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He that is without sin among you,
let him cast the first stone.
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Chapter One





Conisbrough, November 1217


Rivulets of blood were trickling down Conisbrough’s main street, and Edwin picked his way across them so that his new boots wouldn’t get soiled. He was almost home, where a wife and a hot meal awaited him, and once again he had to remind himself that he wasn’t just imagining his good fortune. He was –


‘Master Edwin!’


He turned, peering into the early dusk, to see that he was being hailed by the fast-approaching Hal. He stopped and waited for the panting boy to catch him up.


‘They’re at it again. Father says you’re to come.’


So much for the hot meal and the quiet evening with Alys. Edwin followed Hal, though there was no need: he knew where they were going.


In a village of wooden buildings, the new stone house under construction stood out. Ivo, the recently appointed bailiff, had insisted upon it as a condition of his moving to Conisbrough, and Sir Geoffrey had received the earl’s permission to have the masons work on it in addition to their duties at the castle. A stone house took longer to build than a wooden one, and it was still not complete although Ivo had been here several months; in the meantime, he was temporarily lodged in guest quarters at the castle. However, he visited the site frequently so he could check on progress and argue with the masons, and Edwin heard the sound of raised voices as he approached.


Hal stayed just outside with his father as Edwin stepped through the open doorway and into what would be the main room. There was as yet no proper roof, but half of the wooden trusses had been placed and canvas laid over the top, so that one end of the space was sheltered; it was under this cover that four men were standing.


This time it wasn’t the masons who were on the receiving end; the master and one of his men were off to one side, tools hanging unused in their hands, glad to be out of the way for once as Ivo engaged in a furious stand-up row with the reeve.


‘I’m telling you, that’s not the way we do it around here.’


‘And I’m telling you that that’s the way you’re going to do it from now on!’


‘But you can’t just –’


‘Oh yes I can, and –’


They both broke off as they saw Edwin. He had learned that the best thing to do was not to say anything, so he simply folded his arms and looked at them.


It was the reeve who broke first. ‘Edwin. Can’t you just …’ He flapped his arm in a helpless gesture.


Ivo looked down the considerable length of his nose. ‘I fail to see what it’s got to do with him.’ He turned to Edwin. ‘But now you’re here, perhaps you can talk some sense into him. I’m the earl’s representative, so I can overrule any man here, and the sooner he realises it – the sooner you all realise it – the better for everyone.’


He stalked out, and there was a long moment of silence.


Edwin addressed the masons first, switching to their native French. ‘At least it wasn’t you this time.’


Philippe, the master, inclined his head. ‘This time, no. But it will be again, no doubt, as he has no conception of how building work is done. I did not catch all of their argument, but it would appear that our friend here is having a similar experience. Monsieur Ivo is good at giving orders but has little idea of practical matters.’


‘I’ll talk to him. Perhaps you’d better go for now.’


‘Yes. It is getting too dark to work anyway. I will send two men down tomorrow if I can spare them from the castle. Come, Denis.’ He nodded at his man and they departed.


Once they were gone, young Hal opened his mouth to speak, but his father, who was still hovering by the door, shushed him. ‘Quiet, boy. It’s not your place.’ He bobbed his head at Edwin and the reeve. ‘We’ll be off then.’


‘Thank you for calling me, Alwin, it was the right thing to do. Hal, be a good lad and run to Alys for me. Tell her I’ll be a little while more but I won’t be too late.’ The boy nodded and turned. ‘Oh, and you look hungry – ask her if you might eat yours while you’re waiting.’


Hal’s grateful smile was visible in the gloom as he departed, and Edwin was left with the reeve. If this was going to be one of those conversations, he thought, he may as well sit down; he made his way past more roof beams stacked waiting to be used, and found a couple of blocks of stone packed in straw at the far end of the dry space. He sat and gestured for the reeve to do likewise.


‘So, what was it this time?’


The reeve expelled a long breath. It was funny, reflected Edwin, that he always thought of the man facing him only by his job. He did have a name, but unfortunately for him it was Theophilus, far too much of a mouthful for most of the local folk to bother with, so they tended just to call him Reeve, as though that was his name. In any case, he’d held the position so long – being elected unopposed by the villagers every year since Edwin could remember – that he was now indistinguishable from it anyway.


‘It’s nothing too big – not yet, anyway – but it’s just this constant way he has of picking up on every small thing, wanting to change the way we do it. Yesterday he was all for having the widow Mabel up at the manor court for grinding a bit of grain between two stones, when we all know she can’t afford to pay the miller, and she hasn’t got half a sack to take to him anyway. And today it was Osmund for using the wrong type of snare for rabbits. Lord knows what it’ll be next, but I’m honestly starting to get the feeling that he’s doing it on purpose just to rub people up the wrong way.’


Edwin reflected that there might well be a grain of truth in that: maybe Ivo was trying to impose himself in his new position, but just going about it badly. He’d certainly made enough mistakes in his own unfamiliar role over these past months, so he was hardly in a position to criticise. But there was something rather … petty, was the best word he could come up with, about Ivo.


The reeve was continuing. ‘Can’t you have a word? Can’t you do anything?’


Edwin shook his head. ‘You know I don’t have any authority.’


‘You have, though – everyone knows it. You’re not just Godric’s son any more – you’re the earl’s man, and Sir Geoffrey’s stepson now, to boot. And Ivo’s trying to get rid of me, after all the years I’ve worked in peace with your father.’


Edwin opened his mouth, but he didn’t get the chance to interrupt.


‘And look, if we can’t rely on you to help, you being one of us – supposedly, anyway – then who can we ask? He’s the bailiff, we have to do what he says, but he’s going to make everyone’s life a misery. And if we have a hard winter, I’m telling you he might even cause death.’


That was not a word Edwin liked to hear, having seen so much of it during the past year. He didn’t really want to get involved in this, but what choice was there? Eventually he nodded. ‘All right. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do.’


The reeve stood. ‘You have my thanks. And, you know, it might do you some good round here too.’ He passed out through the doorway, leaving Edwin to ponder his cryptic parting remark.


Edwin remained where he was for a little while, certain that nobody would enter to disturb him. Life was meant to be simpler now that the war was over, and he had looked forward to coming home to enjoy peace and quiet for a time while the earl was far away at his castle of Lewes, at the other end of the realm. He’d even arrived as the bringer of good news, for he carried with him the earl’s permission for Sir Geoffrey, Conisbrough’s castellan, to marry. And marry he had, to none other than Edwin’s widowed mother, whose life and status had altered to a dizzying extent as soon as they had made their vows. Sir Geoffrey, of course, would return to continue his duties at Conisbrough, but he was currently away: he had taken his new wife to visit his own manor so that she could be seen and recognised by his people there, and they were not due back for another two or three weeks. In the meantime, the Conisbrough garrison was in the temporary charge of Sir Roger, another of the earl’s knights, but he was … well, best not think of that now. Suffice it to say that Edwin would very much have appreciated having Sir Geoffrey’s firm and familiar hand and iron discipline looming over the castle and the village at this point.


As it stood, then, the only voice of authority about the place was Ivo, the new bailiff, who was responsible for law, order and the good running of all the earl’s Conisbrough estates, just as Edwin’s father had been for many years. And this was where Edwin’s own position had become awkward. For most of his life, Edwin had expected to be appointed bailiff whenever his father should die or become too old or infirm to hold the post. And the villagers had expected it, too; his sudden promotion to an ill-defined position as ‘earl’s man’ and the consequent imposition of a stranger upon them had taken them all by surprise, and they weren’t reacting to it overly well. Throw into the mix that Ivo himself was confused about – and therefore probably suspicious of – Edwin, and there was bound to be trouble ahead. Ivo could not quite clarify to himself whether Edwin outranked him or not, so he veered between appealing to his authority with the villagers and treating him with a sort of jeering superciliousness.


Anyway, the current situation was that the bailiff and the villagers had been in constant low-level conflict for three months, that boiling point had not yet been reached but probably would sometime soon, and that in the absence of any higher power and with nobody else to complain to, both sides had got into the habit of coming to Edwin with grumbles and requests for arbitration.


But sitting here in the gathering dark wasn’t going to help anything, and he was hungry. He peered out. Ivo was gone, everyone was safe in their own cottages, and Edwin was thankfully undisturbed as he made his way home.
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Alys had the meal prepared and the table set. She had also checked on the animals, cleaned the house, remade the bed – twice – and gone through the stores, which she already knew down to the last grain. She stood at the door for a while, looking out at the small village and the empty street, and sighed. But it wouldn’t do to let the cold evening air in, and the draught was starting to make the fire smoke, so she came back and sat down to stare at the four walls.


Her hands moved without thinking to tuck the distaff in her belt; she took up her spindle and started work, the rhythmic movements the only thing that remained familiar from her previous life. Of course she had done the right thing in uprooting herself to come here and marry Edwin, and of course she loved him dearly, but after a lifetime in one of England’s biggest and busiest cities, being stuck in this cottage, in this village, cooking and cleaning and caring for just one person, was just not enough. At first she’d had Mistress Anne, Edwin’s mother, to talk to and show her around, but in the three or so weeks since Anne’s wedding Alys had enjoyed no meaningful conversation with anyone except Edwin, and he was out most of each day.


Some of the other villagers tried to help, telling her to enjoy the peace while she might. Wait until you have children, the older women would say, nodding to each other sagely. Then you’ll know what busy is. And each time Alys forbore from noting that she had already brought up three children, while running a shop at the same time; she just smiled, nodded, pushed the scream down inside and went back to her spinning. Looking now over the yarn she’d produced since her arrival, and on the slow journey before that, she saw that there was now a good amount, and that anger and frustration hadn’t spoiled its quality. As she waited for Edwin to come home, she eyed a corner of the cottage. Might a loom fit there? Would anyone here know how to build a proper one?


The door banged open and she looked up to see young Hal. He at least was a welcome and useful addition to the household. Alys had not yet grasped the complexities of rural work – words like oxgang and virgate meant nothing to her, much to the amusement of the local girls – but she knew that Edwin had more strips of land than could be worked by one man, especially when that man wasn’t free to toil in the fields most of the time anyway. The family had for some while employed a landless labourer to work for them, but since Edwin’s father’s death and his own new duties even that wasn’t enough, so he’d taken on a boy as well. Hal was twelve years old, and he helped out not just in the fields but also around the house; in return he received fourpence a week and ate his evening meal with them each day, a Godsend to his own family who were relieved of one mouth to feed as well as benefiting from the income.


He always entered the house as though a whirlwind was behind him, but he had at least now learned to stop and shut the door. He did so now and came forward to rub his hands together in front of the fire as he bobbed his head.


‘Master Edwin says he’ll be late, but not too late.’ He licked his lips, and Alys heard his stomach rumble. ‘He said I could ask if I could have mine now?’ he added, hopefully.


Alys smiled and put down her spindle. ‘Sit down, then.’ She ladled a generous helping of pottage into a bowl and placed it in front of him with a hunk of bread, then started work again as he shovelled it in.


She produced several more yards of yarn. Hal finished his meal, wiped the last of the bread around the bowl, ate it, and then picked up all the crumbs from the table and licked them off his fingers. And still Edwin had not returned. Alys sighed. ‘Off you go, then.’


The spindle was nearly full by the time the door opened again. This time it was Edwin himself, and Alys’s heart lifted as he smiled at her. She helped him off with his cloak and laid it over the kist in the corner as he splashed water over his hands and face and sat at the table.


They ate, and as usual he complimented the meal and thanked her for it – something few men did – but she could see that there was something on his mind. She waited to see if he would mention it, but instead he looked about him and shook his head in disbelief. ‘It looks so different in here.’


Alys had to agree, for the cottage was much improved since she had first seen it on her arrival in the summer. There had been some previous agreement between Edwin and the earl regarding their marriage, and not long after Edwin had returned from the south coast a number of items of new furniture had been delivered, along with a heavy bag of pennies that were to serve as her dowry. This last was most welcome, as Alys felt embarrassed that she had brought nothing to the union except a few bolts of cloth; the coins were now safely buried against a time of need. The furniture was as fine as Alys had seen in some of the merchants’ houses back in Lincoln: a carved kist in this main room and another in the bedchamber; a sideboard that was too large for their collection of plates and cups; a new table, bench and stools; and Edwin now sat at the head of the table on a real chair, one with a back. He seemed constantly overwhelmed by the new surroundings, and to be honest some of it – particularly the sideboard – did look out of place in the simple cottage. Neighbours had made regular visits to view, gossip and then grumble under their breath about luck and how some people were getting above themselves.


The evenings were Alys’s favourite time; the day’s tasks were done and she had Edwin all to herself. Unlike many other couples, they hadn’t grown up in the same place, so there was still lots to learn about the other’s previous life, their likes and dislikes, their hopes and fears. And with the door shut and the fire glowing, the cottage was a safe little haven from all that might be outside; it was theirs, and theirs alone. Alys’s discontent, as it did every day, faded with the light.


The next morning started like any other. The air was chill and the bed was warm, and Alys was loath to get out of it, but the fire needed reawakening and there were tasks to be accomplished. Edwin set off for the castle, as he normally did; it was teeming down with rain so she warmed his new fur-lined cloak near the fire while he readied himself. Then, with a kiss, he was gone, and she was alone once more.


Keep busy. That was the thing to do. She had already made the bed, scrubbed the table and swept the floor of both rooms when she heard the call of the swineherd outside, so she pulled up her hood, wrapped a shawl about her and stepped out into the weather. Gyrth was making his way along the street, collecting the pigs from each house and herding them along in the direction of the woods. He waited, patiently and vacantly, as she unfastened the stiff and soaking gate to let out the two they were keeping for the winter. He mumbled something and passed on his way. He was a large, strapping youth, but a simpleton who understood little and said less. Still, he was a good hand with the village pigs, spending so much time with them that he knew them all individually, and taking care to move them around the woods to where the best acorns could be found to feed them up. She watched him as he trudged on, an occasional tap from the stick in his left hand keeping the pigs in order as they grew in number on their way out of the village.


By now Alys was wet through, so she might as well go to fetch the water before she went back inside to dry off. The buckets were heavy, and left her no hand free as she walked to the well; the hood started slipping off her head and she could feel the rain seeping through her wimple to soak her hair. The sky was grey and looked full; the rain was probably set in for the day, and it would never get fully light. She stepped in a puddle, drenching her shoe and the already heavy hem of her gown. The mud was particularly bad as she approached the well, as so many other feet used the same path, and she trod carefully to avoid falling and making a spectacle of herself.


A gaggle of girls and married women were already there, gossiping cheerfully in a manner that tailed off when she reached them, turning into whispers and giggles behind their hands as they stared at her. Alys tried to ignore it, but couldn’t help comparing the friendly greetings she would have received back at home – back in Lincoln, where she used to live, she reminded herself – and it stung. When her turn came, she let down the pail and then concentrated as hard as she could on turning the wet, slippery handle to raise it. As she heaved the full container over the lip of the well to pour it into her own buckets it slipped, and for one moment she thought she was going to tip the whole lot over herself. The humiliation might even have been worse than the soaking, but fortunately she was saved from both by a pair of work-reddened, friendly hands that steadied the weight.


They turned out to belong to Rosa, the only girl who had ever given her anything approaching a friendly look; she was Hal’s sister, though, so Alys wasn’t sure whether she really was welcoming or whether she merely felt obliged. ‘Don’t mind them,’ whispered Rosa under her breath, making sure nobody else could hear. ‘They’ll get used to you in time.’ And then she was gone, pulled away by the others, but Alys felt a little more cheerful as she made her laborious and muddy way back to the empty cottage.
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The rain was pelting down as Edwin made his way up the path to the castle. Unusually, it was rutted and full of holes; that did happen in this kind of weather, of course, but in normal times repairs were carried out swiftly. He passed through the main gate and into the outer ward, waving at the smith in his bright forge as he passed, but not stopping as he hurried up to the inner gatehouse, dripping all the way.


The armoury was his first point of call in the inner ward, and he entered over a pile of assorted equipment that had been left lying. ‘Do you know where Sir Roger is?’


One of the soldiers rolled his eyes – not something anyone would have dared when speaking of Sir Geoffrey – and replied, ‘Where do you think?’


Edwin nodded and made his way to the keep, where, as he expected, he found Sir Roger on his knees in the chapel.


Following the events of the campaign on the south coast in August, Edwin had not seen the knight for a couple of months, but he had arrived at Conisbrough in time to stand at Sir Geoffrey’s side during the wedding, and had then taken command of the castle garrison while Sir Geoffrey was absent. In theory this had been an excellent plan, but Edwin had been shocked and disturbed at the knight’s altered appearance and behaviour. He looked like he’d aged ten years, dark-circled eyes staring out from a haggard face; the spring had gone from his step and the joy from his demeanour. He’d always been devout, but now he seemed hardly ever to leave the chapel, spending so many hours on the stone floor in fervent prayer that Edwin wondered his knees could stand it.


Edwin hesitated to disturb a man at his devotions, but after a short while he realised that Sir Roger was oblivious to his presence and would continue to be so unless he did something. He tried clearing his throat, which had no effect, so he stepped forward and laid a hand on the knight’s shoulder.


One thing Sir Roger hadn’t lost was the reflexes of a trained warrior, and he shot round and seized Edwin’s wrist in an iron grip, twisting it painfully, before he noticed who it was. Then he dropped it and stood. ‘Sorry.’


Edwin flexed his fingers. ‘I came to see if you had any orders for me today.’


Sir Roger looked about him abstractedly, as if only now remembering where he was. ‘Orders? Oh, yes, orders. Some letters have arrived. I need to take out a patrol, so why don’t you read them while I’m gone? And then if you have time …’ he tailed off, waving his arm vaguely. ‘I’m sure you can find something to occupy you.’ He turned to make a final genuflection to the altar and was gone.


He hadn’t said where the letters were to be found, but Edwin didn’t bother calling after him, guessing – correctly as it turned out – that they would be in the earl’s council chamber here in the keep. The room was cold and dismal, no fire in the hearth and just enough damp light drifting in through the one small window for Edwin to see his breath clouding. As he was on the earl’s business he took it upon himself to light a candle, although with no fire from which to take a spill he was forced to strike a spark himself, which took some time. Still, there weren’t all that many letters, and he wasn’t in a hurry. He kept his cloak on and tried to pull the sleeves of his tunic further over his cold hands, blowing on them before he broke the first seal.


It was all the usual sort of routine correspondence, and – as far he could make out in the murk outside the window – it was not yet noon by the time he had finished. He stood, stamping his feet and glad to move, the sound echoing about him. It was still odd, being in the council chamber by himself. The first time he’d been left alone in here, shortly after his return from the south coast, he’d felt as though he was trespassing, and was ready to jump up with an explanation every time he heard a foot on the stair. But today he’d walked in as though he was born to it. Strange how so much could change in such a short while.


But now was not the time to start thinking about everything again. He left the sorted correspondence ready for Sir Roger, blew out the candle with care and made his way down the dim and echoing spiral stairway, ignoring the ghosts that threatened to rise up if he would only let them.


The inner ward was chaos these days – one of the reasons the earl had chosen to stay at one of his other residences for the autumn – as the masons were rebuilding the great hall in stone. The old wooden building that had stood for a hundred years, with its smoke-blackened roof beams, was just a memory; in its place bright new walls were rising. Good progress had been made, but as Edwin had soon after his return calculated the number of stones in each row, the number of rows needed to take the building to its full height, and the amount of time it had taken to get thus far, he thought that the earl’s estimate of it being ready by Christmas was overly optimistic. Besides, the masons would halt construction over the winter, spending their time carving and stacking new blocks ready for the spring but not laying them while the weather was cold. They were at work now, in an area of the ward between the hall and the great chamber; it was covered with a temporary wood-and-canvas roof that kept the rain off as they maintained a constant tap-tap-tapping with their hammers and chisels.


To be more precise, most of them were at work; one of them was otherwise engaged being shouted at by Ivo. Edwin didn’t know many of the masons by name, but this was one he recognised – a small Frenchman with gold rings in his ears, the one who had been in the house with the master on the previous evening. Philippe was currently nowhere to be seen, so the poor fellow was enduring the tirade as best he could without responding. It was honestly the last thing Edwin wanted to get involved in just now, but he’d promised the reeve, so he made his way over.


Of course, as soon as he got near them they both turned their attention to him and appealed for his intervention. Ivo was angry about some of the previous day’s work that had not been carried out according to his exact specifications. The mason went off into a rapid explanation that contained such a flood of technical vocabulary that Edwin couldn’t keep up, but he was willing to believe that the man knew what he was talking about. He tried to calm them both down without overtly taking sides, but was not entirely successful; Ivo strode off muttering dark threats.


The mason swore under his breath – Edwin understood that – and raised his hammer with a clear desire to smash something. Fortunately, he retained sufficient wit not to bring it down on the almost-square block on the table in front of him, and instead thumped it into a pile of chippings, scattering them far and wide and breaking some into further pieces. Edwin was surprised at the violence of the reaction, and also at the man’s strength. He looked more closely: the mason might be small, but his forearms were the size of hams.


For the want of anything else to say, he asked, ‘Why is it round?’


The mason, calming as quickly as he had become enraged, was now making ‘tsk’ noises to himself and examining his hammer for damage. Unlike those used in the village or fields, its head was not square but rather a sort of tapered cylinder. ‘It makes it easier to use when you need to strike at different angles. Look.’ He picked up a chisel and demonstrated as he spoke, manoeuvring to chip more small pieces from the block to square it off. ‘And of course, you have it in your hand all day every day, so it needs to be comfortable or you can’t work.’


Edwin nodded. He reached out to run a finger along the smooth edge of the stone block. The work was delicate and certainly a very different thing from, say, hammering in a fence post, for which a crude square hammer would be perfectly adequate.


The mason looked at him properly. ‘You’re the man who tries to help master Philippe when that … when he’ – he gestured at Ivo’s back – ‘argues with him.’


‘I try.’


‘That’s more than most.’ He held out his hand. ‘Denis.’


Edwin took it. ‘Edwin.’


Denis made an effort to pronounce the unfamiliar combination of letters. ‘Edouin.’


Edwin laughed. ‘It’s an old English name – you probably don’t hear it very often.’


‘But you are an important man in the earl’s service? You speak French? Was your father married to an Englishwoman, that you have this name?’


‘No. I mean yes, my mother is English, but my father was too. His name was Godric – you probably don’t hear that very often where you’re from, either.’


‘No, but it is easier to pronounce.’ A puzzled look came over his face. ‘But how did an Englishman rise so high in the service of the earl?’


It struck Edwin that he wasn’t really sure of the answer to that himself. Luck? The will of God? He shrugged. ‘Great men choose their servants where they will.’


Denis nodded. ‘This is true. Anyway, I am glad to know you, Edouin. I will look for you when I go down to the village later to work on monsieur the bailiff’s house.’


‘Good to know you too.’ Edwin left him to get back to his block of stone, wondering at his own lack of perceptiveness. The masons had been at Conisbrough for many months – years, even – and yet he couldn’t remember ever really speaking to any of them, except for the odd distant greeting. If asked, he wouldn’t be able to say which ones had been there all along and which had come and gone. But they were men like any other when you spoke to them.


Dinner was being served in the inner ward, but it was a very brief affair. With the earl away, the garrison was much depleted, and some of those left had gone out on the day’s patrol with Sir Roger, so there weren’t many to feed. There was also, of course, no hall, so another temporary shelter had been rigged up in the lee of the keep, near to the kitchen, containing some of the displaced trestle tables and benches. It kept most of the rain off, but it provided little shelter from the wind that always whipped around up here, so the men huddled near braziers as they ate their hot pottage. Ivo sat alone at one end of a table; the selection of dishes in front of him indicated that he had at least managed not to antagonise the castle cook, a wise move under the circumstances.


The afternoon was short at this time of year, and Edwin managed to find enough business to occupy him until it was time to go home. He was waved through the inner and outer gates by the porters and was halfway down the pockmarked path before he sensed – and heard – that something was wrong. Squealing pigs were careening everywhere through the streets and gardens, shouting villagers chasing after them. What …?


Edwin broke into a jog, but as he reached the church he heard a different noise. He stopped and peered into the churchyard as he tried to make it out. The sound distilled itself into a sobbing, and Edwin moved towards it.


Curled up in a corner against one of the walls was the swineherd. He had both hands pressed tightly over his ears and was rocking back and forth as he whimpered.


Edwin knelt in front of him. ‘Gyrth?’


The youth opened his eyes wide. ‘The blood. There’s blood everywhere, so much blood. I’ve seen it. I don’t like it. Make it stop!’











Chapter Two





Alys had been drawn out by the commotion and looked on in dismay at the pigs running wild through the village. She gathered that this wasn’t a planned occurrence; everyone else was darting around waving their arms and shouting as they chased down the animals in an attempt to catch their own. She stepped out of the garden to see if she could identify theirs, and was almost knocked off her feet by a large, squealing sow panicked by the noise and fuss.


Eventually order was restored. Once most of the noise and panic was over, talk naturally turned to how this had happened, and Alys soon found her answer in the sight of Edwin walking along the street with a weeping Gyrth, talking quietly to him and patting the much larger youth on the shoulder as he did so. She assumed that Gyrth had somehow lost control of the pigs on his way back from the woods, and winced at the thought of the reception he would receive, but strangely the villagers restrained themselves to shakes of the head and tutting noises.


Edwin delivered the swineherd to the man Alys recognised as his father, and then approached her. He took her hand. ‘Are you all right? You didn’t get trampled or hurt?’


She was pleased at his consideration. ‘No, I’m fine, and the pigs are safe. But …?’ She indicated Gyrth.


‘Oh, of course, I forgot you haven’t been here at pig-slaughtering time before. It makes him upset. He’s with them all day every day of the year and thinks of them as his friends, and then most of them have to go to the knife in November. The noise frightens him and the sight of blood makes him panic. We try to keep him away from most of it, but they haven’t been too careful the last couple of days and it’s been running down the street.’


They watched as Gyrth was led away by his even burlier father, who had an arm about his son’s shoulder and was casting apologetic looks and words at everyone else as he went.


Edwin continued. ‘It’s … well, you’ve seen what he’s like. He’s not all there, and it’s like he forgets that it happens. He’s been the swineherd for years but every November it’s the same, it’s a surprise and a shock to him.’ He shook his head. ‘The Lord must have made him that way for a reason, so we try to keep that in mind, and everyone just accepts that he goes mad at this time of year.’


The following day was the day of the monthly manor court, so instead of heading out to work, the villagers made their way to the green. Thankfully it was not raining, but the ground was wet and a chill wind blustered around Alys as she stood with the other women to view the proceedings. She found herself between Edwin’s aunt, Cecily, and Rosa.


In the centre of proceedings was a single chair that had been brought down from the castle. It was currently empty; Ivo would wait until everyone else was assembled before he made his own appearance. Near it was a table and stool, at which Father Ignatius, the priest, was sharpening a quill; to one side were a number of benches where the village jury would sit. The jury comprised every able-bodied and able-minded man and boy over the age of twelve, and Alys saw Rosa beam with pride as Hal took his place for the first time alongside his father and elder brother. Edwin was also there. Alys had asked him that morning about his role in the court. When his father had been the bailiff Edwin had been the one at the table writing the notes, but he was not going to position himself as Ivo’s assistant, so he deliberately took a seat on the bench at the back.


Alys ran her eye over the benches as they filled. She recognised most of the men, even though she didn’t know all their names: the labourers, the carpenter with half a dozen of his many sons, the miller, the reeve. But a few were strangers, presumably men from outlying farms.


Rosa was staring at one of them, so Alys took the opportunity to ask who it was. A heartfelt sigh accompanied the answer. ‘That’s Aelfrith.’


Alys looked more closely. The young man was tall, straight and well-muscled, with dark curly hair, a short, well-kept beard and a handsome face. Rosa wasn’t the only girl gazing at him dreamily as he greeted the men around him; Alys smiled to herself.


When all were assembled Ivo made his entrance, flanked by two guards from the castle who took up position behind and to either side of his chair. Alys heard Cecily’s sharp intake of breath and looked enquiringly at her.


‘Let’s just say that Godric never had to do that.’


Alys watched the bailiff as he in turn observed the villagers. His gaze swept over them – counting? Marking absences? – but lingered on some of the younger and prettier girls in a manner Alys didn’t quite like.


Further questions to Cecily were forestalled by the start of proceedings; evidently no other person from the castle was expected. Alys was a little disappointed not to see the young knight who was standing in for Sir Geoffrey; she hadn’t met him before but Edwin spoke of him warmly, and she knew that he was also a friend of the two knights who had saved her life during that dreadful day back at home – back in Lincoln – in the spring. Still, there would be plenty to interest her even without his presence. She turned with the other women to watch in silence, although she was observing them as much as she was the main event.


The first few items seemed to be routine, and did not arouse more than a passing interest from those around her. A woman had sold ale that wasn’t fresh; a boy had caught a rabbit with the wrong sort of snare. They were fined, the coins placed on Father Ignatius’s table, and business moved on swiftly.


The first darker tone came when Ivo called forward Gyrth, accusing him of dereliction of his duty and damage to the earl’s property. The swineherd didn’t know how to answer, and stood bemused and blank-faced in the middle of the open space until both his father and the reeve came to stand beside him.


The father took off his hat and twisted it in his hands. ‘If you please, sir, he didn’t mean no harm. He’s always been simple, but he’s a good boy.’


Ivo was not impressed. ‘A good boy wouldn’t let a whole herd of pigs run riot through the village, causing damage and danger.’


The father looked like he was trying to frame a reply, but the reeve was quicker, speaking in a tone that was perhaps a shade more belligerent than it needed to be. ‘And what damage was that? The only garden trampled was Osmund’s own,’ – he gestured to Gyrth’s father – ‘and when we caught the pigs and counted them they were all accounted for.’


Ivo was not to be drawn, and he replied smoothly. ‘Osmund’s garden? He is unfree, so that land belongs to the lord earl. As does the fence around the churchyard, which I have just examined and found to be damaged.’


There was a murmur of discontent at this, as all knew that only a single wattle panel had been knocked awry.


‘Please, I’ll mend the church fence myself.’ This from Osmund. ‘And I’ll sort out the garden and we’ll still pay the same rent and tithes that we owe, even if there’s less to harvest.’


Most of the jury were nodding their heads, and an unidentified voice noted that this sounded fair. Ivo looked inclined to argue, but Father Ignatius put down his pen and stood. ‘On behalf of the Church, I accept this offer,’ he declared.


Alys had never really spoken properly to the priest, seeing him as part of the background of the village, but now she looked at him sharply. That was clever. He might have no official authority but he was a clergyman and thus – however humbly – represented the might of an institution that Ivo wasn’t prepared to take on. He nodded grudging assent, Osmund and Gyrth made good their escape from the centre of the open space, and the court moved on.


But Ivo wasn’t pleased, and there was an edge to his voice as he made his next announcement. It was the seemingly inconsequential information that the site of the large autumn trading fair would be moved from one field to another. Alys was surprised to find not just murmurs but actual cries of dissent, with an undercurrent of real anger.


Cecily saw her confusion. ‘It’s the dung.’ She smiled. ‘I suppose there’s no reason for you to know. When the fair comes, there are lots of horses and oxen, and the droppings they leave are good for the ground; once the fair leaves, it can just be dug in. But he wants to move it from a village field to one owned by the lord earl so that we won’t benefit.’


Alys watched as the reeve argued animatedly that this was against local custom and practice, but Ivo was sitting with folded arms and shaking his head with an expression so smug that she was sure he knew something. To her consternation she saw that a number of villagers were looking at Edwin, some of the men urging him openly to do something. He too was shaking his head, but with a much more pained expression, and he stayed where he was.


The priest had no grounds to intervene this time, the matter being nothing to do with the Church, and so the reeve’s lone arguments were batted away, and then silenced completely as Ivo held up a document covered in close writing, which he said was the original charter allowing the fair to be held. ‘And there is nothing in it that stipulates which field; only that it shall be held outside the castle on the manor of Conisbrough. So if I – on behalf of the lord earl – decide to move it, I can.’


Only two other men present could read, and the reeve was looking from one to the other. The priest made a helpless gesture and went back to his writing, pressing so hard that he splattered the ink and had to stop to blot it. All Edwin could do was nod, his face now even more distressed, to indicate that the charter – which he must have looked at himself at some time in the past – was genuine and that the bailiff had the right to do what he was doing.


The matter was thus passed, but the mood in the court was heated as Ivo moved on to the last item of business. Alys was forewarned that something serious was about to happen by the way he looked at his two guards before he spoke, and they grasped their spears more firmly. And the blow, when it fell, was a heavy one.


All the villagers, began Ivo, were obliged to have their grain ground into flour at the lord earl’s mill, and to pay a fee for doing so. This was met with acceptance and nods, for all knew it. Some of the women around Alys started to look relieved. Was he just about to haul someone up for having a hand-mill? Alys could tell from his face that he wasn’t.


The bailiff’s voice carried across the green. ‘Until now, the lord earl has given gracious permission for the bread to be baked in an oven used communally by the village. But with times being hard and he being burdened with many expenses due to the late war, he now decrees that, as soon as it shall be built, an oven belonging to him shall henceforward be used, and that a fee shall be payable for each loaf baked therein.’


There was a slight pause while everyone worked their way through the deliberately formal language, and then there was uproar. Bread! He wanted to charge a fee on bread! It was the great staple of life, with the poorer among the population eating little else. How could he possibly …?


Angry words were being exchanged, with the reeve and a couple of others even taking a few steps towards Ivo. He was having none of it, standing and moving briskly off with his armed guards even as he declared the court closed.


Nobody else dispersed; the green was a sea of shouting, gesticulating men, with women joining them too now that the official business was over. Everyone had something to say; everyone had someone to complain to. The reeve, the priest and Edwin were all surrounded, and Alys’s alarm grew as she saw that some of those around Edwin seemed to be enraged with him rather than with Ivo. ‘You should have said something!’ and ‘Your father would never have stood for this!’ were just two of the accusations she caught, as she tried to fight her way through the crowd. She had no idea what she would do when she reached him; she only knew that she had to stand by his side.


Edwin himself was saying something that looked like it was meant to be placatory, but this only seemed to inflame some of the men more. Now he was moving, trying to walk away, but he was surrounded and being jostled. One shove even made him trip, and she began to feel fear as she fought her way towards him.


‘Stop that right now!’


The voice was the priest’s. There was a pause, a few shame-faced looks, and then people started to fall back a little. Alys again mentally reassessed his status and authority in the village. If there was going to be trouble, he would be an ally worth having.


Father Ignatius made his way to the centre of the group. ‘Edwin and I will discuss the legal matters in detail and see if there is anything to be done. In the meantime, the court is over and there is work to be done, so I suggest you all get to it and cool your heads for a while.’


He led Edwin through the press as they stepped back. But although nobody shoved Edwin again, there were many dark looks cast his way, and somebody – Alys couldn’t make out who – even murmured the word ‘coward’ under his breath. She was glad when he reached her, and she walked on his other side away from the village green and the angry people upon it.
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Many thoughts had gone through Edwin’s head as the court progressed. It was odd, to start with, to be viewing it from this angle: he’d been his father’s scribe and assistant since he was twelve, and had never sat on the jury itself. If he’d had the leisure, he might have appreciated the sensation of not having to scrawl to keep up with the cases, not needing to sharpen a quill constantly, not ending up covered in ink and with an aching hand. But events had precluded any such relaxation. What was Ivo thinking? Not just to announce what he had, but in the way he had done it. Did he honestly not care that he was antagonising the whole village, or that this was just going to make his own life more difficult and unpleasant in the months and years to come?


He’d been relieved when Father Ignatius and the reeve had managed to sort out the situation with Gyrth. A charitable interpretation would be that Ivo simply didn’t know him, and that he would be more lenient next time, but Edwin wasn’t sure. The moving of the fair site was petty and mean, but unfortunately Edwin had read that charter several times and he knew that Ivo had the absolute right in law to decide exactly where it should be held. He also knew that people had been looking at him to make a stand, but what was the point? Any appeal was bound to lose, so better to save his efforts. The bread, though – that was another matter entirely. He wasn’t sure of the legal position there, as such a thing had never even been considered before, but it could cause great hardship.


The subject occupied him as he followed the priest, oblivious to anything else going on around him. They reached the cottage, and Edwin offered Father Ignatius the chair and took a place on the bench against the wall, holding out his hand to Alys as she hovered. She sat next to him and they both looked expectantly at their guest.


Edwin had known Father Ignatius all his life, and this was as near as he’d ever seen him to being angry.


He was virtually spluttering. ‘“I am the bread of life,” says the Lord. And bread means life. How many will suffer if this comes to pass? How many will go hungry?’


Alys spoke. ‘Is there anything that can be done?’


Edwin had to admit he didn’t know. ‘I’d have to check. But Sir Roger wouldn’t be familiar with the details either – I’ll have to wait until Sir Geoffrey gets back and ask him.’


Father Ignatius was tapping one ink-stained finger on the table. ‘But it doesn’t take long to build an oven, surely – this may well have been pushed through by the time he returns. And I foresee suffering for the poorest.’


Edwin sighed. ‘Yes. But Ivo has charge of all the charters and parchments now – I’d have to beg him to let me see them.’


‘If we have to humble ourselves to help, my son, then we must do it with a good heart. When he has had time to reflect, I will speak to him – not legally, but in the name of God and charity. Maybe –’


They were interrupted by a knock at the door. Alys got up to open it, and Edwin knew who it was before she showed him in, for Aelfrith had a startlingly deep voice. Alys was looking him up and down as he came in, and Edwin tried to recollect whether she’d ever met him before.


Aelfrith nodded at Edwin but addressed the priest. ‘If you please, Father, it’s my mother, she’s taken bad again. Will you come?’


Father Ignatius hauled himself to his feet. ‘Of course. Edwin, we’ll discuss this further and ask the Lord for guidance. Alys, I bid you good day. Come, Aelfrith, and we’ll stop at the church to collect the oil.’ He continued as they went out. ‘We can pray for your mother on the way. Take comfort that …’


Alys shut the door behind them and came to sit close to him again. She always carried with her a fragrance of flowers, even at this time of year.


‘I was worried about you out there,’ she said.


He shrugged. ‘It wasn’t pleasant, but it’s fine. I’ve known these people all my life.’


‘But couldn’t you see how angry they were?’


‘Of course they were, but not with me. It was about the bread.’


‘I’m not so sure.’


He was surprised. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘The way they were shouting at you and pushing you. That came after the announcement about the bread, but it started earlier, when they were talking about moving the fair. Why didn’t you say something?’


‘There would have been no point. The charter is clear.’


‘Yes, but they didn’t know that. What they saw was you not standing up for them, as though you couldn’t be bothered, as though you sided with the bailiff. That’s what made them angry.’


‘But –’


‘It’s not what you did, it’s what’s they believe you did. That’s what they’ll remember.’


‘How do you know so much about it when you haven’t known them long?’


‘I don’t know. I can just see it, that’s all. Can’t you? Or perhaps it’s because I’ve spent my whole life working in a shop – you get to know about people. I could always tell who was going to buy and who wasn’t, before they even opened their mouths.’ There was a pause before she spoke again. ‘So, that young man. Aelfrith.’


Edwin was taken aback by the abrupt change of subject. ‘What about him?’


‘Tell me about him.’


‘He has a farm about three miles away. Father Ignatius will earn his dinner by the time he’s been out there and back on these roads.’


‘No, I mean tell me about him. Is he married?’


‘No, he isn’t, and – but you’re married to me!’


She laughed. ‘Oh, Edwin, of course I am. And I love you. I wasn’t asking on my own behalf.’ She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. ‘So do carry on. I’ll tell you why later.’


‘All right. No, he’s not married, and not likely to be while his mother is still alive. She absolutely rules the place, I don’t know how he puts up with it, and there’s no girl willing to risk being her daughter-in-law for years on end.’


‘But she’s ill?’


‘Ha. She’s been convinced she’s dying for years now. She sends for Father Ignatius at least twice a month to give her the last rites, and he, bless him, goes along with it. She never comes here – he has to walk out to their farm every time. Then he comes back, she doesn’t die, and it all starts again.’
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