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Praise

‘Michael Jecks is the master of the medieval whodunnit’ Robert Low

‘Captivating . . . If you care for a well-researched visit to medieval England, don’t pass this series’ Historical Novels Review

‘Michael Jecks has a way of dipping into the past and giving it that immediacy of a present-day newspaper article. . . He writes . . . with
such convincing charm that you expect to walk round a corner in Tavistock and meet some of the characters’ Oxford Times

‘Great characterisation, a detailed sense of place, and a finely honed plot make this a superb medieval historical’ Library Journal

‘Stirring intrigue and a compelling cast of characters will continue to draw accolades’ Publishers Weekly

‘A tortuous and exciting plot . . . The construction of the story and the sense of period are excellent’ Shots

‘This fascinating portrayal of medieval life and the corruption of the Church will not disappoint. With convincing characters
whose treacherous acts perfectly combine with a devilishly masterful plot, Jecks transports readers back to this wicked world
with ease’ Good Book Guide


About the Book

The twenty-fourth novel in Michael Jecks’s medieval Knights Templar series.

Isabella, Queen of England, has been dispatched to France in an attempt to bring about peace between the two countries, and Sir Baldwin de Furnshill must accompany her. But the day after their arrival, a servant is found murdered, with Baldwin’s dagger lying next to the body.

As Baldwin struggles to prove his innocence, the killer strikes again. With so many English enemies gathering in Paris, will he be able to expose the culprit in time to protect the King?


This book is for
the Old Fogies again.

With loads of love to both.


Northern France, 1325
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Paris, 1325
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Cast of Characters





	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill
	Keeper of the King’s Peace in Crediton, and recently Member of Parliament, he is known as an astute man and shrewd investigator. Because he was a Knight Templar, he has a hatred of injustice and persecution.



	Simon Puttock
	Baldwin’s friend, Simon was a bailiff at Lydford where he gained a reputation for honesty and fairness.



	Edward II
	The feckless king of England, Edward has gone down in history as one of our most brutal, sly, and devious kings. His reign
   was appalling, noted for the disasters, natural and otherwise, which dogged the realm.




	Isabella
	The daughter of the French king, Philip IV, Isabella was married to King Edward II. Theirs was not a happy marriage.



	Sir Hugh le Despenser
	King Edward II’s lover for many years, Despenser was known for his persecution of his enemies, and his avarice. In an age
   of brutality he was noted for his greed, his cruelty and the dedicated pursuit of his own interests at the expense of all others.




	Roger Mortimer
	Once the King of England’s most trusted general, Mortimer’s feud with Despenser led to his split with King Edward. Arrested
   resisting the King, Mortimer was imprisoned in the Tower, but made a glorious escape and fled to France.




	Lord John Cromwell
	When the King decided to send his wife on the fateful embassy to France, he set Lord John the task of guarding her on the
   dangerous roads. Lord John was given four knights to help him in his task. In addition to Sir Baldwin, there were:




	Sir John de Sapy
	A household knight of the King, who until recently had been outlawed for supporting Earl Thomas of Lancaster during his rebellion;



	Sir Peter de Lymesey
	Another household knight who had been outlawed;



	Sir Charles of Lancaster Joan of Bar
	A third knight who originally appeared in The Templar’s Penance. Queen Isabella clearly needed ladies-in-waiting during her journey, and the King allocated Joan, his niece, as well as:




	Alice de Toeni
	The Dowager Countess of Warwick.



	Alicia
	The Queen’s most trusted lady-in-waiting. Isabella insisted on having her with her during her travels.



	Richard Blaket
	A man-at-arms and lover of Alicia. The Queen trusts him more than all her other guards.



	Peter of Oxford Charles IV
	The Queen’s personal chaplain. King of France, Charles was a wily, shrewd and very competent king. He was also the brother of Queen Isabella.



	Thomas d’Anjou
	The Pope’s representative at the court of King Charles IV.



	Pierre d’Artois
	The Comte d’Artois who took the title on the death of his father, Sieur Pierre is now a respected adviser to the French king.



	Blanche de Burgundy
	Originally the King of France’s wife when he was only a prince, she was discovered in an adulterous affair and imprisoned at the Château Gaillard in Normandy.



	Enguerrand de Foix
	The Comte de Foix, this knight rules a large area in the south of France.



	Robert de Chatillon
	Squire to the Comte de Foix, he is a loyal servant.



	Ricard de Bromley
	Leader of the small band of Queen’s Men, musicians commanded to accompany her on her journey.



	Robert d’Artois
	Father to Comte Pierre, Comte Robert died while leading a charge against the Fleming rebels in Courtrai in 1302.



	Philip de Cambrai
	A naker player within Ricard’s band.



	Janin
	The vielle player.



	Adam
	The trumpeter.



	Peter Waferer
	A man in the King’s service, he yet played with Ricard’s band when free.



	Jack of Ireland
	Irish, he was a bodhran player who inveigled his way into the band.



	Père Pierre Clergue
	A priest from the south of France where he had been clerk to the Inquisition and the local bishop.



	Jean de Pamiers
	Originally from the south, Jean has recently been appointed to the garrison of the Château Gaillard.



	Arnaud
	A royal executioner, Arnaud learned his trade as a local executioner in Pamiers.



	Le Vieux
	Once a man-at-arms in the service of the King, he is now the leader of the men who make up the garrison of the Château Gaillard.





Glossary





	
Alaunt

	An ancient type of hunting dog, strong but fast, with a broad, short head. Perhaps originally a form of mastiff, the alaunt was used to bring down or hold prey until the huntsmen could kill it.



	Bastide
	Provençal word that meant a fortified town.



	Bataelge
	Basic formation of French knighthood, riding en masse.



	Bayle
	The French term for a bailiff.



	Bidaut
	Lightly armed mercenaries from the south of France and northern Spain.



	Bodhran
	The common Celtic and Irish drum, formed of a circular wooden frame about twenty-four inches in diameter, with a good goatskin stretched over it. Still very popular today, its familiar timbre is recognisable in all forms of Irish music.



	Calefactory
	A room in which a strong fire burned through the winter months so that chilled monks could warm themselves.



	Cithar
	Old term for an instrument that was hit with hammers like a zither.



	Citole
	A four-stringed, plucked instrument, a little like a guitar.



	Comptroller
	This is an archaic spelling, but one which has always been in use by the British royal families. Generally, the comptroller was the man who had command of the money for the household he served. William de Bouden was the Queen’s trusted clerk up until the time her household was disbanded, and he was reinstalled for the embassy to France.




	Escuier
	French term for a squire – a man-at-arms who supported a knight, and could, if he displayed the right skills and chivalry, hope to be granted the spurs of a knight.



	Fiddle
	More of a tenor instrument than a rebec (below).



	Gittern
	Four-stringed instrument, probably for strumming like a guitar.



	Kennel
	The gutter in the middle of the road, into which all forms of noisome waste might be hurled in the hope that the next rains would remove them.



	Nakers
	Kettledrums, usually worn about the waist.



	Paterae
	Shields and other decorative devices of wood set into a ceiling.



	Psaltery
	Stringed instrument plucked with a quill plectrum.



	Rebec
	A fiddle with a higher note.



	Rosin
	Used by fiddlers and hurdy-gurdy players on their strings to increase the friction of the bow on the string. Made from distilling turpentine.



	Sumpter horse
	Pack horse, general horse used for transport.



	Tabor
	Small drum, cylindrical in shape.



	Vielle
	Old form of hurdy-gurdy.





Author’s Note

This is a great digression from my usual Dartmoor, English-based stories, and perhaps I should say a few words about what
   led me to have my friends Simon and Baldwin thrown into the heart of European politics.


As those who have followed the careers of my two characters will already know, I try to base all their adventures in solid
   historical fact. Thus many of the stories I have written have been based upon actual murders and felonies in Devon in the
   early 1300s. At the same time I have attempted to capture the essence of the way people lived, and how they were affected
   by the degenerating national politics over this period.


Making use of people living in ‘real time’, for want of another phrase, has its own problems. It does mean that one must be
   cautious that one book doesn’t start before the predecessor ended, for example. It is also important that the larger themes
   of political incidents are treated fairly. Those matters which would not have been brought to the attention of rural folk
   hundreds of miles away can happily be ignored.


However, in these times, the King made regular use of messengers across his own country and over Europe, who could all travel
   thirty to thirty-five miles each day. That means that even Devon would only have been a week or so behind events in London.
   We know that monasteries, cathedrals and other religious foundations had extensive networks of communications connecting them
   too. If anyone should doubt the ability of medieval man to maintain efficient lines of communication, one need only consider the fact that throughout the Middle Ages it was possible to buy fresh sea fish
   anywhere in England. Bearing in mind the trouble that would be involved in moving fish from the coast to places in the Midlands,
   it is clear that people were capable of moving swiftly when necessity demanded. And with them would come news – some of it
   accurate!


In the year 1325, the most important aspect of politics, internal or international, was the treaty to be signed with the French.
   There had been continual haggling over the precise rights of the French king compared with the feudal duties of the English
   king for those lands and provinces which happened to be situated in French territory. The initial disputes had been over Normandy
   and other parts of the great Angevin empire. By 1325, though, most of these had already been lost by the English, partly because
   of their own incompetence, partly due to superior French policy-making. Having the greatest and best-equipped force of men
   and cavalry in Christendom was no doubt something of an advantage at the time. It is astonishing to consider that when the
   English entered the Hundred Years War a dozen years later, the rest of the world looked in amazement at this upstart little
   nation trying to sting the massed ranks of French chivalry. Nobody seriously believed that the English could achieve much
   – and that is as true for the English as for anyone else. The English thought they were participating in some small-scale
   chevauchées, raids in search of booty, in effect.


When they defeated the French host with tactics refined over years of battling with the Scots, it was a shock to the whole
   of Europe. It shouldn’t have been such a surprise, though. The British had a small but experienced army which was used to
   fighting on foot, just as the men of Morgarten had been, and those at the ‘Battle of the Golden Spurs’ at Courtrai. At both battles groups of supposedly ignorant and incompetent peasants had destroyed more powerful French armies.


But in 1325 the conflict, the truce, and the negotiations between the English and the French were crucial to the whole period.
   Not only because they were to set the stamp on the subsequent suspicion and dislike that existed between English and French
   in the run-up to the Hundred Years War, which itself polluted relations between the two countries right up until the Franco-Prussian
   wars of the later 1800s, but because at the time this difficult and protracted parley itself helped Mortimer and Isabella
   plot their invasion, and gave them a ready source of supporters – the British who had been exiled under the reign of the deplorable
   Despenser.


So I am afraid poor Baldwin and Simon, the long-suffering companions, have been thrust into the limelight for this story.
   They have been cast into France for their sins, and now must live perilously amid the great forces at work to start a fresh
   war.


Some may be surprised by the account of the troubles of the unfortunate Lady Blanche, once princess bride to the man who was
   to become Charles IV. Sadly the story is all true.


The affair of the silken purses has been covered in another book1, so I shall not go into detail here. Suffice to say that two royal princesses were shown to be carrying on adulterous affairs
   with a pair of brothers. The men were killed, rather horribly, and the women locked up in 1314.


Marguerite, the older of the two, was thought to be more responsible, and was thrown into a freezing cell in the Château Gaillard.
   She survived a short while, but the cold and poor diet put paid to her in a matter of months.


The second was Blanche, wife of Charles. She too was thrown into a dungeon at the château.

It is said that she was made pregnant by her gaoler, and gave birth to a child in 1323. A little while before that, while
   she was pregnant, her marriage had at last been annulled, and in 1325 (I think – the sources grow a little vague over precise
   details) she was allowed to move to the convent abbey of Maubisson. Here she survived only one more year, dying perhaps because
   of the damage done to her constitution over the previous eleven years of incarceration.


So – was her gaoler her enthusiastic lover? Did she welcome the attentions of any man, no matter how lowly? Or was there a
   plot set in train by the French king or his courtiers to have her proved adulterous so that the Pope would be forced to annul
   the marriage? Could someone else have had a similar desire to see the marriage annulled?


I do not know the truth. However, it is all too easy to sit in judgement after some seven hundred years and take the 21st-century
   view. What would it be? Well, first that it was shocking that these two women should have been so appallingly treated for
   their sexual misdemeanours. Second, that clearly the poor woman in the cell would never have courted the attentions of a mere
   castle gaoler.


And yet . . .

These people lived in a different era. The two princesses were guilty not merely of betraying their own husbands. That was
   unforgivable enough. But they had committed a vastly worse crime: they had risked the bloodline of the kings of France. So
   heinous was their offence that it may have helped kill off the reigning king, Philip IV. Then, because of the women’s behaviour,
   their existing children had to be rejected by their fathers (presuming, of course, that the princes involved were the genetic fathers, which was the concern and doubt).


By a sad twist of fate, the princes concerned all proved to be short-lived. By 1328, all had died, and there were no male heirs.
   The Capetian line had died out. That led to the election of the first of the Valois kings of France, which itself contributed
   to the Hundred Years War, because the English had a claim to the French throne through Isabella. However, the French refused
   to consider her and her descendants’ claims. It was not surprising. Edward probably thought of himself as a Frenchman, but
   all the French thought him English. They would not have him.


So the adultery of these women was to have far-reaching consequences for hundreds of thousands in the coming century. Perhaps
   if they had remained obedient and chaste, European history would have followed a different course. It is an interesting speculation.


Michael Jecks

Northern Dartmoor

April 2007


Prologue


Candlemas



In the eighteenth year of the reign of King Edward II2


Alehouse in Southwark

Sir John de Sapy looked up as the door opened, anticipation lightening a face that had been full of trouble.

The last years had been unspeakable. Christ’s blood, but a man was hard pushed to survive just now. Even friends of the mightiest
   in the land could be brought to destruction, the realm was so stretched with treachery and mistrust.

He had been a knight in the King’s household until seven years ago, but then, when Lancaster was in the ascendant, he had
   switched allegiance and joined the Earl. Except the Earl had successfully squandered all his advantages, and ended up being
   executed by the King his cousin after raising a rebellion.

‘The arse,’ Sapy muttered.

There were few things more surely calculated to irritate Sir John than a man who promised much and then died leaving him in
   trouble – and he had been in trouble ever since the damned fool had gone and got himself killed. Sir John had been declared
   an outlaw, had had all his livings stolen from him by the King’s men, and now he was without funds, family or prospects. The only hope he had was that his brother, Sir Robert, who was still in the King’s household, might be able
   to help him to return to favour.

The door opened again, and for the second time he looked up eagerly, but there were two men hooded and cloaked in the doorway,
   not one, and he turned bitterly back to his wine. Robert wouldn’t come. He knew it, really. He’d hoped and prayed that his
   brother would forgive him his foolishness in trusting that churl’s hog, Earl Thomas, but how could he? To forgive John would
   be to open himself to the accusation of harbouring a traitor. In the years since the battle of Boroughbridge, which saw the
   final destruction of Earl Thomas’s host, hundreds of knights and barons up and down the kingdom had been taken and summarily
   executed, many of them for minor offences committed on behalf of the Earl. For a man who supported one of the Earl’s followers,
   and aided him in hiding, the punishment would be worse.

No, this was pointless. He was wasting his time. His sodding brother could hang himself. John wouldn’t sit here all night
   like some beggar seeking alms. If his brother wasn’t going to help him, he’d find someone who would. There were barons in
   France who’d welcome the strong arm and ruthlessness Sir John exhibited.

He was setting his hands on the table to push himself up when a hand fell on his shoulder. ‘Brother, stay there.’

‘Robert?’ Sir John was torn between irritation at the lateness of his brother’s arrival, and immense relief that he had come
   at last. It made him feel less alone. ‘Who’s this?’

‘This is someone who’s going to assist you, I think,’ Sir Robert said. ‘Meet Father Pierre Clergue. He would like your help.’

‘My help?’

‘Yes, mon sieur. Your help in seeking a heretic!’


Sunday, Quinquagesima3


Château Gaillard, Les Andelys, Normandy

The cell was tiny. Like a coffin. And she was sure that, were she not rescued from this hideous half-life soon, it would become
   her tomb. A woman of only eight or nine and twenty years, she had already lived long enough. The idea of death was not so
   dreadful. It would rescue her from this living horror.

Sometimes she dreamed that she had been to visit this fortress before she had fallen from grace; perhaps she had even stayed
   here once, although not down here in the filth and the cold. No – then she had been installed in a great chamber in a lofty
   tower that stood high overhead. But if it were true and not some dream that had been sent to torment her, then it was so long
   ago it might have been a different life. In those days, she dreamed, she had had servants of her own, maids, rich clothing,
   and an entire household to see to her needs. She had been pampered, beautiful – royal.

As a princess, she had lived in great towers and palaces. There had been wonderful food to eat, jewels to decorate her fingers
   and throat, carriages drawn by the finest horses. Her clothing was all crimson and velvet lined with fur, shot through with
   golden threads, and when she retired to her chamber she could fall on to a bed that had been made for her, the sheets smooth
   and soft, the mattress filled with down, while quilts were settled over her to keep the chill away. All who heard her would
   submit to her slightest whim. Men desired her; women loved her.

When she fell from grace, Blanche de Burgundy might as well have died.

In many ways she had.

The Cardinal’s Hat, Lombard Street, London

‘Oh, shite!’

Ricard de Bromley ducked as the jug flew past his head and smashed against the lathes behind him. There was a burst of wild
   laughter from the front room of the tavern, and he glanced at his companions quickly.

‘What now?’

Adam Trumpeter was in no doubt. ‘We get out of here. There’s no point trying to play to them in there. Listen to them!’

Janin, a tall skinny man in his late twenties who wore his long, greasy dark hair in a thin queue tied with a thong, peered
   round the doorway with his amiable face fixed into a look of nervousness. ‘I don’t think we’d be welcomed.’

‘Welcomed?’ Adam was an older man by fifteen years, barrel-chested and with a belly like a sea-going cog’s massive rounded
   prow. Under his hood, he scowled, his leathery features lined and wrinkled like an old alaunt’s. ‘They’re likely to rip our
   arms off and beat us with the soggy ends.’

Ricard set his jaw and sneaked another look. ‘They said they’d pay us twelve pennies each,’ he said mournfully, his moustache
   drooping as though to signal his disconsolation.

At the mention of money, it was Peter the Waferer who pulled the group together, as usual. He was always the one who kept
   an eye on the finances and mediated between fights. ‘I’m not giving up on twelve pennies for any number of rowdies,’ he declared.
   He took up his tabor, settling a small cudgel on his wrist, bound there by a strip of leather. ‘If they want to stop me, they
   can try.’

He marched in, his arrogance settling the noise inside almost as soon as he pushed in with his tabor in one hand, a recorder
   in the other. A dexterous man, he could play the two simultaneously. With his tabor, which was one of those smaller ones which
   a man could carry with ease, he made a daunting figure, standing there blocking the doorway. With the unconcern of a man who knew that his master would be greatly
   displeased were he to be harmed, Peter strode to the farther side of the room and placed his tabor on the floor so that the
   royal insignia could be clearly read on his breast. Alone of the band, he was a genuine servant to the King.

The others looked at each other for a moment. Ricard shrugged, then picked up his gittern. ‘Can’t let him get all the money.’

Adam wore a look of resignation on his greying features. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ he said as he hefted his trumpet.

Last to make his way in was Janin. He tossed his head and sent his long ponytail over his shoulder. Then he squared his narrow
   shoulders and followed them inside.

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

Queen Isabella rose from her prayers and nodded to Peter, her chaplain, before walking from the chapel and making her way
   to her chamber.

The weather was foul today. As she glanced out through the tall lancet windows, she could see the rain slashing down into
   the turgid waters of the Thames, making the river froth and boil. Certainly not the weather to be going abroad today.

Abroad. There was a word imbued with many meanings. To a peasant it could mean any foreign place – a vill some twenty miles away or a different
   kingdom. To her it could mean walking in the garden, perhaps riding with her hounds, or even travelling to her favourite manors
   – Eltham or Castle Acre. In truth, she would be happy anywhere just now. If she could only go away, escape this highly decorated
   prison that was the palace of Westminster.

When she had first come here, she’d been delighted by it after staying in the Tower of London for a while. That was a fortress,
   constructed to keep the London mob subdued, and had the creature comforts of a stable, as far as she was concerned. This palace at Westminster was different; this was built
   with comfort in mind.

King Edward I, her husband’s father, had constructed the Queen’s chambers and decorated them to meet Queen Eleanor’s stringent
   tastes. Even the other rooms were magnificent. She had heard tell of the King’s Painted Chamber when she was still living
   in France, a mere child. All knew of the wonderful paintings that covered the walls of that massive bedchamber.

In truth, the palace here was one of the most marvellous she had ever seen. As daughter of a French king, Isabella could admit
   to herself that this place was as glorious as any fortress owned by her brother the king of France. And yet now it was repellent
   to her: it was nothing more than a gilded cage in which she might sing or flutter, but from which she could not break free.

She might die here.

Louvre, Paris

As he walked along the great corridors, Roger Mortimer was reminded constantly of how low he had sunk, simply by looking at
   the expressions of the men all about him.

There had been times when the idea of coming here would have been so inconceivable that it would have been laughable. Only
   three or four years ago he would have deemed such a suggestion to be ridiculous. Ridiculous! The word was a poor tool for
   him. It could not convey the depth of feeling he had now, walking behind these squires, hoping to meet with the King.

He hadn’t been here long. When he first fled England, escaping from the Tower under sentence of death for plotting treason,
   he had made his way to Normandy. There he’d been able to live for a while without being troubled by his new enemy – England’s king, Edward II, Mortimer’s old friend. Men were sent to seek him in Wales and Ireland, both countries Roger
   knew well, and as the days dragged into weeks the King and Despenser both grew distraught.

Mortimer’s concerns were focused on his children, and his dear Joan. When he escaped, King Edward had immediately set to persecute
   any of his friends, allies or family who were within reach of his hand. Roger had heard that Joan had been taken from her
   home and installed in a royal castle in Yorkshire, and all the men of her household had been removed and made destitute. Most
   of his children had fared still worse – his sons thrown into prison, his daughters incarcerated in secure priories, with less
   money to live on than a criminal in the Tower.

But there was good fortune. First, he was still alive, and so were they. Then Geoffrey, his third son, had been in France
   at the time of his escape, and so had avoided the fate of his siblings. He was the sole heir to Joan’s mother, who had owned
   some of the de Lusignan lands, and had very opportunely expired just before Mortimer’s escape, so through Geoffrey Roger had
   access to money while he was in France. Then again, the French could see the advantage in pulling the tail of the English
   king while they could. Which was good – but Mortimer had no illusions about the longevity of their interest in him. Once the
   matter of the Guyenne duchy lands was settled, his usefulness would be over, and his life worth little once more.

His heart’s desire was revenge upon the King and Despenser, and to see his wife and children released from their incarceration.
   How he could manage that, though, was the matter which tormented him just now. He had already attempted to assassinate Despenser
   and the King by the use of magic, but the sorcerer involved had been betrayed, apparently, by his own assistant, and there
   appeared to be no other means of settling the score. Rack his brains though he might, there seemed nothing to be done.

The guards halted and opened the door, and Roger Mortimer entered the long hall of the Louvre, bowing instantly at the sight
   of the King.

Like his father, Charles IV was known as ‘the Fair’ already. It was curious to think that the kings of both France and England
   should be singularly tall, well formed and handsome, but perhaps it was simply proof of God’s approval of them both. At his
   side was a watchful falconer, while nearby was his most trusted adviser, François de Tours.

‘Lord Mortimer. I am grateful that you could come to see me at such short notice.’

‘It is an honour to be summoned, my lord. How may I serve you?’

The King had been studying the cold-eyed killer on his gauntleted wrist, but now he passed the creature back to the falconer
   and pulled off the thick leather glove. ‘I am sure I will find a way,’ he said drily. ‘However, for now, I wish to speak of
   other matters. You have been most useful to me recently. Your presence has been invaluable in my negotiations with King Edward.
   However, soon you may become an embarrassment. You will leave Paris.’

‘Where would you have me go?’

‘You do not question my command?’

‘My king, you are master of your realm. If you tell me I must leave your side, I will obey.’

‘A shame that more of my men do not show the excellent good manners you hold in such abundance,’ the King commented. He beckoned
   a servant, who hurried over with a jug and goblet. The man bowed low as he held out the poured wine. King Charles took it
   and sipped. ‘Yes. In a little while I think that the Queen my sister will come to negotiate the truce in Guyenne. It would be difficult were you to be here still when that happened.’

Mortimer said nothing. His failed assassination attempt would make his appearance in court rather troublesome. That much was
   obvious.

‘There is another matter, though,’ the King said. ‘The Queen, I believe, has been generous towards your good lady?’

The simple mention of his Joan was enough to bring a lump to Mortimer’s breast. His lovely Joan, thrown into a prison for
   something that was nothing to do with her. She was innocent, as innocent as his daughters. And they’d all been imprisoned
   because the King would only listen to the sly insinuations of that son of a whore, Despenser. ‘Your sister has been most kind,
   your highness. She has interceded on my wife’s behalf, I know. I only hope that Joan realises how much she should thank her
   highness. Without the Queen’s aid, I do not know what would have become of her.’

‘Perhaps she feels a certain guilt for all that she has caused to happen to other wedded couples,’ the King said with an edge
   to his voice.


Chapter One


Monday before Ash Wednesday4


Lombard Street

Gradually, Ricard de Bromley became aware of his surroundings as a fine drizzle fell on his bearded face. He grunted to himself, and
then groaned more loudly as he tried to climb to his feet. ‘Not our best one, boys,’ he muttered.


Beside him was Janin, his body curled into a ball about his vielle. Will prodded at him with a finger. ‘Jan? Are you dead?’

‘How’s my . . . ?’

‘It’s fine. Get up.’

There were some memories of the evening before. Ricard could distinctly recall certain moments – the arrival of a massive
jug of ale, leathern pots provided for the musicians; a great bull of a man standing and singing a song so filthy, so bawdy,
that Ricard had immediately tried to consign it to his memory for use in another venue; the first little fight between some
young apprentices in a corner as they tried to force their way into the tavern and were repulsed; the woman who wandered over
and sat on his knee, intimating that she would be happy to relieve him of some of his money by relieving him. God, yes! She’d
the body of a practised whore, and her smile was as lewd as that of any Winchester Goose, but her accent was odd. Not English, certainly. Called . . . called Thomassia,
that was it! She sounded more like one of the wenches from Guyenne; her husband . . . Shit, her husband was there. Guy . .
.


Feeling jaw, belly, and breast, Ricard was glad to be unable to discern any apparent harm. The man had been angry, but had
not started anything. Even so, that was the point at which his memory of the evening became unclear. And now the only damage
appeared to be his head. That bastard son of a hog who brewed the ale in the Cardinal’s Hat must have mixed something in with
his hops.


Belching, he watched Janin roll over and lie still again, a beatific smile spreading over his face. ‘Wake me when it’s time
to get up.’


‘It is now, and your vielle is underneath you. You’ll break it.’

‘Shite! Shite! Shite! The strings’ll be buggered!’

Janin’s sudden urgent scrabbling to rise to his feet was enough to make Ricard grin to himself again. He gazed about him,
trying to remember how he had come to this closed yard, and where his companions could have got to. The sunlight, grey though
it was, was enough to make him wince. There was a man who had led them here, wasn’t there? Someone from the tavern?


The woman had been foreign. Not happy talking English, from what he could tell. She’d said she was a cook, hadn’t she? Ah,
yes. That was it: she’d been a cook’s maid in a castle, lost her job there when the kitchen staff were all thrown out, and
came over here to London. Bloody foreigners coming over and making all the men regret being already married – she had one
hell of a body on her, though. He could remember that! Lips that could suck the sap from an oak tree, thighs that’d crush
a walnut, bubbies like bladders . . . Ah! Yes!


He wondered sadly how his evening had ended. She wasn’t here now, that was for certain. Suddenly his hand clapped over his
purse, but he could breathe easily. It had not been emptied.


‘Where are we?’ Janin asked plaintively.

‘Good question. We were at the Cardinal’s Hat, which is just off Lombard Street, but this doesn’t look like it.’


Janin nodded, gazing about him. ‘When did we leave the place?’

‘If I could remember that, I might remember when we came here,’ Ricard growled.

‘There was that woman,’ Janin remembered. ‘Her husband turned up.’

‘Yeah, but he didn’t hit me,’ Ricard said absently.

‘Only because the other fellow knocked him down.’

‘Which fellow?’

‘The one behind him. He called the man some name or other and felled him.’

‘Hmm. Good. I think.’ Suddenly he felt nervous. ‘Let’s get going, eh? We have a job to do.’

But Janin had the tail of an idea now, and he was refusing to let it go. ‘That was it, wasn’t it? You had that wench on your
lap, her old man tried to hit you, and someone else hit him, so we drank some more until those bravos appeared.’


‘There are times when talking to you gives me a headache,’ Ricard said. He pulled some timber aside from a pile at one wall,
glancing behind to see whether the others were hiding.


‘What was the man’s name?’

‘Hmm?’

Hearing a rumbling, Ricard peered up towards a low doorway. The door, like the rest of the yard here, was partially hidden
by trash that had heaped up before it, and he had to clear some of it, sweeping it away with his boot, before he could peer
inside.


There, snuggled together, he saw Philip and Adam. A loud snoring seemed to imply that Peter was behind them. As his eyes grew accustomed,
he saw that there was a pair of boots near Adam’s head. Carefully cradled in Adam’s arms was his trumpet.


It gave him a pleasing idea. He took hold of his horn, and licked his lips, then drew a deep breath before blowing a blast
that would have served, so he felt, as the last trump.


Adam’s eyes shot wide and he sat up, looking more like a corpse than ever; Philip tried to sit up, but his greater height
caused his head to slam into the upper lintel of the low door, and his eyes snapped shut with the pain as he bent down to
rest his bruised forehead in his hands. The boots disappeared from view, and Ricard was pleased to hear a complaining whine
from the Waferer.


‘Morning, boys!’ he called with satisfaction.

‘The man? What was his name?’

‘Which man?’

‘The one who felled the woman’s old man. Didn’t you know him?’

‘No. Should I have?’

This was less a yard, more a grubby little alleyway, Ricard considered. Sweet Christ, but his head was bad. His belly felt
as if he’d been drinking a tanner’s brew of dogshit and piss – faugh, he daren’t fart or belch. Both ends felt equally hazardous,
damn his soul if they didn’t.


There was a little mewling cry, and he frowned. It seemed to come from nearby, and he set his head on one side, peering about
him. Bending, he saw a loose slat in the side of another little building – probably a hutch for a dog or a chicken, he thought,
but when he peered inside the figure he could just make out was an entirely different animal.


Church of St Martin-le-Grand, London

Père Pierre Clergue was pleased when the man appeared at last. He had been growing a little anxious.

‘Mon sieur, I am glad to see that you were successful. Please, viens! Viens ici!’


He watched the man halt. ‘How do you know I was . . .’

‘You have the . . . the appearance of a man who has done a great thing for the Pope and for his friends. You have done a marvellous thing, mon sieur.’


‘It feels as if I have done a terrible thing.’

‘That is so often the way of things, my friend. Now, no need to tell me more. Let us kneel and pray.’

‘You will hear my confession?’

‘You can tell me anything you wish, but my lips will be sealed, naturally. And I know what I asked of you, so all is well.’

‘Yes. Yes, all is well. Just as you asked.’

House in Lombard Street

A door slammed behind Ricard, and he turned to see a vaguely familiar man striding towards him.

He looked older, perhaps five and forty years, and although Ricard had no idea what his name was, the face was teasingly recognisable.
Probably from the night before, he told himself bleakly.


‘Good morrow, friends,’ the man said.

Returning his greeting, Ricard eyed him narrowly. He was dressed well in expensive cloth, with a fine hat and liripipe on
his head. Ricard was certain he’d never seen him before, but the man’s carriage was a little alarming. He looked like a fighter.
With a rush of tingling anxiety, Ricard wondered whether his memory of the previous night was even more faulty than he had
realised; whether this was the man who was married to the wench he’d fondled on his lap the previous night. No, in Christ’s name, this sort of fine fellow wouldn’t want to listen to them playing in a lowly tavern. He’d have
commanded them to go to his house, if anything.


‘Master Ricard, I am glad you are well. The weather has not been very clement, I know. Is there anything you need?’

‘No. We are well, master.’

Inwardly, he was cursing, slowly and very imaginatively. The man had the graces and accent of a high-born lord. They all had
the same interest in fashionable clothing, the disdainful expression, the contemptuous sneer when they spoke to men like him.
And of course, the leetle bit of the French accent. When together, these arses only ever spoke French, as if it was something special. Well, Ricard
and the others spoke English like any God-fearing Englishman should.


Still, it only proved that this man thought himself important. He had that snide, devil-take-you look in his eye that said
he knew he could buy hundreds just like Ricard and his band. Well, devil take you, Ricard thought to himself, and may he bugger you with a thousand demons!


He had already turned back to the little hutch. Inside he had caught sight of two anxious blue eyes, and he was keen to tempt
the boy or girl, whichever it may be, to come out. The walls looked weak enough; easy to pull apart, he was sure.


The man interrupted his thoughts with a pleasant smile. ‘Good. Good. Now, before anything else, you will want some food, I
am sure.’


‘That would be welcome indeed,’ Ricard said, suddenly courteous. If this fool was going to be feeding them, Ricard was prepared
to be thoroughly polite. Damn silly French accent, though.


‘Through here.’

Ricard led the others through a doorway into a small parlour, and from there to a tiny shop front. ‘You a glover?’

‘Not really. My work with skins is less . . . elevated.’

The man was denigrating his work. He had some marvellous examples of glovemaking on shelves all about the shop. Still, his
eyes showed a lack of interest in discussing the matter. They glittered, almost with revulsion, Ricard thought.


There was a basket full of small loaves and some sausages. Peter, Adam and Philip fell on the food like wolves on a deer.
Ricard and Janin were a little more hesitant, both feeling that hot, sweaty sensation that sometimes ale could bring the next
morning.


‘I would be grateful for a little help from you all,’ the man said.

Ricard paused in his eating. There was something about the way he said that which made his hackles rise. ‘Yes, well, you’ve
been very generous, friend – giving us space out in your yard and breakfast and all – but we have to get back to work.’


‘Oh, I know. Yes. You are the Queen’s musicians, aren’t you?’

Janin and Philip exchanged a look. They had all played for her once. It had been a good day, too. But a long while ago.

Ricard saw their wooden expressions. ‘Oh, yes, we’re called that, right enough.’

‘Well, all I’d like is for you to help me to help her. That’s all. Just keep an eye open for me, and when there’s something
that seems odd, or you feel that she might be in danger, let me know.’


Janin lifted his eyebrows. He was the one Ricard thought the brightest of them all. He’d once had a little training in Latin,
and could read some things. Now he looked on the brink of being alarmed. Peter Waferer was unbothered by it all. He scooped
another mouthful of sausage into the gaping maw that appeared between moustache and beard and chewed with his mouth open.
Janin looked at Ricard and shook his head slightly. Not much, but it was enough to reinforce Ricard’s impression. There was something in the man’s tone that warned
them all.


‘Sorry, master, can’t do that,’ he said with conviction. ‘We were found doing that, our lives would be forfeit.’

‘But this country can be a very dangerous place. You would be doing her a service.’

‘Aha.’ Ricard gave a dry laugh without humour. ‘Yes. For us it would become a very much more dangerous place if we tried to
spy on her. So: no.’


‘It would be a great shame if you didn’t. News of your actions last night might become known.’ There was something else in
his tone now. It was near to rage, Ricard thought, watching him. No, couldn’t be. Ricard hadn’t ever seen him before, so why’d
he be cross with a bunch of musicians?


He smiled broadly. ‘What, doing a little show for the guests at a tavern? When’s that been against the law?’

‘I am sorry to say that the man whose wife you were pawing is a well-known figure, and even those who dislike him and his
master recognise that there is a law against killing a glover just because you like his wife. There’s a biblical reference
to it, I think.’


Ricard had no rejoinder to that. His world had just fallen apart. The man had stood and walked to a little door, which he
drew open. At his feet, just inside the doorway, was the body of a man. Ricard stepped forward on weakened legs and stared.
The glover had been beaten to death. A short way from him was the woman from the tavern, her skirts lifted over her bared
breasts, her eyes sightless. And blood. Lots of blood.


‘You . . .’ Ricard’s clawing hands reached out to the man, but he was already a couple of paces away, and now his sword was
out, and he stared down the length of it at Ricard, the point unwavering at his throat.


‘You will help me and serve.’

Château Gaillard

Blanche was forced to pull the blanket about her shoulders again. It was soggy at one corner, icy to the touch, and foul with
filth, but after ten years here in the cell she was uncaring. Once, she thought, she might have been revolted by the sight,
the feel, the odour, of such a piece of material. Any man who tried to offer her a similar thing would have been whipped. So she thought, anyway.
It was hard to remember. The noise of the water dripping down the walls, the scurrying of small paws, distracted her.


When first incarcerated, she was convinced that her life would soon end. Her sister-in-law had succumbed in no time. It was
less than a year before poor Marguerite was dead. The happy, frivolous young woman with the cheeky smile and love of beauty
had died, so Blanche felt, because of the destruction her actions had caused.


Was it true, this? Had there been such a woman as Marguerite? Was she just a figment of Blanche’s imagination? A chimera,
a false memory that had no basis in fact? Sometimes it seemed to her that there was no life outside these walls. There was
nothing beyond the rough-hewn rock. Her life had been lived here for ever. It was easier to believe that, somehow, than to
think that once she had been the wealthy, comfortable daughter-in-law of a king.


She clutched at the rosary at her waist. No. It was real. She was real. Marguerite had been too. They had both been brought here as punishment for their adultery, their heads shaved,
their bodies stripped and clad in these rough garments. Blanche had survived a decade, submitting to all the indignities,
while poor Marguerite had quickly yielded to the horror of their new situation. Her end was hastened by the news of her husband’s
cruelty when she was told that he had disinherited their daughter, Jeanne, in the belief that she had been fathered by another
man in the course of Marguerite’s adultery. That was what had killed her, as surely as a dagger, Blanche reckoned: the knowledge that her infidelity had ruined
the life of her only surviving child.


So many years ago. All that time spent here in this gaol. One third of her life – a whole third! Two-thirds had been joyful, spent in exuberant pleasure-seeking, until that disastrous day when she and Marguerite and even
little Jeanne, Blanche’s sister, had been arrested for their adultery. In a wife of a prince, adultery was treason, for it
compromised the royal line.


Her breast convulsed again with sobs. For the life she had lost, for the crime she had knowingly committed. For all that had
happened to her – and because she could not forget the shame, the guilt, the pain, the suffering as the small ruby beads rattled
through her fingers.



Chapter Two

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

The request was brought to her by Richard Blaket, one of the guards at her cloister. At least Queen Isabella knew she could
trust him. He was always enthusiastic in his service to her. In the past he had been pulled two ways, loyal to his king and
to the Queen, but more recently she had seen a subtle change. It was ever since he had fallen into a passionate affair with
her lady-in-waiting Alicia.


‘His royal highness would be grateful if you could visit him,’ Blaket said now.

‘You mean my husband?’

He smiled as though she had made a witty remark. ‘Of course.’ But as he spoke, his eyes flitted over her shoulder to Alicia.

Isabella glanced at the ladies-in-waiting, then rose, settled her skirts, and paced slowly after him.

At least Blaket treated her with respect. Only a couple of days ago, a squire in the great hall had remained sitting when
she entered. It had astonished her. The man saw her clearly, but remained on his arse!


There had been a time when no man would have dared such impudence. When she was living in France in the court of her father,
Philip IV – God rest his soul! – no man would have thought to be so disrespectful to her. If he had dared, he would have learned
swiftly that the royal family was quick to punish such behaviour.


But that was France. Here, she reminded herself, she was the hated symbol of a foreign power. All seemed to look on her as a spy,
from what she had seen: daughter of the French royal family at a time when the French had retaken the English provinces in
Guyenne. And her husband was not of a mind to protect her.


It all began with the argument over a new bastide which her brother sought to establish at Saint-Sardos. No permission had been sought from the English king for the construction
of the little fortified town, so the local populace rose against the French officers seeking to protect the builders. There
was a sharp altercation, an affray, and afterwards a French sergeant lay dead on the ground. It was just the pretext her brother
needed to invade. He sent in his best general, Charles, Comte de Valois, to pacify the territory, and now King Charles occupied
England’s last assets in France.


The consequences for Isabella were high, because the King acted on the advice of those two reprehensible, dishonourable churls,
my Lord Bishop Stapledon and Sir Hugh le Despenser. Her shameful treatment was all at their behest, yes, because Bishop Stapledon
wanted her lands and mining rights, while Sir Hugh wanted to curb her authority and her influence on her husband – Sir Hugh’s
lover.


So her lands and privileges were confiscated by the King, her husband; her children were taken from her; her freedom was curtailed;
her seal was removed to prevent her communicating with anyone unless with the King’s permission; her household was disbanded
and dispersed, with all her French servants arrested. She was a queen in name alone; more truly she was a prisoner, guarded
at all times by Sir Hugh le Despenser’s wife, like any felon in a gaol. Except a felon could expect a rope to end his confinement.
She wondered what Sir Hugh planned to end her captivity.


‘You wished to see me, my lord?’ she demanded as she entered the Painted Chamber.

It was a huge room, eighty feet long and twenty-six wide, with a ceiling that rose some thirty feet overhead, studded with
beautifully decorated paterae. On the walls were scenes from the Gospels, while the two great windows in the northern wall illuminated the chamber with
a dull, gloomy light. The opulence of the gilt and silverwork was enough to take away the breath of many visitors. Today it
gleamed in the light of the candles and the fire. The feeble glow from outside did little to brighten it.


King Edward II stood before the fire, his hands clasped behind his back. Isabella ignored the esquire and the two clerks at
their table near the first of the windows, and marched to her husband.


He looked older, she thought. The lines had been carved deeper into the flesh at the sides of his mouth, and his cheeks looked
sunken. His blue eyes were still bright and shrewd, though, and although his long face was grim, he still possessed the aura
of power which had always been his mark. And the undeniable handsomeness.


‘You are aware of the situation with your intolerable brother,’ he began.

Isabella bridled to hear her brother denigrated in this manner, but before she could draw breath King Edward was continuing,
spittle flying from his lips in his rage.


‘He has sent me three ultimata. If I wish to retain my lands in France . . .’ His voice was strained, as though he was close
to choking, but he recovered himself and lifted his chin. ‘If I wish to have them returned to me, perhaps I should say, then
I will have to submit to his will. I must go to France to pay homage to him for those lands, and hope that he will later deign
to let me have them back. It is intolerable that he should make such demands upon me, a king!’


‘What has this to do with me?’ Isabella asked coldly.

‘Woman, I need an extension of the truce which presently exists. I cannot submit in a moment to such demands. He must be made
to see that. I have to have an ambassador to whom he will listen.’


‘Then send one.’

‘I shall, madam, I shall,’ he said coldly. There was a look of suspicion and doubt in his eye. ‘I have chosen you.’

Château Gaillard

Down here deep in the rock beneath the castle’s walls, not even a breath of wind could penetrate. The air was always damp,
cool and noisome, even in the hottest summer.


No soughing breeze could venture here. There were times she had wished that she could have been incarcerated in a high chamber
in a tower. At least there she might have the consolation of a view of fields and woods; the feel, perhaps, of sunlight on
her flesh. And the smells! Smells of hay, of flowers, even of the dry, hot winds of summer. There would be consolation in
the freezing gales that howled from the north and east. Just to sense the air moving over the hair of her skin would be better
than this eternity of cold, moisture-laden stillness. The only smells she ever detected here were those of the sweat and foulness
of her gaolers.


They could be kind, though. One had comforted her when she had heard of her husband’s attempts to have her marriage to him
annulled, the Pope refusing to permit it. When she had been brought here, she had scarcely been eighteen years old. The very
idea that she could be thrown into a cell like this had never occurred to her. It was so far from her experience, she had
never imagined that she could be forced to live in such a place. And yet, perhaps that was all part of her dream? Maybe there
was nothing beyond these walls. She had been born here, perhaps, raised here in this chamber in the rock, and she had invented all the memories of dancing, feasting, loving
. . . that was easier than to think that it was as a young woman she had been brought here, and she would die here. And better
by far that she should not think of her child. Her child was lost to her now.


She heard the rattle of locks farther along the corridor, a shocking, startling sound that shook her from her reverie. Any
disturbance here in the cells was a distraction to be welcomed, no matter what it presaged. Blanche eased herself up to a
crouch, her legs and back aching, head tilted to hear the better.


A door was thrown wide, and she heard the tramping of booted feet along the stone floor, the rattle of chains, the low mutter
of men’s voices. And then her door was opened, and a leering, bearded face peered in at her.


‘It’s your time, woman. Get up!’

She rose to her feet slowly, her hands flat against the rough stone wall.

The man held out his hand, all four fingers curling back to the palm in the universal sign of beckoning, but she was as nervous
and flighty as an unbroken mare.


‘My child?’ she asked as firmly as she could, but even her own ears told her how her voice quavered, and her hand went to
her rosary for comfort. It was made of beads of ruby, a wonderful gift. The last her husband gave her before she squandered
his trust . . . his love. It was the only item she had been allowed to keep when she was brought here, for her chaplain insisted
that she must be permitted her beads. It was her sole possession.


‘You are to be set loose from here, my lady,’ the gaoler said, ignoring her. His lip curled into a grin, but there was a sadness
in his face. He would miss her.


Holy Mother Mary, but she hated this man. Even more than her husband, who had not defended her when she was left here to moulder, she hated this man.

But there was one whom she hated more even than him. More than any other person, Blanche detested the bitch who had caused
her to be arrested with her sister and sister-in-law, and thrown into this cell. The woman who told the King of her suspicions
about the three royal wives and had them followed until their guilt was transparent to all.


That bitch, the she-wolf, Isabella, queen of England.

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

Back once more in her chamber, the Queen sat at a cushioned seat set into one of the tall lancet windows, and gazed out at
the river.


‘My lady, was there anything interesting he wanted to speak about with you?’ Lady Eleanor asked after some moments.

Queen Isabella was careful to give the appearance of surprise at hearing the woman’s question. ‘You mean you were not already
made aware of the suggestion? I am shocked, Lady Eleanor.’


It was difficult to restrain herself after so many months of living with this foul woman. At first she had tried to befriend
Eleanor, the King’s niece as she was, and included her in many festivities and parties. For a long time, she had never berated
her for laziness or foolishness, although God alone knew how many occasions there had been which justified sharp rebukes.
Eleanor had always been a welcomed guest, no matter what the hour, no matter how great the annoyance of the interruption.
All that changed when she married that arch-deceiver Sir Hugh le Despenser.


When he first came into their lives, it was as a paid informer for the barons. They kept him in the King’s household in order
to try to curb any independent action on his part, which they all wanted after the years of Piers Gaveston. After the latter’s death at the hands of a small party of barons, Despenser had gradually become more and more essential
to the King, and the King began to trust no one but him. All those who had been his most loyal servants had been forced from
him. Even his greatest general, Roger Mortimer of Wigmore, had been driven into near rebellion, and had helped the Lords Marcher
with their sudden attack on the Despenser territories which Sir Hugh had taken from others by force or by deception. There
was nothing he coveted which he would not grab.


Poor Mortimer. He had been ousted from the King’s side, then kept in the Tower until he broke out in such a spectacular fashion,
riding for the coast with two allies and escaping to France. All because Despenser looked upon him as a mortal foe – Roger
Mortimer’s grandfather had killed Despenser’s on the field at the battle of Evesham fifty or more years before.


So, just as the King had found Despenser installed within his household, so too did Queen Isabella have the Despenser’s own
spy in her household. All her maids had been replaced by Lady Eleanor’s friends and accomplices. Any new lady-in-waiting had to be approved
by her. And meanwhile, all the Queen’s letters were perused by her before being sealed by the Queen’s own seal, which Eleanor
held about her neck at all times.


‘Obviously the King would not discuss private matters with me,’ Lady Eleanor said coolly.

The Queen’s response was more tart. ‘I am surprised. I had thought that your husband would have kept you informed about their
business, my lady. Especially when it is so important for the realm.’


Lady Eleanor went white on hearing that. She pursed her lips angrily, but said nothing more, merely gathered up her skirts
and flounced from the room.


‘You defeated her there. She must grow tired of constantly being bested by you!’ Isabella’s maid Alicia chuckled, rising from her stool and walking to her mistress when she saw the
finger beckon. ‘My lady?’


‘Prepare yourself, Alicia. We are to go to France to my brother’s court. I am to be the King’s ambassador.’

Alicia gasped and clapped her hands, and then was still, her eyes thoughtful.

The Queen nodded. ‘Yes. The King still refuses to go to pay homage to my brother. But he is king of France – it is unthinkable
that my husband should evade his feudal duty. He must go at some point.’


‘Yet Lady Eleanor’s husband . . .’

‘Hugh le Despenser will oppose my husband’s journey with all the skill and persuasion he can muster, and that devil has much
of both. He is as crafty and mendacious as any politician. But that may give me an opportunity he has not considered,’ she
added pensively.


‘He means to do you harm,’ Alicia said sharply.

‘Harm me? What harm could he do to me in my brother’s country? I shall be safer there than here in my adopted home.’

‘If an unscrupulous enemy wished to harm you, he would find his task that much easier in France, my lady,’ Alicia insisted.

The Queen was already looking once more out through the window at the Thames and did not answer. There was no need to. She
knew it already.


Queen’s cloister, Thorney Island

Alicia was cautious about how she made her way from the Queen’s chamber to the door that led from the cloister to the Queen’s
private little garden. Crossing the sweet-smelling camomile lawn, she reached the gate at the far side. There she knocked
quietly twice, then once more.


Immediately the gate opened and Blaket peered in, his face wreathed in smiles. ‘Alicia, my love, my heart, my life. Come here!’

‘My!’ she gasped when he had embraced her for long enough. She set her fists against his breast to push him away. ‘If this
is how you respond to a scant half-day’s separation, I’ll have to be careful not to leave you for a day.’


‘You mustn’t leave me for so long. That would be torture,’ he said, but in his eyes there was a darkness and no flippancy.

‘Not just for you.’

‘Ah, you don’t love me as much as I love you,’ he said.

She cocked an eyebrow and set her head to one side. ‘So we are into competitive lovemaking now? My lord, I love you more than
you love me.’


‘No, I love you most.’

‘Possibly true, then. I will not get into an argument,’ she said shortly, drawing away and smoothing her skirts.

‘What? Is there something the matter?’

‘It is said that our lady may be travelling soon.’

‘And you will be going with her?’

‘Don’t look like that, my love,’ she said softly. ‘We would be back as soon as possible.’

‘Would she take a guard with her?’

Alicia smiled. ‘If she has any say, she will know which guard she can trust, won’t she?’

It was a relief to hear her say that with that sweet smile on her pale face. He pulled her to him again and held her tight,
saying nothing. He had proved himself to the Queen in the last weeks. No service had been too much for him. And now all he
wanted was to remain with her when she went.


With Alicia, too, of course. She was his lovely, lively little bird. A wonderful smile, a warm, generous spirit, those bright
blue-grey eyes that lit up his soul – life would be hell without her. ‘Thanks to God for that. I can’t let you go to France
alone.’


‘I scarcely think I’d be alone. Not with the Queen, her clerk, her chaplain, her honour-guard of knights and men-at-arms,’ she
declared archly.


‘No. Of course not.’

She frowned quickly. ‘How did you know it was France?’

‘Eh?’

‘I told you we would be travelling, but you just said “France”. How did you know?’

‘Do you really think there are any secrets here in the King’s palace?’ he asked and chuckled.

She smiled in return, giving him a hug. It was that, then, which had made his eyes anxious and black. Little surprise. Everyone
knew how potentially dangerous a journey to France could be, especially now with war hanging over both nations like a cloud
of brimstone.



Chapter Three

Lombard Street, City of London

‘Interesting,’ Janin said. ‘So now we’re suddenly the Queen’s Men, are we? That’s a snappy name for a band like us. Except
we’ve nothing to do with her just now.’


‘It’s hardly the way I’d have wanted to have things go,’ Adam said. He turned to the scowling Ricard. ‘Why the hell did you
have to start pawing that woman in the first place?’


‘Shut up talking like that! You’re talking daft,’ Philip said. ‘If she’d gone to your lap and started getting you all sweaty,
you’d have done the same thing.’


‘It’s not the point, though, is it?’ Adam demanded. He stood square to Ricard, hands on hips.

Ricard looked up from the small figure before him as though noticing him for the first time. ‘No. It’s not. You’re right.
The point is, some murderous bastard’s got his fist on my jacket and he won’t be likely to let go until he has all he wants.’


‘We’re not even anything to do with the Queen, though, Ric. What the hell are you going to do?’ Peter Waferer asked plaintively.

Ricard ignored him. ‘Who are you?’ he asked of the boy.

‘Charlie Chatty.’

‘Charlie Chatty, eh? A good name,’ Ricard said.

He was at a loss as to what to do with the child. If he was right, this little lad was the son of the woman who’d been murdered
last night. The woman who’d died, apparently, just so that the flash git there could blackmail him and the boys into spying on the Queen. The child looked only about three years
old, if that. He could walk, talk a fair bit, and judging by his bright blue eyes and sandyish hair he was healthy enough.
Thanks to Christ they hadn’t taken him out before the man had left the house. He had insisted on speaking to Ricard, alone,
and when he had gone Ricard had made his way to the hutch. The mite had screamed at first when he pulled the side away, and
shrank back at the wall as though expecting to be killed, but after being given some bread and a sweet cake he had come along
with Ricard happily enough. Every so often his eyes clouded and he looked about him anxiously, but then he would glance up
into Ricard’s face and, God help Ricard, he appeared comforted by him. So now he had this additional little parcel of work
clinging to his belt. The thought of the lad’s mother’s body in that foul chamber was enough to make him want to spew, so
he was determined not to desert the boy, but that left him with the question of what to do with him.


‘Did you hear me?’ Peter demanded.

‘Yes, all right? Look, you’re a King’s Waferer – don’t you have some access to the palace? To the Queen? Could you . . .’

‘Not a chance. I’d do anything to help you all, but I can’t bugger about. I’ve got a wife, kids to look after. I can’t take
a gamble on my job.’


‘No more he can,’ Philip said heavily.

‘How about one more kid?’

‘Do me a favour, Ric! Look at the brat! What would my wife say, eh? She’d ask where the hell I’d got him, then kick my arse
from Eastchep to West for keeping a slut on the side and bringing my bastard home with me!’


Janin watched and listened to their gloomy conversation. Their mood was grim at best. The sight of the two bodies, one ravished, both stabbed and beaten to bloody death, was enough to make any man’s stomach turn. Worse to find the child there
too. Of course, more to the fore of their collective minds was the fact that were they to fail in the command given to them,
they would end up in a similar manner to the lad’s parents: slain and thrown to the dogs.


Their host had smiled at them coldly as they gathered about him. Ricard in particular was eager to break his head. He had
been attracted to that woman, and to see her destroyed so utterly was shocking. They hadn’t just slashed at her, they’d beaten
her about the face until she was almost unrecognisable. Janin, the most reflective of the band, was thinking carefully as
they surrounded the fellow, his sword still at Ricard’s neck. ‘Ric – if you were going to blackmail a little mob like ours
to do your will, would you go into a room with them and let them into your secret there, all alone?’


Ricard had been breathing hard and fast, his mouth closed. Gradually his face lost its bellicose flush, and he became more
rational. ‘Where are his men?’ he had demanded.


Their host had answered. ‘Outside. There are two over the road there. I can see them from here through the window. Look for
yourself. If you try to harm me, they will see. If they sound the alarm, the hue and cry will be here in moments. And people
will find some musicians who were very loud and rowdy last night, and tried to rape a respectable woman, a Madam Thomassia,
whose husband Guy was lately a man-at-arms in France. And anyone who breaks in here to rescue me will find you here with that
same man and woman, both dead. They are not fools. Two dead when you had shown such interest in them last night,’ he said
contemptuously. ‘Oh, and they’ll find me: a nobleman, who will denounce you. For those murders. Do you think you could escape
the rope? Or perhaps they would think up a better way to kill you. The London mob can be most inventive.’


Ricard had glanced at Peter, who was standing at the open window staring out. He had looked back at Ricard and nodded.

The man’s plan was straightforward enough. He would lose the bodies if the musicians did what they were told, but if they
failed the law would soon be after them. They would never know peace again. They would become outlaw.


It was Adam who had asked the obvious question. ‘What makes you think you could persuade people that we did these murders
in a day, let alone a month or more?’ he scoffed.


The man smiled with a sly confidence. ‘The glovemaker in there was a loyal servant of Sir Hugh le Despenser. He will be sure
of your guilt, and your fate will be just as certain.’


‘You think you can tell him that? He’d as likely run you through. Sir Hugh le Despenser trusts no one,’ Ricard scoffed.

‘He doesn’t trust me, no. I am no friend of his. Still, he can’t hurt me.’

That had been definite enough for Ricard. Everyone in the realm knew of Sir Hugh, the avaricious friend of the King. He was
ruthless and determined. Any man who harmed him or his friends must look to his back. There was little safety when Sir Hugh
became your enemy. And this fellow, whoever he was, had enough poise and assurance for ten. He was not joking. Just looking
at him, you knew he was telling the truth. He knew Despenser. And he had men. This was no footpad.


Now, sitting here and reflecting on that appalling meeting, it was Ricard himself who asked the question that was troubling
Janin. ‘If he killed the man and his wife, then he’s not a friend to Despenser, is he? He said as much. A loyal Despenser
man wouldn’t kill another Despenser supporter, would he?’


‘You think so?’ Peter Waferer said, his head low. ‘Despenser would kill his mother if he thought it’d win him a new manor.
His men are the same. They think nothing of killing like this. No, you may be sure that he’s a man of Despenser, and that we’re all in danger now. Us, and my family.
God! My wife! My children! How could this have happened?’


‘How can this be so, though? If he was really known to Despenser,’ Ricard said, ‘wouldn’t he have been at court? Surely you’d
have seen him, Peter?’


‘Hah! Do you know how many men come through the palace gates every day? It’s a small city of its own, and I’m only a waferer,
when all is said and done. I may wear the King’s tabard, but I’m a kitchen knave, and when I’m working I don’t see the faces
of all the King’s guests. A kitchen knave is hardly best placed to study them.’
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