I turned back to the room, looked up at the beam. If someone climbed up into the room and grabbed him in bed, there would have been a
  struggle.


  Not if they knocked him out as he slept, then strung him up.


  That would have left a mark on his head. The jury would have seen it at the viewing of the body.


  Not if it was above the hairline, and they didnt look hard.


  I considered carefully. Remember what this case is about. The management of some lands down in Hampshire, maybe a fee for marrying off Hugh Curteys. In three years the boy will reach his
  majority and the lands will be his. Would Nicholas Hobbey order Michael killed just to protect that? When he could hang for it? A man with status and a family?


  Maybe Michael discovered something Hobbey would hang for anyway.


  Like what?


  What about the missing knife?


  It could have been lost or stolen in that shambles Grice calls the coroners office. I smiled. Come, have we not become too ready to see murder everywhere after all we
  have seen these last few years? And remember, the suicide note was in Michaels hand.


  I still think theres a smell of bad fish here.


  Theres certainly a smell of rats. Look at those droppings in the corner.


  Why would Michael leave his mothers house and come to a dog hole like this?


  I considered this. I dont know. But I see nothing here pointing to murder, except the absence of the knife, and that could easily have been lost. What we must do now is concentrate
  on Mondays hearing. I took a last look round the miserable room, and the thought crossed my mind that Michael might have been punishing himself in some way by leaving his mother. But
  for what? My eye went to the strip of cloth again, and I shuddered. Come, I said to Barak, lets get out of here.


  Do you mind if I talk to the constable again? he asked as we descended the stairs. I know where hell be, in the tavern I took him to before. Its a few streets
  away. Maybe he will remember about the knife.


  Wont Tamasin be waiting for you?


  I shant be long.
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  WE RETURNED the key to Sally and left the house. It was dusk now; looking down between the houses I saw the river shining red in the setting sun. The
  corner boys had gone.


  Can you prepare a draft deposition and take it to Broughton this evening? I asked Barak. Then come to chambers tomorrow at nine. Mistress Calfhill is coming in.


  All right. He took a deep breath. Will you let me know when you get word from Carver?


  At once.


  Barak went down towards the river, while I turned for home. As I walked along, I thought again about Michaels death. Barak had a nose for foul play.


  I passed a dark alley, then jerked upright at a sudden rush of footsteps behind me. I turned quickly but got only a glimpse of young faces and blue robes, before a bag stinking of old vegetables
  was put over my head. Several pairs of hands seized me, hauling me into the alley. Robbers; like Michael I had carelessly advertised my wealth.


  My back was slammed up against a stone wall. Then to my horror I felt hands around my neck, lifting me off the ground. My arms were held firm; my legs kicked helplessly against the stone. I was
  strangling, hanging. Then a hard youthful voice spoke into my ear.


  Listen to me carefully, master hunchback.


  I gasped, gagged. Little red flashes began to appear in the pitch darkness inside the bag.


  We could have you dead in a minute, the voice continued. Remember that and listen hard. You drop this case, you forget about it. Theres people who dont want
  this matter taken further. Now, tell me you understand. The pressure at my neck eased, though other hands still gripped my arms hard.


  I coughed, managed to gasp a yes.


  The hands released me, and I dropped to the muddy ground in a heap, the bag still over my head. By the time I clawed it off they had gone. I lay in the dark alley, taking great sucking breaths
  to get some air back into my lungs. Then I leaned over and was violently sick.


  
    
  


  Chapter Eight


  I MADE MY WAY home painfully, pausing occasionally for I felt dizzy. By the time I stumbled through my front door my neck
  was so swollen it was painful to swallow. I went up to Guys room. When he answered the door I could scarcely speak, my voice a croak. He made me lie down and applied a poultice, which
  brought some small relief. I told him I had been robbed, and he gave me a sharp look when he saw my purse was still at my belt; I felt guilty, but I had decided to keep what had happened to myself
  for now.


  Guy told me to lie down and rest, but a short time later there was a knock at my door. Coldiron looked at me curiously as he told me I had a late visitor, Alderman Carver. I told him to show
  Carver into the parlour. Wearily, I went downstairs.


  The set of Carvers plump face told me he had brought no good news. He, too, stared at my neck. Forgive my voice, sir, I croaked. I was attacked earlier.
  Robbers.


  Carver shook his head. There are more and more robberies with so many constables away at the war. The times are mad. And I fear I have been unable to get a release for your man
  Barak.


  But his wife


  I have spoken to Mayor Laxton and he has talked to Goodryke. But he is adamant he wants Barak. He has the bit truly between his teeth; Barak must have sorely annoyed him. Says the King
  has ordered sharp dealing with impertinence. Laxton said we could appeal to the Privy Council, but they are under orders from the King to veto any softness.


  And I cant plead for the Queen to intervene with the King. My name has no favour with him.


  His worship suggested one possible way forward. Carver raised his eyebrows. Deal with the matter by stealth. Perhaps Barak could disappear somewhere for a while. Hell
  get orders very soon for swearing in.


  He has already.


  If he doesnt turn up, its the council that would be asked to send constables to find him. Well   he gave a politicians calculating smile 
  they need not try too hard. And if he is gone, well . . .


  But where? Neither Barak nor his wife have any relatives alive. I have some in the Midlands, but Tamasin is seven months gone with child, she could not travel. And what if they come after
  him later for desertion? Its a capital offence.


  Goodryke himself will be gone to the wars soon, surely. Carver spread his plump, beringed hands. I can do no more, sir.


  I understand. I will have to talk to Barak. Thank you for what you have done, sir, I am grateful. I hesitated, then added, I wonder if I could impose on you further for some
  information. In connection with a case. You have sat on the Common Council many years.


  Indeed. Near twenty. Carvers plump figure swelled with pride.


  I hear the council has been negotiating with the King to take over the Bedlam.


  For some time. We are trying to get the King to fund hospitals under the citys control; taking over the Bedlam would be part of the scheme.


  The wardenship has been in the Kings gift many years. I know Sir George Metwys holds it now. I know George Boleyn held the wardenship before, till his execution. Might you remember
  who held it before him? I need to go back to 1526.


  Carver thought. I believe it was Sir John Howard. I remember now, he died in office.


  So that connection to Ellen was gone. But any secret arrangements would have been passed on to subsequent wardens. One more thing, Alderman. Do you remember a man who was in the
  Mercers Guild some years ago? Nicholas Hobbey.


  He nodded slowly. Yes, I remember Master Hobbey. He worked his way up as an apprentice and set himself up in a small way of business. He did not involve himself much in Guild matters,
  though, his great interest was making money. He involved himself in importing dyestuffs, I remember, and his business suffered when the King broke from Rome and exports from the continent were
  embargoed. He closed his business and retired to the country.


  I heard a rumour he was in debt about the time he moved.


  I seem to remember people saying that. Carver looked at me sharply. Sir, I should not really give you information on Guild members


  I am sorry, perhaps I should not have asked. But I am acting for the orphan son of another Guild member, who died some years ago and is now Master Hobbeys ward. John
  Curteys.


  Carver nodded sadly. I remember Master Curteys. A pleasant fellow, though a little stiff in religion. I did not know him well.


  Well, sir, I thank you for your help. I smiled. I will not forget my promise about a donation to the Guild. I coughed and rose. Forgive me, but I should get
  back to bed.


  Carver stood and bowed. Take care of yourself, sir. He shook his head. These times  
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  NEXT MORNING I walked to work slowly and painfully, for my neck and throat still hurt. As I crossed Gatehouse Court I nodded to a couple of
  acquaintances, who fortunately were at a sufficient distance not to see the raw bruised flesh above my collar.


  I entered chambers and sat behind my desk. By the chapel clock it was just after nine. Barak was due shortly, and Mistress Calfhill in half an hour. I undid my shirt collar, to ease the chafing
  of my bruises.


  From my window I saw Barak striding across Gatehouse Court. I thought again how he was putting on weight. He knocked at my door and entered, then stared at my neck. Gods nails!
  What happened to you?


  I told him in my still creaky voice. Its worse than it looks, I concluded.


  Jesus. Who were they? Those lads hanging around outside Michaels house?


  I didnt see. They made sure of that, jumping me from behind.


  Is this Hobbeys work?


  I dont know. Someone must have paid them well. Though there was little enough risk, theres no law left on the streets.


  Barak said, I wonder if Hobbey is in London.


  If he isnt he has had no time to organize this. I only went on the court record two days ago.


  What about Dyrick? Hell have been notified youre acting.


  I doubt a barrister would risk his career by getting involved in something like this. Though its not impossible.


  When would he have got the papers saying you were on the record?


  I considered. Yesterday morning, I would guess. Whoever it was, they organized it fast.


  Barak looked at me keenly. Do you think the little arseholes meant to kill you?


  They werent so little. But no, I doubt it. Just to scare me off.


  I still think someone could have killed Michael Calfhill. Barak fixed me with his brown eyes. You shouldnt go to Portsmouth, he said intently. Certainly
  not alone.


  I agree. I have decided to talk to the Queen. I sent a message to Warner yesterday evening. She will find someone to travel with me if she thinks I should go.


  So youll still go if she wants you to.


  I dont like a bunch of bluecoats trying to intimidate me.


  Mistress Calfhill is due soon. Will you tell her what happened to you?


  No. It would only frighten her without good cause. Ill see her, then Ill go down to the Temple and see Brother Dyrick. I sent a message last night.


  Barak slapped his knapsack. Ive Broughtons deposition here.


  Good. I looked at him. But there is something else I must tell you now. Alderman Carver came to see me last night. Im afraid it is not good news. I repeated
  what Carver had told me.


  Shit, he said fiercely. Tammys right, I should have treated Goodryke with more care.


  Why dont I come to your house later, and the three of us can talk about it?


  I wont have Tammy leaving London, travelling over muddy roads, he said firmly. I was scared shitless when she collapsed the other day.


  I know. But well find some way through. I promise. Now, let me see Reverend Broughtons deposition.


  Barak opened his satchel and passed me the paper, written in his scratchy copyhand and signed by Broughton. He sat frowning, preoccupied, as I read. Broughton reiterated what he had told us
  about the Curteys family, the parents death and Nicholas Hobbeys rapid intervention, his own and Michaels efforts on behalf of Hugh and Emma, and Hobbeys hostility to
  him. I looked at Barak. Nothing new, then?


  No. He says thats all he remembers. I asked him if any of the Curteyses neighbours could tell me anything, but he was sure not. The family do seem to have kept to
  themselves, as the godly folk will.


  I looked up as a shadow passed the window: Bess Calfhill, her face pale as parchment in the sunshine, paler even than her white coif. She wore a black dress again, though the mourning period was
  long past. Go and receive her, I said to Barak, tell her my necks been hurt in an attempted robbery. Gently. Someone with a bruised necks the last thing
  shell want to see.


  He went out, and I pulled the strings on my shirt tight again before taking the draft deposition I had prepared for Bess from my desk. Barak led her in, and she sat on the other side of my desk.
  She looked at my neck, shuddered slightly and dropped her gaze, twisting her hands in her lap. Then she looked up, her face determinedly composed.


  Thank you for coming, Bess. I made my voice as strong as I could.


  It is for Michael, sir.


  I have prepared a deposition based on what you told me at Hampton Court. If I may, I will read it over. We can make any necessary corrections, see if there is anything to add.


  I am ready, she said quietly.


  We went through her story again. Bess nodded vigorously when I read out how close Michael and the two children had been, and said Yes with quiet fierceness as I related
  Michaels attempt to resist Hobbeys taking over their affairs. At the end she nodded firmly. That is it, sir, that is the story. Thank you. I could never have formed the words
  so well.


  I smiled. I have training, Bess. But please remember that Michaels story, told to you, is hearsay. Hearsay is allowed in the case of a deceased person, but it does not have the
  status of first-hand testimony. And Master Hobbeys barrister may question you on it.


  I understand, she said firmly. Will Nicholas Hobbey be there?


  I do not know.


  I am ready to face them both.


  We have spoken to Vicar Broughton, who has been helpful. He is coming on Monday. But he can confirm only that he and Michael tried to stop the wardship. Is there anything else you can
  think of that I have not included? About the children, perhaps.


  She shook her head sadly. Only little bits and pieces.


  They would have been brought up by the women of the household till they were old enough for a tutor, I imagine.


  Yes. Though John and Ruth Curteys delayed past the normal age to get a tutor. Michael thought they loved their children so much they did not wish to share them.


  Did you meet Hugh and Emma?


  Yes. Once Michael brought them to visit me and I went to him at the Curteyses house and saw them many times. Master and Mistress Curteys were most civil to me, as though I were a
  gentlewoman. I remember Hugh and Emma coming up to Michaels room to meet me. They were laughing because Hugh had got nits from somewhere and had his hair cut close. His sister laughed at his
  shaven poll, saying he looked like a little old man. I told Emma tush, she should not mock her brother, but Hugh laughed and said if he were a man then he was strong enough to smack his insolent
  sister. Then he chased her round the room, both of them shrieking and laughing. She shook her head. I can see them now, that poor dead girls hair flying out behind her, Michael
  and I joining in their laughter.


  Mistress, I asked quietly, why do you think Michael left home towards the end?


  I think it was because   her lips worked suddenly  because I fuss so. She bowed her head, then said, Michael was all I had. His father died when
  he was three, and I brought him up alone. At Lord and Lady Latimers house in Charterhouse Square. Lady Latimer, as she was then, took great interest in my son, who was fond of learning like
  her, and encouraged him. She too knows what a kind-hearted boy he was. Too kind-hearted, perhaps.


  Well, I said, let us see if we can get his kindness rewarded in court on Monday. I exchanged glances with Barak. We both knew that if the case were allowed to go
  forward, it would be because of the Queens involvement, not the merits of the evidence.
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  A LITTLE LATER I walked again down Middle Temple Lane, my knapsack over my shoulder. I turned left, to the Temple church. Dyricks chambers lay
  opposite, in an ancient building of heavy stone. A clerk told me he was on the third floor, and I trudged wearily up a wide staircase of heavy oak boards. I had to pause halfway up, for my neck was
  throbbing. I grasped the banister and continued. On the third-floor landing a board outside a door had Dyricks name picked out in elegant letters. I knocked and went in.


  All barristers chambers are much alike. Desks, shelves, papers, clerks. Dyricks had many bundles piled around on tables, the sign of a busy practice. There were two clerks
  desks but only one was occupied, by a small young fellow in a clerks short robe. He had a thin face and a long neck in which a large Adams apple bobbled, and narrow blue eyes beneath
  straggling hair. He looked at me with insolent disapproval.


  I am here to see Brother Dyrick, I said curtly. Serjeant Shard-lake.


  An inner door was thrown open, and Vincent Dyrick stepped out, advancing quickly with outstretched hand. He was a tall, lean man around my age. Athletically built, he seemed to exude energy. He
  had a pale complexion and coppery hair worn long; he was not handsome, but certainly striking. He smiled, showing a full set of teeth, but his greenish-brown eyes were hard and watchful.


  Good morning, Serjeant Shardlake. We have met before in court. I beat you twice, I think? His voice was as I remembered, deep and rasping, educated but still with a touch of London
  in it; a good voice for court.


  We lost one case each, as I recall.


  Are you sure?


  Yes.


  Come to my room. You do not mind if Master Feaveryear, my clerk, sits with us? He waved an arm at the young man.


  Not at all. My strategy was to say as little as possible, and get Dyrick to reveal as much as possible.


  In you go, Sam. Dyrick threw open the door to his office and waved Feaveryear in ahead of him. I followed. Please, sit. Dyrick indicated a stool set before a large
  oak desk and took a chair behind it, motioning Feaveryear to another stool beside him. The clerk took up a quill that had been laid there, ready sharpened, and dipped it in an inkpot. Copies of
  Michael Calfhills application and Dyricks reply lay on the desk. Dyrick squared them carefully with his hands, then looked at me. His smile was gone.


  Brother Shardlake, it grieves me to see a lawyer of your seniority involved in such a case as this. I would call it frivolous and vexatious were not the man who lodged this garbled bill
  clearly insane. A suicide, God pardon him. This application will be thrown out, and there will be substantial costs. He leaned forward. Who is to pay them? Has his mother means? I
  heard she was but some old servant.


  So he had been doing his research. Maybe paying for information from the Court of Wards, perhaps even from Mylling.


  Any costs will be paid according to the law, I said. It was the same point I had made to Richard Rich. I made a mental note to write to Warner suggesting he find some substantial
  back pay due to Mistress Calfhill. If we lose, that is.


  You will. Dyrick laughed, glancing at Feaveryear, who looked up and smiled. I opened my knapsack.


  You should see these depositions, Brother. From Mistress Calfhill and the Curteys familys vicar. I passed copies across. Dyrick read, occasionally screwing up his nose. Then
  he passed the papers to Feaveryear with a shrug.


  Is this all you have, sir? Dyrick spread his arms. Insignificant hearsay. This man Calfhill, before hanging himself, made accusations of serious misconduct against my
  client. Though neither he, nor these depositions   he leaned across the desk to emphasize the point  state what this misconduct actually is.


  He was quite right, and there lay our greatest weakness.


  Michael Calfhill made a serious claim  


  Undefined, unspecified


    sufficient I believe for the court to require further investigation. Remember the Court of Wards motto. A helper to wards, orphans and widows.


  Dyrick raised his eyebrows. And what, sir, would that investigation consist of? Depositions?


  Perhaps.


  And who is to be sent to take them? All the way to Hampshire. And how much will that cost? Enough to bankrupt any servant woman. His voice rose angrily. He frowned, bringing
  himself under control  or seeming to. It had struck me that everything Dyrick and his assistant did was a performance, though a skilful one.


  It would take a few days, I said. Your client will only have to pay if he loses. And you say he will not. And my client has her own house.


  Some hovel near the Butcheries, perhaps?


  You should not cast aspersions on my client, Brother, I said with asperity. Dyrick inclined his head. You should not, Brother, I repeated. It hurt me to speak now, I
  had placed too much strain on my throat. I see no deposition from your client. Is Master Hobbey in London?


  No, Brother Shardlake. Master Hobbey is a gentleman with much business in Hampshire. And there is nothing here for him to depose to, no allegation precise enough to warrant an
  answer.


  Where a child is concerned, any allegation should be investigated. I thought, so Hobbey is not in London. No time for him to give an order to have me attacked.


  A child? Dyrick expostulated. Hugh Curteys is eighteen. A strong, fit lad; I have seen him when I have visited my client on business. And well cared for, I might
  add.


  Still a minor. And under the control and custody of I had to break off at a spasm of pain from my throat. I gasped, put my hands to my neck.


  See, Sam, Dyrick said to Feaveryear, Brother Shardlakes words stick in his throat.


  I glared at Dyrick, cursing myself for my weakness. Then I saw the anger in his eyes, fierce as mine. It was no act.


  I see you have scant answer, Serjeant Shardlake, Dyrick continued. I thank you for these depositions, though they are out of time and I shall argue so on
  Monday


  I see Master Curteys estate consists of a considerable acreage of woodland.


  All dealt with properly. You have seen the papers.


  But no accounts.


  Those are kept by the feodary in Hampshire. You may not be familiar with the Court of Wards, Brother, but that is the procedure.


  Tell me, Brother Dyrick, is any marriage contemplated for Hugh Curteys?


  None. He inclined his head and smiled. There is really nothing to investigate, Brother Shardlake.


  These accusations must be looked into, and I think the court will agree. My voice came scratchy, high-pitched.


  Dyrick stood up. I hope your throat is recovered by Monday.


  It will be, Brother.


  I got up and turned to leave. Dyricks face was cold, stony. I glanced at Feaveryear. For the first time I saw him smile, not at me but at his master. A smile of pure admiration.
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