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For Calvin and David

What should I say,

Since faith is dead,

And truth away

From you is fled?

—Sir Thomas Wyeth (1503-1542)
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Chapter 1
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London, February 1545

The twists and turns of an inconstant king are as serpentine as the lanes and alleys of London’s Castle Baynard ward. At one end squatted massive St. Paul’s Cathedral. Licking the ward’s toes at the other ebbed the greasy gray Thames. In between were four parishes and enough bread shops to adequately keep the inhabitants’ heads filled with guilt and their stomachs filled with gluten. 

This warren of tightly packed residences, ordinaries, mercers, stationers, chandlers, and cordwainers sat in unremitting penitence near the ominous cathedral, and never was their compunction more intensely felt than during the bleak days of this mid-winter. The incremental gain of daylight was not enough to cheer the citizens. They didn’t notice they did not have to light their tallows quite so early, nor did the lengthening days remind them that spring would soon...spring. Nay, the winter felt interminable, as did its dark, shivering days. 

For England was at war. 

Harry had lightened his coffers by hiring German and Spanish mercenaries to aid his British soldiers in subjugating the Scots to the north and the French across the sea. He’d spent his money on fortifications along his southern coast and on growing his fleet of warships. Such is the price of hubris.

Though King Harry grew in girth and petulance, he ignored signs of his diminishing health. His leg wound ulcerated, emitting a foul odor while his physicians scurried about trying different poultice wrappings, even cauterization, in an effort to offer the king some relief. Short of amputation (for who would dare mention, much less attempt it?) little could be done.  

So, Harry continued to plant apple trees in his orchard in Kent and busied himself with the politics of war. And the citizens of London, indeed of the entire realm, continued to labor and abide by the whims of their peevish king. 

To a boy with two younger siblings and a mother struggling to feed them, a king’s impulsive policies didn’t matter a spit. All he knew was that his father had gone away to fight, and he was the eldest son, and as such he understood he should tend to the welfare of his family. 

While his mother embroidered a stomacher for a lady of wealth’s fine dress and fended off a two-year-old’s attempt to pull the thread, Fisk edged out the door of their tenement off Ivy Lane. He scampered down the dreary side street, threw a stick for a dog in the opposite direction, leapt over a steaming turd almost before it was too late, and headed toward Westcheap Market. 

Although he had learned the lesson of stealth, he did not notice his younger sister, Anna, trailing behind at a safe distance. Anna had always been a keen observer of her older brother, and she studied his methods. She knew how to fold into a crowd and when to freeze to evade notice by not being obvious. He’d caught her before when she was less experienced, and had made her swear on their mother’s grave that she would never follow him again. But, reasoned Anna, their mother wasn’t dead. 

Fisk hurried down Paternoster Row, pulling his cap down over ears turning pink in the wind that blew raw against his cheek. His hands were nearly white with cold, and he jammed them under his armpits and tucked his chin so that he looked up beneath his brow, like a goat butting his way through town. When he passed St. Michael le Querne, he glimpsed Eleanor’s Cross ahead and the myriad of sellers with their awnings stretched taut over their goods. 

Fisk approached, carefully slinking along the perimeter, and blended into the crowd. His chances of filching some meat for his mother’s pottage depended on finding a vendor who could be easily distracted or who was too busy to notice a small boy stuffing it under his jerkin. After a thorough tour of the market, he found a butcher displaying bacon at one end of his cart, exposed, an easy nab provided someone showed an interest in the pork bellies on the opposite side. 

Fisk studied the fellow. He noted how the butcher became completely focused on an interested buyer to the exclusion of everyone else. But something gave Fisk pause. At first, he thought it was that little spurt of conscience he’d feel whenever he contemplated stealing. He took off his hat and scratched his scalp. Nay, it wasn’t that. Puzzled, he put his cap back on. Looking to the left he saw no one watching or even walking toward the stand. To the right was a row of buyers, mostly women vying for the butcher’s attention. Now would be the opportune moment—yet... 

Something was behind him. 

He could feel it. 

Fisk spun on his heel and immediately spied his little sister falling in behind a woman selling mittens. 

“Anna!” He stomped over and pulled her aside. “You swore you’d never follow me again.”

Anna shrugged and looked down. Her blue eyes focused on the mud caking her worn shoes. There would be no passing these poor leathers on to her younger sibling. 

Fisk lifted Anna’s chin so that she had to look at him. “You should be home helping Mother with Janeth.”

“I want to help you.” The wind caught hold of her coif and blew it to the ground, exposing her fair hair. Anna went after it and plopped it back on her head.  

Exasperated, Fisk watched her tie the strings under her chin. 

“Do you want to help?” he asked when she had finished. 

Anna nodded enthusiastically. 

“Then go home!”

Her bright face clouded. “I followed ye all the way here and ye didn’t know it ‘til now,” she said indignantly. 

“If I’d known you would go back on your word, I would have been watching for you. Just because you think you can trail me without me noticing, doesn’t mean that you should. I’ve got important matters to tend to.”

“Like what?”

“Like making sure you get home and stay there. I’m not spending the day keeping you out of trouble.”

“I’ll watch myself. You won’t even know I’m here.”

“If you don’t turn around now and walk home, I’m going to tell Mother you’re a nuisance at market, then she’ll switch the back of your legs until you can’t walk.”

Anna twisted her mouth, thinking twice about arguing. She looked past his shoulder at the vendor he’d been watching. 

“What’re ye going to do?” 

“Nothing I’d tell you about.”

“Ye was going to snatch something, wasn’t ye?”

Fisk’s patience had run out. He seized Anna’s elbow and pulled her through the market all the way to Old Change Street before he let go. 

“There,” he said, pointing to Paternoster Row. “I’m going to stand here and watch until you turn the corner for home.” He gave her a little push in the right direction. “Go on.” 

Anna took a couple reluctant steps then looked dejectedly over her shoulder. 

Fisk waved her on. 

With a sigh of resignation, Anna put one foot ahead of the other and plodded down the street. She stopped for one last look over her shoulder. There he was, her older brother, watching just as he said he would; his arms folded over his chest and his dark eyes boring into her even from that distance. 

Fisk waited an extra minute to be sure that Anna didn’t reappear, then walked back to Westcheap and took up where he’d left off. He was glad to see the butcher still busy with customers, and gladder still to see the flitch of bacon still displayed. 

Again, he studied the vendor and eyed the sellers on either side of him. One did a brisk business selling nuts and the other stared off into Scotland with only an occasional bypasser showing interest in his woven cords. So long as the fellow remained in dazed inattention, Fisk believed he could pilfer the defenseless meat and be speedily gone. 

The little thief sidled up to the cart, giving himself enough room to break into a run if needed. He insinuated himself beside a vocal woman of some age who did her best to flag the vendor’s attention. A more perfect foil would have been difficult to find. 

Fisk stood quietly, unobtrusively, biding his time until the moment was right. 

This wasn’t the first time he’d stolen to help feed his family. At first, he’d had to explain to his mother how he’d come about getting a loaf of bread and a stray head of cabbage. Every story became more fantastic until finally she stopped asking altogether. When one has several mouths to feed, he guessed necessity mattered more than a clear conscience. 

The butcher finished with his customer and as the woman leaned forward, waving her arm at the harried seller, Fisk snatched the flitch of bacon and slid it under his jerkin. 

Just as he started to leave, the woman rocked back on her heels and with a look of dismay pointed to the empty space where the handsome slab of meat had been. At first, the butcher looked bewildered, then his face flushed red. Fisk took one look at the two of them, and turned tail. 

He took off in a wild sprint. Amid the commotion of shouts and yelling, he dodged shoppers, barrels of produce, and stray dogs. But Fisk was fleet of foot and, with some distance, the shouts soon faded. He slowed, then glimpsed over his shoulder, expecting he had outpaced his pursuers. Indeed, it appeared he had escaped them all.

With a smug grin, Fisk stooped over to catch his breath. He could almost taste his mother’s pottage that night. He rubbed his stomach to silence its hungry growling. Maybe she would make it especially thick since there was plenty of meat. 

Once his breathing steadied, he began walking as if nothing had ever happened. No one knew the wiser what was under his coat. His steps took on the carefree lope of a typical ten-year-old boy—but just to be sure, he cast a furtive glance over his shoulder. 

To his utter horror, the cord vendor, that dozy-eyed mound of muscle rounded the corner, huffing for breath and looking for him. It was as if no one else was around, for the vendor spotted him straight away.

Fisk ran like his shoes were on fire. With no thought about the muddy conditions, he slipped so badly that the vendor made a swipe for him, but Fisk outmaneuvered the lumbering adult and changed direction.  

Fisk pressed his hand against the flich of bacon trying to slide out from under his coat—all of this effort only to lose the meal would be a sad thing. He dipped and sidestepped obstacles, remembering an alley close by with an egress between two buildings. Only a child could navigate such a narrow space. And, if his timing was right, it would look as if he had vanished in thin air. 

When he got to St. Michael le Querne he turned down Old Change, where only moments before he’d left his sister. Surely he could outrun a fat old goat. How could the fellow fare any better than he? Even with his shoe pulled off by the sucking mud, Fisk knew he could outrun the galumphing oaf. 

Why did the fellow care so much, wondered Fisk? Most grown-ups tired quickly, especially if it wasn’t a matter that directly concerned them. They would have given over to the painful stitch in their side. Of course he would have to keep a wary eye out for them because if he were ever caught ...well...at the very least he’d get a thrashing he wouldn’t soon forget. 

The alley was on the cathedral’s side and, without slowing, Fisk rounded the corner next to a draper and plunged into the shadowy ginnel. His feet slapped the mud, his steps echoed off the stone buildings. A slender shaft of light revealed the opening. 

He had only used the gap once before and that had been a year ago. He didn’t suppose he had grown all that much since then, but it had been a snug fit, especially in the middle. He’d had to turn his feet heel-to-heel to inch through the passage. Once he got half-way through, he could come out the other end and get away before his pursuer had time to backtrack and catch him. 

Fisk paused to glance around. Was this the gap that he had used before? It looked different. Perhaps he had been mistaken. He took a few more steps and peered down the opening towards the bright sliver of St. Paul’s courtyard at the opposite end. The passage looked impossibly tight. He would have to turn his head to one side and keep it that way for the entire length. 

Fisk had turned sideways to start down the passage when the cord vendor slid around the corner in a display of cursing and grunting and wind-milling arms. From the look on his face, his determination had not waned. Fisk squeezed himself into the gap turning his head to keep an eye on his pursuer. 

Crabbing his way between the damp stone walls, Fisk made enough progress to keep out of the man’s reach. The space was painfully narrow and void of light. He had no sense how far he must go to reach the other end. Fisk tried not to think of getting stuck, but the fear kept whispering in his ear, telling him he would surely never get out. Panicked, Fisk kept moving. He pushed and wormed...until he couldn’t. 

The cord vendor’s face appeared at the gap.  

“Ha, ye little knave. Ye looks to be frightfully wedged.” He guffawed rudely. “A fine fix ye is in, I’d say. But then, I did say it.”

Instead of construing where Fisk might emerge, the vendor delighted in Fisk’s predicament. For a terrifying moment, Fisk thought he might be permanently stuck. But a boy’s ribs are more malleable than a man’s. He took a deep breath of musty air enough to change his shape and he wiggled forward. He even felt a breeze on the back of his neck. He was making progress. 

“I sees ye fleerin’ at me. It is not me ye should hold so carelessly, little thief, but the honest man whose goods ye stole. I only means to make ye pays for what ye took, but then I’d say ye is, of a sorts, paying for whats ye did. As ye did it to yeself, getting wedged that is, I’d say. And I did say it.”  

There was no avoiding his tormentor. Fisk wished he could turn his head or clap his hands over his ears to muffle the man’s taunts. Instead, he did the only thing he was able—he worked his feet as fast as he could. 

“Where is ye?” asked the cord vendor, his head bobbing trying to see. “Ye is in the dark, now.” He stepped away from the passage and looked towards the entrance of the alley as if someone was coming. He turned back and leered at Fisk. “Ot, I see yer outline, lad. Ye won’t make it to the other side that fast.” Then, just as abruptly as he had appeared, the cord vendor left. 

A stream of water trickled down the back of Fisk’s neck adding to the chill he already felt pressed against the stone wall. Perhaps he should scream for help. Where had the vendor gone? Had he gone for help? Mayhap the vendor was sussing out where the other end of the gap was. Fisk whimpered. If he was rescued, he’d surely be in a heap of trouble. One thing was for certain, he needed to get out of there and quickly. 

He reached his arm to the side, hoping to feel the corner of the building—but alas, he only felt the stone wall beneath his touch. He inched and squirmed, concentrating on making himself as thin as possible. No one appeared in the alley. Fisk closed his eyes imagining himself free. 

Somehow, he felt he was inching forward. If he could only reach the courtyard before the vendor did. And if he ever got out of this miserable fix, he would change his wicked ways. He knew he took a chance by stealing. He might end with one less hand, or, if the magistrate was merciful, one less finger. But how else could he feed his family? There were no options for a family such as his. 

As he edged closer to the courtyard, he heard a priest’s vitriolic sermon echoing in his ears. For as loud as the preacher at Paul’s Cross was, and for as guilty as Fisk felt, the priest might as well have been standing at the end of the gap, admonishing and damning him. Most of the time, priests mumbled the convoluted word of God that no one else understood. What was the use in that? Fisk sighed. He was cold and miserable and God didn’t care. 

For all of the inches he managed to gain, Fisk lost heart when stymied by yet another tight space. The bacon under his jerkin had now become a hindrance. He completely regretted having nabbed the smoky comestible. All this to no avail. He couldn’t even kick a stone in frustration.

Fisk’s eyes welled with tears. He cried out in despair. No one knew where he was except the cord vendor, and for all he knew, the fellow had abandoned him there to starve. He should have let Anna follow him. She could have gone for help. He’d be in trouble, but at least he wouldn’t die lost and forgotten between two buildings. Tears spilled over and froze on his cheeks. 

He reached out his arm, his fingertips raking the stone. Still, he had not reached the end of the gap. His view of the alley swam in a blur. Panicked and scared, Fisk screamed. 

“Fisk, stop your mouth! Give me your hand!”

“Anna? Anna, is that you?”

“Ye silly goose. I can almost reach ye. Give me your hand and I’ll pull you out.”

“Is anyone coming?”

“Nay, but if you keep squawking there will be.”

Fisk dutifully raised his arm and his little sister grabbed onto his wrist. Being just a twig of a girl, Fisk doubted what use she could be, but still, he was glad she was there and thankful for her human touch. He had no choice but to put his faith in her. 

Anna leaned back and Fisk felt his shoulder being tugged. He let out a yowl then stopped his mouth. If she pulled his arm off, so be it. 

“Pull harder!” he cried, trying to lean towards her. He felt her sustained weight like she must be bracing her feet on either side of the gap. He sucked in his breath. Slowly, his body began scraping the walls. His optimism returned. Just a little more and he’d be free. “Anna, you can follow me wherever you want,” he said with tears of joy streaming down his face. “If you want to play bladder ball, I’ll make sure you don’t get tackled.”

“I don’t like bladder ball.”

Fisk felt Anna’s grip start to slip. He snatched for her hand, but she fell away. 

There was a shrill yelp, then a dull whump. 

“Anna, speak to me!”

Fisk strained his ears to hear her move. Even a moan would have been reassuring. 

“I fell,” she said at last. Her feet squished in the mud. “Mother just washed my kirtle. She’ll beat me.”

“She won’t. I won’t let her. I’m almost out of here! Hurry, take my hand!”

“Shh! Someone’s coming!”

“Who? Who’s coming?” Worried it might be the cord vendor, Fisk described the man. “Is it him? Is he looking at you?”

But Anna didn’t answer. 
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Chapter 2
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“The King’s policy is foolish,” said Mackney, the portly curber, as he finished off his ale at the Dim Dragon Inn. He tugged on the skirt of a passing serving wench to order another. 

“Fie! The walls have ears, and do ye want to end in Newgate for disparaging the king?” Smythe, his partner in pilfering, looked over his shoulder and slunk down, making himself small. 

“Did I say the king is foolish, or his politics?” 

“One is the same as the other.”

“I think not.” Mackney shoved a fist under his cheek and dug a fingernail of the other hand into the trestle following the grain of wood. “You should be grateful you avoided conscription. A soldier never returns the same as he left.”

Bianca exchanged looks with Cammy Dawney, her friend and tavern wench sitting opposite, slurping porridge before returning to her work serving customers. The two had been commiserating over their paramours being gone, now nearly ten months. 

While Cammy’s beloved Roger had showed exemplary archery skill, Bianca’s husband John had made a muddle of his chance to impress the officers. His View of Arms had ended badly with him being made a pikeman—arguably the most dangerous assignment in the king’s army. They were the first into battle, with the explicit task of protecting the bowmen. 

The two young women often met at the tavern and shared their thoughts over a meal and ale. Neither of them knew if their men would return home from the borderland or whether they had found their final rest in a field beyond the River Tweed, but the two found consolation and a source of strength in their camaraderie.

Word about the campaign on the northern border was as coveted as news from across the sea in France. It seemed to the four of them sitting there in the Dim Dragon Inn that each conflict was fraught with miscalculations that had resulted in dubious gains at best. But any news making it as far as this seamy tavern in Southwark, had, no doubt, been misconstrued by miles of weary couriers and newsmongers, so that God’s honest truth was neither God’s, nor honest. 

Bianca had listened to the incoming tales of war and had tried not to ruminate too long on matters that she could do nothing about. Still, it gave her pause when men talked of a ‘union’ with Scotland. If King Henry desired to bring a rogue country into England’s fold then why did he order his men to burn and pillage their villages? 

Last spring, not long after the men had left, stories of towering flames over a castle on a hill filtered down to London. The burning of Edinburgh was horrific and almost impossible to imagine or listen to, and they both hoped that John and Roger had not been involved in the debacle. Henry meant to punish the Scots for rejecting the Treaty of Greenwich. The Scots refused a marriage between infant princess Mary, and Henry’s six-year-old son, Edward. Of course, there must be more to sending an army north than just a failed marriage plan, thought Bianca.

Mackney grinned. “The king stands on the roof of Hampton Court Palace and sees the Papists in Scotland and France waggling their crucifixes back at him.” 

“The Scots do love the pope,” said Cammy. 

“Because the Pope doesn’t rape and ruin them,” said Mackney. “The French are wise to help Scotland. A river of English money keeps being diverted north instead of to France. The French mean to distract Henry from Boulogne.”

“But Boulogne is his,” said Bianca. 

“True that. However, it is late winter and the season for war is nigh upon us. The French will retaliate. How could they abandon their land to a king from across the sea?” Mackney smiled at the wench delivering his refill. He took a long quaff and wiped his mouth on his thread-bare sleeve. 

“Henry fears a French invasion on the coast,” said Smythe. 

“As well he should,” commented Mackney. 

Bianca often wondered how Smythe had successfully avoided conscription for so long. Perhaps officers noted his scrawny build, his skinny calves, and bony arms. They must have concluded that he would be dead two days out and not worth the time to train. 

“My meal is done,” said Cammy rising from the board. “Alice is giving me the eye.” She put a hand on the small of her back and stretched. Several locks of ginger hair had worked loose from her headrail and she took a moment to tuck them in. The former farm girl took up her bowl. She had just wished Bianca and the two crooks a good day when the door opened, letting in a burst of weather and a bedraggled-looking fellow. 

His cheeks were ruddy from the wind and a rough beard rimmed his face. His hands were wrapped in wool and the overcoat he wore was dingy from hard use. He made much of his entrance—that moment when customers turn to gape at whoever just arrived. Poised as if he was lord of all, he cast a world-weary eye about the room. Bianca had never seen him before, and Cammy showed no sign of recognition. They watched as he wended between the tables and found a place at a trestle next to theirs. 

“You look as if you’ve had some travel, sir,” said Cammy. “A tankard for your weary person?” 

“Aye,” he said in a gravelly voice. 

Mackney’s eyes slid askance, studying him. He watched the fellow unwind the wool from his hands. 

“From whence did you come, traveler?” he asked once the man had pushed the pile of rags aside. 

“The borderland.” 

Cammy placed a hand on the table, leaning forward toward the man. “Sir, pray tell what news do you bring?” 

“You have come from the border to Southwark?” asked Bianca. “It is a long journey.”

“If by sea, it is not so long,” said the stranger. 

“Say not another word, sir, until I return with your drink.” Cammy scurried off to the kitchen and the others eyed their guest with curiosity, finding it difficult to keep from asking questions while waiting for her return. 

Cammy reappeared carefully toting a pottle pot filled to the brim. She set it before him and slid onto the bench next to Bianca, ignoring the perturbed stare of Alice, who wished for some help serving the clientele. 

“What was your business so far north?” asked Bianca.

“I brought supplies to the Earl of Hertford and his men.”

“Earl of Hertford?” Bianca glanced at Cammy. “Is he not responsible for the burning of Edinburgh?” 

Smythe answered for the fellow. “Aye, he is. Henry tasked him to ‘put every man, woman, and child to fire and sword’.” 

The thought of it made Bianca wince. Neither she nor Cammy had ever known how many men were dispatched to the border or how they had been organized. The less she knew the easier it was to imagine Roger and John had not been involved in the rumored brutality. While she was curious to know all that the stranger had to say, she braced herself for the worst. 

Apparently, Cammy thought the same. “Roger and John may not be under his direct charge,” she said. “We do not know for cert.” 

Bianca fidgeted in her seat. “Does the Earl have other commanders under him?” she asked.

“He does. But they follow the Earl’s orders.” He took another drink of ale, closing his eyes to savor the taste, scrunching his face in judgment before setting it down. “And the Earl follows the king’s bidding.”

Mackney entered into the discussion. “We only hear drips and drabs, stranger. Mostly hearsay. Your witnessed account would please us well.” 

“But wait. By what name should we call you?” asked Cammy. “Forgive us not asking.”

“I take no offense,” said the stranger. “I see by your worried brow that the border conflict concerns you.” He paused, meeting her eyes. “Call me Baldwin. I am returning home to Croydon.”

“Was this your first trip to the border?” asked Bianca.

“Nay. I have been once before. But I have not been so far north as to see the destruction of Edinburgh. Though if it should be similar to what I saw in Kelso and Roxburgh, then I believe there is not much of it left.” He looked into his tankard as if a scene of destruction floated in the amber liquid beneath his nose. 

“We heard that Edinburgh burned for four days,” said Bianca.

The man gave a slight nod. “So it has been said. And, after what I saw in Kelso, I have no cause to doubt Edinburgh’s complete ruin. There is nothing left of Kelso but the graves of the slaughtered.”

“It was our victory,” recalled Mackney.

“Victory,” huffed Baldwin in disgust. “Tell me, sir, what victory is there in massacre?”

Smythe thought the answer obvious. “The fear of retaliation is slim because there be no one left to take up arms and resist. It is the way of war.” 

Baldwin’s brow furrowed as he studied Smythe. Bianca could almost hear the man wondering why a young fellow—a young, tart-tongued fellow—was not contributing to his king’s efforts. If indeed, those were his thoughts, he kept his opinion to himself. “It is an unjust means of suppression. There is no lasting benefit in harsh exercise.” 

Bianca agreed. She did not say so aloud, such sympathies being more common with women and less widely voiced among men. Still, she appreciated Baldwin’s sentiment and wished the king felt similarly.  

“Resentment festers and only breeds more hatred,” said Cammy. 

“Still, sir,” said Smythe. “You benefit from this war.” 

The man’s eyes flashed. “I do what is asked of me. It earns me coin, but I should not be sorry if I never went again.” He stared hard at Smythe. “What one must understand is that the people living on the border have no allegiance. They care not for our king, but neither do they think of themselves as Scots. They favor whoever gives them money or whoever leaves a village vulnerable to their plunder. The wind is more predictable than their loyalty.”

“A lawless land,” said Cammy. 

“A dangerous one,” added Bianca.

“The Earl knows how to sway the Borderers to his side. Whether by threat or by bribe, he plays the clans to work in his interest. The grievances between these border families run long and deep. Feuds last for generations. They are a vindictive people.”  

The table fell silent as they considered Baldwin’s opinion of the Scots. Bianca wondered if their enemy shared the same opinion about them? But for all of Baldwin’s information, he only had a cursory knowledge of the campaign in Scotland. He did not know the whereabouts of John or Roger, or who their commander was, or where the forces were exactly. Still, his words were of some use. They gave her a better understanding of the predicament John found himself.  

“Have you heard, sir, about the army in France?” Bianca had heard enough about the horrors on the border and wished to learn more about the conflict across the sea. There was always the possibility that John and Roger might end up there.

“The king continues to hold Boulogne despite leaving a relatively small contingent of men to defend it. Henry worries that the French will invade our southern coast. He spends heavily to fortify the area from Gravesend to Portland. And it is thought he will extend his armies to Lincolnshire and Suffolk and more.”  

“But tell us more about the borderland,” interrupted Cammy. She held up a finger to Alice whose hand had gone to her hip in annoyance. “Are there enough men in England to do everything the king wants? How can he have armies in all these places?”

“He hires men from Spain and Germany to do his bidding,” said Baldwin.

“If his immediate fear is a French invasion on the coast, should he not bring home his own men to defend it?” asked Bianca. 

The stranger tilted his head and shrugged. “If he brings men home from Scotland the border will return to lawlessness. He will need to leave some men behind to keep order. They will have a difficult task.”

Cammy and Bianca studied the traveler, wondering what the future held for Roger and John. Their expressions must have mirrored their concern, for the man’s rough manner softened. 

“Kind maids, you suffer needlessly. Unless you learn word that your men have succumbed, worrying serves no useful purpose. Besides,” he added, “I helped replenish stores for an army of five thousand. Unless the Earl of Angus can rouse enough volunteers to stop them, our men shall continue their triumph.”

Mackney, seized the optimism in Baldwin’s message. “With numbers so large, how can the effort fail? John and Roger might soon be coming home.”

Bianca and Cammy’s eyebrows lifted and they both smiled tentatively, both wishing to believe it might be possible, but keenly aware of its slim likelihood.   

“One can always hope,” said Cammy, and she squeezed Bianca’s shoulder before collecting the empty tankards and plates from the table. 
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Chapter 3
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Fearing for his sister’s safety, Fisk rose on his toes and found a smidge more room further up the wall. He squirmed and leaned, braced his hands against the stones and leveraged himself higher. It worked. He inhaled, expanding his chest more than he’d been able, and his fingers found the corner of the wall.  

Then he heard a scream. 

“Anna!” Fisk struggled with the last bit of passage and landed in the open courtyard of St. Paul’s Cross. 

His worst fear was realized. 

The vendor held Anna about her waist. She fought valiantly against him, repeatedly stomping his shoes and trying to bite his arms. He lifted her and she started kicking his shin. 

“Let her go!” shouted Fisk, scrambling to his feet. 

The vendor ignored this request until Anna jabbed an elbow where a leather codpiece would have been helpful. He doubled over, dropping Anna, and she ran to Fisk. 

“Is that yer little sister, boy?” asked the man, once he could straighten. He eyed Anna peeping from behind her brother. “I see troublemaking runs in yer family.” He spat on the ground and tipped his head towards a crowd gathered to hear the latest sermon. “It wouldn’t take much for me to summon yon beadle and tell him about your mischief-making.” 

“If you come near her, I’ll scream,” warned Fisk.

The corner of the cord vendor’s mouth rose in an indulgent smile. “But then, if ye give up what ye stole from the butcher, I’ll return it to its rightful owner. I’ll tell him ye dropped it, I will. No one is the wiser. Ye get on your way, and no one loses a finger.” 

“You’ll keep the bacon for yourself,” challenged Fisk. Far be it for him to give up his hard-earned booty. He wanted to run, but he worried whether Anna could keep up. True, she’d gotten some speed on her of late, surprising him a couple weeks ago by outrunning him and his mate when she’d taken the spike they were using to play quoits. Still, if the vendor caught up to either one of them it could end nastily.

“Naw, no,” assured the vendor, easing forward. “The butcher and me looks out for one another. There be lots of rascals like ye. Little thieves, boys needing to be nipped. If ye don’t stop now, ye’ll end in a bad way. Ye might look on me as doin’ ye a favor.”  

Fisk gave Anna a slight nudge with his elbow and their eyes locked.

“Ye’ll not get far,” said the vendor, reading their intent. “Give it over and avoid a frightful consequence. Because, have no doubts—I will catch ye.” 

If Fisk had given it any more thought, he would have frozen with inaction. After what he had gone through for this bacon, why would he just hand it over? This was his. This was for his family. With nary a hint, Fisk took off running.  

Anna sensed her brother move before his feet even twitched. Completely in step with her brother, she was at his side, keeping pace. 

They ran for the door of the cathedral. “Meet me on Knightrider,” shouted Fisk. “You take the first lane and I’ll take Do Little.”

The two entered St. Paul’s Walk, the long corridor inside the cathedral, haven to news mongers, thieves, and strumpets. They ran abreast, knocking into men of station taking their noonday walks, intent to learn the latest news and court gossip. Paul’s Walk was not exclusive. There were plenty of beggars and those with mad thoughts with nowhere else to go, taking shelter from the weather. All manner of humanity gave audience as the young pair ran willy-nilly through the nave. 

The buzz of conversation continued in spite of the ruckus. Words rose to the buttresses overhead and bounced off the limestone arches, then fell to the floor below, replaced by new. The commotion made by two wild children was of no more consequence than the strange myriad of other disruptions upsetting the peace in this house of God. 

Alas, so it is on earth as it is in St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

No amount of hollering by the cord vendor made any difference in the loud confusion. People stepped aside and watched the boy and girl avoid collision while their red-faced nemesis charged after them.  

At the main entrance, Fisk and Anna pounded down the front steps, free of the church, and cut between two buildings nearby to Carter’s Lane. Once there, Anna veered toward Knightrider. Fisk kept on running then turned down Do Little Lane. When he emerged on Knightrider he expected to see Anna ahead of him. If the vendor was following, he hoped the man was chasing him and not his sister. But there was no sign of her. He checked behind him in case he’d gone too far. He did not see her. But neither did he see the vendor. Puzzled, he stood a second to rethink. He cut over to Sermon Lane. Carts and pedestrians moved along the narrow street, but no Anna. 

Fisk turned around and looked up and down Knightrider. Could she have reached the road before he did? Had she waited, then decided to run home? Again, he felt the demon of panic slithering down his spine. 

“Anna!” He spun about, frantic, but there was no answer.  

Despite a sense of impending danger, he started down Sermon Lane to search for her. 

He slowed at every alcove and stooped to peer under every shop stand. She had disappeared, gone. Mystified, he returned to Knightrider and stood in the middle of the lane, making himself obvious. If his pursuer was still after him, it wouldn’t take him long to find him. 

Fisk had effectively baited the vendor to come after him, but as he stood there, vulnerable and confused, the thought that kept working its way into his conscious loomed suddenly large. What if the vendor had caught his little sister? 

He could think of nothing else but return to the cathedral. He raced up the steps and turned around for one last look at the busy lane in front of the cathedral. There was no sign of Anna, so he went back inside. 

The nave was just as noisy and congested as before. Fisk wended his way to the opposite end and stood, all the while keeping an eye out for Anna. Finally, he went back outside. The wind spat at his face, its cold breath mocking him. He took shelter beneath an arch and watched the street for his little sister. Perhaps she had just gone home. But how could she have gotten away from him so quick? 

The slab of bacon under his jacket was a sorry reminder of his misadventure, but not knowing what else to do, he began walking home. Perhaps Anna had had the good sense to get away from the area and not try to find him. But nearing Old Change Road, he felt the need to retrace his steps one last time. 

He was beyond St. Mary Magdalen when he heard quickening steps from behind. He spun about and to his astonishment, the cord vendor was back in pursuit and bearing down on him. The fellow was determined, if not a bit witless, decided Fisk. But he took off running again, running as fast as his legs could carry him. 

At Friday Street he rounded the corner, colliding with a young maid and spilling her basket of walnuts in the muddy road. He had now entered an unfamiliar area. Some of the residences bordered on plots of garden and as there was not much distance between him and the vendor, a web of intersecting thoroughfares and footpaths offered the only means of escape. 

He chose a curving path that divided into three offshoots. Without a thought, he took the one on the right, which soon divided, offering another two possibilities. Both were dark and winding, but he took the one more poorly lit. Halfway down the narrow space he flattened himself against a wall. 

His lungs heaved and his legs shook. He concentrated on softening the sound of his heavy breathing. All of this for a silly flitch of bacon! If the cord vendor found him now, he would just hand it over. He wanted to go home. He was tired and scared and the thought of his mother’s thin gruel seemed not so terrible now. 

One thing was for cert, Anna must have gotten away. Otherwise, why would the man still be chasing him? Unless, of course, the vendor had caught Anna and was holding her captive. 

Fisk imagined his little sister in a gibbet suspended over a boiling kettle of water. Mayhap the ogre wanted to throw the bacon in the pot along with Anna and eat her for dinner. He thought of his poor sister and worried how he’d tell his mother, when he heard the slapping sound of steps in mud. 

The vendor ran past, completely unaware of him plastered against the building. Fisk waited for the man’s steps to fade then blew out his breath. He had escaped for now, but it wouldn’t be long before the vendor doubled back.

Fisk pushed himself off the wall and retraced his route, then turned down a different fork. Surely it would eventually lead him to a road he recognized. He had turned himself around so much that he didn’t know which direction he was headed. Where was St. Paul’s? He couldn’t smell the river and he couldn’t see above the leaning upper stories of the buildings. 

The sooner he got free of this warren, the better. It was all he could do to keep from crying out in frustration. 

Soon he was running full out, turning corners and slipping in putrid, untraveled spaces. His ears filled with the sound of his pounding heart beating like a funeral drum leading him to his grave. The tangle of lanes branched, taking him nowhere, tricking and confusing him. He wondered if he would ever get out. 

Surely this labyrinth of lanes would eventually intersect with something he knew. He focused on this thin crumb of common sense, believing and praying that this was not some sinister maze leading him to hell, when he turned onto a path that looked as if it opened onto a brighter lane. Ahead he saw the comforting sight of people walking by. Fisk almost laughed out loud as he stopped running, relieved that his ordeal was over. Wherever he was he’d be able to find his way home now. 

Regrettably though, his respite was short-lived. As he started for the busy street, a shadow fell across his path and a man blocked his way. 

“Hello, boy,” said an unwelcome voice. 
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Chapter 4 
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Restored to his placid ward north of the river, Constable Patch had grown bored these past several months answering occasional domestic disputes and petty thievery complaints he could do nothing about. This ward of chandlers and broderers were a peaceful bunch, content to sell candles and embellish silk and linen for nobility and wealthy merchants. At first the constable had enjoyed the position, but one could only indulge in so many naps before needing some sort of stimulation—at least every once in a while. 

Today it came in the form of a murder. 

While keeping an eye out for suspicious activity (as was his nature), and going for his daily bread, Patch took Do Little Lane, a different route than usual. He was puzzling over why any street would be given such a demoralizing name, a name christening a neighborhood to modest expectation and low achievement, when he was met by a group of citizens next to St. Mary Magdalen’s Church. 

All chins were tipped upward, their necks craning for a better look. At first, he did not see what they were gaping at. He thought if nothing else, he would break up the gathering, for they clogged the narrow lane and would soon be a nuisance to those wishing passage into and out of his ward. But as he neared the broad side of the building with words of reproach perched on his tongue, he soon spied the object of their fixation.  

Halfway up the exterior, a body swung from the grotesque decorating the dripstone over a window. A strong gust blew through the narrow lane, and from his spot on the street below Constable Patch could see the limp feet bump the glass. 

“Who is it?” he asked. 

No one could offer a suggestion. No one could see the victim well enough to say much about it except that it was probably a male and not very well-dressed. One shoe was missing and the bare foot, even in this poor light, looked blue.

Though Castle Baynard ward was not his jurisdiction, Patch felt it his duty to take matters in his own hand until the ward constable arrived and could take over. 

“Who found the body?” he asked. “Is he here?” 

“I saw it when I left me rent,” said an older woman, stepping forward. Her raspy voice made it difficult for Patch to understand her. “At first, I thought it strange. I couldn’t tell what it was so I stopped to take a look. My eyes, I have never seen such a sight.” She shook her head. “There be no saying how long he could have been hanging there before anyone thought to look up. The birds could have picked ‘im clean before anyone noticed.”

“How long ago was this?”

“Only just now,” she said. “When I realized it be a body—I screamed.” She crossed herself quickly. “People came running to see what was wrong.” 

Patch looked round at the onlookers and realized that news of the spectacle would soon blaze through the parish. All of Knightrider and its side streets would soon be congested with bug-eyed dawdlers milling about, scratching their heads, offering dubious explanations, getting underfoot. 

“Cut him down,” Patch ordered, as if this plebeian group of gawkers would do his bidding. 

No one volunteered.

Patch pointed to the woman. “At the very least, we needs the sexton. Go tell ‘im he’s got a yank-neck he needs to remove.” 

The woman protested. “Why do I have to do it?” 

“Because it is yer civic duty!” said Patch, pointing her in the right direction. “And gets the priest and constable!” he called after.

As Patch had predicted, the lane began filling with curious pedestrians and residents. Patrons from the Boar’s Head Tavern left their morning porridge to file into the lane, their napkins still draped over their shoulders. Speculation ran the gamut from name-guessing that it was a fellow caught foining Maggie Wait—that slatternly widow bent on trying every pizzle on Milk Street—to someone suggesting it might be a street urchin who’d gotten his what for after stealing one too many times. 

Patch listened to every suggestion; the more preposterous ones he stashed in his pea brain to be trotted out later because that was just how he was. In due time, the woman returned with the sexton who bore a mistrustful scowl. The fellow stood back and peered up at the eaves searching for the body. His grimace turned to disbelief spotting it. 

“God’s nails, how does a man hang ‘imself from such a height?” He looked round at Patch and the others. “One can get the same result from a roof rafter.” Then, realizing he would be entrusted with getting the body down, his astonishment turned to stubborn refusal. “I’ll not take on the likes of that,” he said. “I don’t like ladders.” 

“How do ye manage yer duties if ye don’t like ladders?” asked Patch, thoroughly annoyed. “They be a necessity to yer office.”

“I am not the only one who maintains the building. I’ll find Phinn. He is nimble of joint and he likes the view from the bell tower.”

“Then get him!” said Patch. “We are wasting the day.” 

“Sirrah, if I may,” said the sexton, scrutinizing Patch, and recognizing that he was not the constable of Castle Baynard. “Should we not summon this ward’s constable?”

Patch’s upper lip twitched. “He has been summoned. An’ until he arrives, I am in charge. My ward borders this one and if a street gets blocked here, it will clog the road in mine.” He resented being questioned and committed the sexton to his list of disliked humans. 

With a snide smile on his face, the sexton went off to find Phinn, his surefooted cohort. 

Patch surveyed the crowd, then returned his gaze to the unfortunate victim. He wondered if this might be self-murder as the sexton suggested. He agreed that hanging oneself from a dragon grotesque seemed a bit drastic when there were plenty of other venues easier to scale. Self-murder or not, the height alone was an unnecessary undertaking. 

“Are you the constable?” 

Patch turned to answer a man dressed in a cassock with a fur-lined gown over it. “Are you the priest?” he responded. 

“I am,” said the man. “Though I am not the priest of St. Mary Magdelen’s, if that is what you mean. I am Father Foxcroft of St. Andrew’s.”

Patch looked the man up and down. “St. Andrew’s is a few blocks away near the Wardrobe. Word travels fast in Castle Baynard ward.”

“I came as soon as I heard.”

To Patch’s mind, not that much time had passed. “And how dids ye hear?”  

“Well,” said the priest, taken aback. “A parishioner told me a crowd was gathering at St. Mary Magdalen’s.” A hesitant smile quivered at the corners of his mouth. “Priests take care of one another. I’ve come to offer my support to Father Rhys.”

“He isn’t here,” said Patch. 

Foxcroft looked at the body overhead and crossed himself as silence stretched between them. Patch kept searching the crowd for the sexton’s return and Foxcroft stood next to him, shifting his weight between his feet and praying his paternoster. 

“Such an unfortunate incident,” said the priest, attempting to make conversation. 

“Aye,” said Patch. 

As they waited, Constable Patch’s thoughts turned to Bianca Goddard across the river in Southwark. He wondered if the constable of Baynard Castle had anyone as knowledgeable as she to advise him? Patch would never admit that he had come to depend on her skills of observation and reasoning to solve questionable deaths such as this one. He preferred to bask in the assumed glory that he, alone, had brought several murderers to justice. His success had landed him this current plum of a position. His irascible wife appreciated his advancement, and his needy ego readily allowed his taking credit. Patch could never go so far as to show appreciation to the dubious daughter of that wily alchemist, Albern Goddard. A man who, Patch was certain, was up to no good; the rumors swirling about him were grounds enough for an investigation, should he ever get the chance to do so. But alas, Albern Goddard did not reside in his ward.  

Patch supposed that everyone had questionable associations of one sort or another. Some were familial, some were actively cultivated. And, he had to admit, they often served a purpose. 

Patch blew in his hands to warm them and watched with agitation as the crowd of spectators grew. The sexton was taking interminably long to find this Phinn fellow. He would like to leave to send for Bianca but didn’t dare miss the chance that the body would be cut down and removed before he could find her. It came as a welcome surprise when one of his minions happened onto the scene.

“Cyndric,” he said, hailing his slouch-shouldered associate. 

At the sound of his name, Cyndric hunched even more in an attempt to shrink into the crowd. Patch worked his way over and clapped his hand on the man’s protruding clavicle.

“What handsome luck. I needs ye to fetch Bianca Goddards in Gull Hole. Bring her straight away. If she isn’t in her room of Medicinals and Psychics then seek her at the Dim Dragon Inn.”

“What’s happened, sir?” asked Cyndric, finally looking up.  

“A dangler. Now get on!”  

***
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With Cammy returned to work, Bianca gazed out the tavern window and saw that the sun still had not broken through the gray mantle that had settled over London for nearly two straight weeks. She began to wonder if the jolly orb had gone elsewhere, preferring, instead, to shine on the blue waves of ocean, or perhaps the fields in France. This sullen gloom had seeped into her marrow, and she found it increasingly difficult with every passing day to pry herself away from the friendships she’d cultivated at the Dim Dragon Inn and attend to her work in the cold, dreary interior of her room of Medicinals and Physickes in Gull Hole. 

Only the gentle burps of a simmering concoction kept her company these days—the sounds of her industry creating medicines from plants. Sometimes she heard the neighbor’s chickens clucking, or a horse clop by, and certainly Hob’s vocalizations provided some discourse with another living being—but he was a cat, she reminded herself. And while she cherished the peace of creating her balms and salves in her inconspicuous little hovel, she did miss her married life with John. 

They had married two years ago in the spring of 1543, when the fields beyond Paris Garden Manor were vivid green and white with clover and the sun had chased every cloud from the sky. John had found a biscuit-colored doublet from a fripperer and his tail of wheaten-colored hair shone beneath a scarlet flatcap he’d borrowed from his master, the French silversmith Boisvert. John struck a handsome figure, standing taller and more svelte than most. She smiled, remembering the subtle curves of his muscles, the beguiling arms that had held her close.

Meddybemps had performed their handfast, and the streetseller was of good cheer that day—but then, she thought wistfully, he was of sunny disposition most days. His silly dance and nonsensical patters had kept them laughing despite the sanctity of their marriage rite.  She still had the embroidered apron he’d given her, and on occasion she would take it out of her chest and lightly run her finger over the colorful flowers, appreciating its simple beauty and being glad for their friendship. The truth was that she relied on him not only for his unwavering loyalty, but because he helped her survive by selling her tinctures at market.

However, their friendship had been tested of late as his duplicity had come to light over a matter involving her mother as well as her father’s discovery of a dangerous element some ten months before. But with time she had learned to accept that often the right choice of action was not always a moral one. Be that as it may, she considered Meddybemps her family, more so than even her own parents. Bianca took another sip of ale, its taste bitter on her tongue, and returned her thoughts to a love more true.  

She’d known John since they were children running about the streets.  For a girl with no siblings, he seemed at the time to fill a missing familial bond. John and his older brother had been abandoned by their mother and had learned to survive on the streets with only their wits to keep them alive. Bianca and John had in common, the bold cunning that came with self-reliance—and never having enough to eat. Their friendship began when John saved her from an angry butcher and constable whose intent was to make Bianca an example of what could happen if one were caught stealing. Something had passed between the two rascals, perhaps an understanding born from similar circumstance. Bianca had trusted him implicitly, and when John had suddenly kicked the constable in the shin, they had started running and she reached for his hand. She had never let go of it. 

Though John would have preferred that she dedicate more time to cooking savory meals instead of medicines, he was not so selfish as to demand that she give up her fascination with chemistries and herbs. He knew that her desire to experiment with different combinations of plants was a skill learned in part from her mother, who was a neighborhood white witch, and that adding unconventional ingredients such as salt of tartar then setting fire to the concoctions may have been influenced by the long hours she had spent assisting her father in his room of alchemy. John was not about to discourage her from this “dabbling”. Even though the king had made it treasonous to practice conjuration and sorcery, as long as she didn’t flaunt her discoveries or draw attention to her work she was safe from people misconstruing her efforts to help the sick. Besides, it was a means of making money. And with John gone, there was no more stipend from his apprenticeship.
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