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Historical Note




In 1638, England was drifting toward crisis. For eleven years, King Charles I had ruled without Parliament, raising money by decree and imposing religious reforms that angered both the English and the Scots. When the Scots rebelled, he was forced to summon Parliament to fund a war. Parliament refused until its grievances were heard. Neither side yielded. By 1642, the dispute had descended into war. 

Two sides emerged. Royalists stood with the crown, the church and much of the landed gentry. Parliament drew support from merchants, Puritans and those who believed royal authority had grown tyrannical. As with any civil war, the divisions were rarely simple. Families split. Neighbours fought neighbours. Men changed sides as the nature of the conflict revealed itself. What began as a quarrel over power grew into something far more radical than its authors intended.

The battles in this novel are real. The inconclusive and bloody battle of Edge Hill in 1642 was the first. Newbury, Cropredy Bridge and the disaster at Lostwithiel followed. At Naseby in 1645, the New Model Army destroyed the king’s field force and with it his chance of victory. In 1646, Charles surrendered to the Scots.

Peace did not follow. The army, unpaid and restless, soon clashed with Parliament. The Levellers demanded wider rights, liberty of conscience and an end to arbitrary rule. Their suppression by the very army they had served was one of the war’s many ironies.

On 30 January 1649, King Charles I was executed. No English monarch had ever been tried and put to death by his own subjects. Even among those who had opposed him, many felt the revolution had crossed a line from which there could be no easy return.

The Commonwealth that followed was uneasy and uncertain. When Charles II landed in Scotland in 1650, the struggle resumed, ending at Worcester on 3 September 1651 with Cromwell’s final victory. The king escaped and fled to France. England remained a republic until 1660, when Charles II returned to the throne, marking the end of the long exile and the return to monarchy.

The principal characters in this story are fictional. Figures such as John Lilburne, Prince Rupert, the Earl of Essex, Oliver Cromwell, Sir Thomas Fairfax, George Digby and King Charles I are historical and are portrayed as faithfully as fiction allows. The intelligence work at the centre of the novel is imagined, though the use of agents and informers was common to both sides. The battles, their dates, locations and outcomes follow the historical record, and where fiction meets history, every effort has been made to keep the course of events true to it.
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Edward Harcourt — Lawyer's apprentice at Gray’s Inn; younger son of Sir Thomas Harcourt

Richard Harcourt — Royalist cavalry officer and intelligence agent; elder son of Sir Thomas
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Act I: Words










  
  

Chapter 1

London, 1638





The noise and the crush of the crowd drew Edward Harcourt through the narrow streets. His feet were almost swept off the ground as the throng carried him along the tiny streets, overhung by the buildings on either side. 

The stench of the nearby tannery competed with the filth and sewage in the midden that ran along the centre of the streets.

Bodies pushed close, almost crushing the breath from his body, the stench filling his nose, and the shouts filling his ears. Eventually, the throng brought him to a street where a man was being dragged along behind a wagon and whipped as he stumbled along. The weals on his back were bright red with blood. Some of the crowd hissed and shouted. Some threw objects, rotten vegetables and eggs, and some shouted encouragement, waving pamphlets. Above, apprentices leaned out of windows watching the spectacle, a spectacle Edward had crossed London to see for himself, curious as to why this man was being punished.

Edward stood observing, the sound of the whip cracking as it landed on flesh, the rumble of the cart on the cobbles. He was aware of someone pushing something into his hand. He looked down and realised that it was a pamphlet. He closed his hand around it and looked up again to see who had put it there. In a few brief seconds, he caught sight of a young woman about his own age, dressed in black, her dark hair poking out of her white bonnet and her dark eyes contrasting with her fair skin. Their eyes met briefly, and she smiled. He opened his mouth to speak, but the crush of the crowd pulled her away, and all he had of her was the pamphlet and the lingering memory of that smile. A smile he thought he would like to see again, but she was gone. He turned back to the events in the street.

“Is that John Lilburne?” Edward said to the man standing next to him.

“Aye, the very same,” the man said.

Edward frowned. He recalled Lilburne’s arrest the previous December and wanted to see the outcome for himself. His mentor, William Carroway, had seemed puzzled, but had shrugged and let him go anyway.

“If I am to study the law,” Edward had said, “surely I should witness its outcome?”

Carroway had peered at him over his pince-nez in that way he did when his student exercised what he considered too much independent thought and nodded his agreement anyway.

“Go if you must,” he had said, “But I fail to see what new insight it will bring you.”

“This is a man who refused to testify. Is that not significant?”

Carroway had looked at him with that intensity that appeared when Edward expressed insight he had not expected from his student.

“Indeed, it is,” he’d said. “Indeed, it is.”

Another man, a small, wiry fellow close by, said, “He goes by the name of Freeborn John. Don’t look so free now, eh?” He laughed and threw a rotten cabbage at the passing circus, but it went wide and hit the wall opposite.

Edward struggled forward, trying to get a better look as his view was constantly blocked by pedestrians and by people selling wares who called out and rang bells to draw attention to whatever it was in their carts. He could smell hot meat pies over the general stink, and his stomach rumbled. He might buy one before heading back, he thought. As he looked around, it seemed like a circus. These people were making a man’s punishment a source of entertainment. Some were standing on barrels or carts to get a better view.

“Printed unlicensed books, boy, so let that be a lesson to you.” Edward looked at the man standing next to him. A stout man whose stomach strained his tunic and a dark cloak that was stained and filthy from the street detritus.

Nearby, a dog paused and cocked its leg against a street trader’s cart, and the man kicked out, shooing it off, whereupon it vanished into the crowd.

“I know,” Edward said, looking back at the procession. “I wanted to see the man for myself.”

“Well, it pays to be careful what you say. You never know who’s listening, boy.”

Edward nodded. Anyone could be in the crowd and anyone could be an informer.

From what he could see, Lilburne was exhausted from his ordeal, but he seemed to be muttering, praying perhaps? Edward couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, as each lash landed with a vicious crack, the muttering became a wince and a groan.

As the spectacle moved past them and the crowd grew tired, it started to disperse, and Edward decided that his reason for being here had passed. He took one last glance in the direction the procession had gone and turned to make his way to Gray’s Inn where he studied under the tutelage of William Carroway. From the crowded, stinking streets full of noise and activity to the quiet order of chambers. As he walked, he chewed on the meat pie he’d bought from the street seller, thinking that it wasn’t a bad pie. Nice and juicy with a thick succulent gravy and crispy pastry.

He finished the pie and wiped his hands on his cloak. Then he reached into a pocket and pulled out the crumpled paper. The image of the young woman fleetingly passed across his mind, and he saw her dark hair, rosy cheeks, and subtle smile again. The pamphlet was folded roughly, and as he opened it, he noticed the cheap paper and crude printing.

“A Word to the Freeborn!

Hear, good people of England!

Know ye that no man, be he king, lord, or magistrate, may strip a man of his life, liberty, or property without lawful cause. The law is not made for tyrants to wield, but for the protection of the freeborn.

John Lilburne, called “Freeborn John,” suffers today for the simple act of speaking truth and printing words lawful and necessary. Shall we call this justice, that a man may be whipped in the streets, denied trial, and mocked, all for refusing to bow to fear?

Consider this: If those who write, speak, or teach the truth are punished, what safety remains for you, your children, or your neighbours? To obey tyrants in silence is to give them power. To speak with reason is a duty of conscience.

Let it be known that all men born in England hold rights not granted by crown or council, but inherent in their birth—the right to conscience, to speech, to trial by peers, and to live without arbitrary terror.

Read, consider, speak. Let no man say he knew not when evil was done. Close not your eyes to tyranny, nor shun the duty of your mind, for in silence all men are partners in oppression.”

Once back in chambers, with its orderly peace, the rooms lined with books, the desks piled with case notes and William Carroway in the middle like a spider in its web, Edward handed the pamphlet to Carroway, who took it, placed his pince-nez on his nose, and squinted at it, his eyes moving along the page. He carefully folded it up and handed it back, his eyes inquisitive as he looked Edward in the eye with a slight crinkle at the edge of his mouth. A smile, almost.

“Dangerous stuff, my boy, where did you get it?”

“It was given to me in the crowd.”

Carroway humped, his body moving slightly. He took off his pince-nez and placed it on the desk. These days, he looked grey as he approached his sixties, and his hair was thinning slightly, but despite the fading eyesight, the brain behind it was as sharp as ever.

“Are you persuaded by these arguments, Edward?” he said looking back towards the door as if expecting a constable to come in and arrest everyone inside for sedition or loose talk.

“Well, sir, it seems to me to be reasonable.”

“Reasonable, eh? Is that how you plan to persuade a court of your argument? Is it reasonable? Is it lawful, boy, that is what matters.”

Edward stuffed the folded paper into a pocket.

“Do you think it is right, though, sir?”

Carroway’s eyebrows lifted along with the half smile that often indicated the start of an intellectual duel. He leaned back in his chair and invited Edward to sit opposite. “Putting the law aside,” he said, “it makes a valid point. After all, Magna Carta enshrined those principles into our law.” He shrugged, “even if the king did renege and repeal it almost immediately.”

Again, he looked at the door. “Kings may not always be reliable fellows themselves. They are, after all, men like you and me and fallible as are all men made of flesh and blood.”

“But was the Magna Carta not just for the barons?”

Carroway reached for a clay pipe and filled it. He sat for a moment, turning to look out of the diamond latticed window where they could see the street outside as the smoke drifted from the pipe.

“You have been paying attention, Edward. But as a principle, it is a good one. Even the king is not above the law.”

“Yet the king has said he is destined to rule by God.”

Carroway shifted and grunted. A shadow passed across his face.

“Some things are probably best left unspoken.”


      ***The Harcourt Estate, Oxfordshire

Sir Thomas Harcourt sat in his wing chair and looked out of the window to the ground outside, where a gardener was tending the shrubs. The south-facing room filled with light that rested on the old furniture left behind by generations of Harcourts, whose ageing portraits stared down from the walls.

His grandfather, a staunch Catholic during Elizabeth’s reign, had a priest hole installed in the house that Richard and Edward used as a play den when growing up. By the time of Sir Thomas’ service with James I, during the Irish campaigns, the Harcourts were fully converted to the new religion, and the priest hole was nothing more than a curiosity that Sir Thomas would show to guests when giving a tour of the house.

By the empty hearth, a hunting spaniel slept, snoring gently, as her master sat with his mind on other things, his face furrowed with a frown.

In his hand, he held a pamphlet and was tapping it against the arm of the chair. A bluff man in his sixties, he still carried the military bearing of his youth. He turned slightly as the door opened and his eldest son, Richard, came into the room. He smiled at the younger version of himself. Unlike his own silvery hair, Richard’s long brown hair and the neatly trimmed moustache and goatee set off a youthful, unlined face with bright blue eyes that seemed even in the midst of a political crisis to be touched with easy humour. Now in his early thirties, he was much older than Edward, who was the product of Sir Thomas’ union with his second wife. His first having died when Richard was young.

“Father.”

“Ah, Richard, how is the news from the north?”

“Not good, father. The Scots have signed a covenant in defiance of the king. My agents tell me that there are militias arming.”

He sighed and sat in the chair opposite his father.

“I fear, sir, that the king underestimates the Scots. They are arming for war.”

He looked back out of the window, where the estate bathed in the gentle warmth of the sun seemed the very opposite of the trouble north of the border.

Thomas grunted and handed the pamphlet to his son.

“As if that wasn’t enough, boy, take a look at this treasonous poison.”

Richard took the paper, unfolded it, and read. He frowned. “Where did you get this?”

“They are everywhere. These agitators are determined to undermine the order. That scoundrel Lilburne was whipped in public recently, and these were being handed out in the open, I tell you, these people have no shame. Matters are getting worse.”

He slapped his hand on the arm of the chair. “It’s not whippings that are needed, Richard, it’s hangings. If the king doesn’t take a hold of matters, things will get worse in England, never mind Scotland.”

“Or Ireland,” Richard said gloomily.

“Indeed, sir, or Ireland.” He looked up at the portrait of his father, who had made similar mutterings about Ireland when Sir Thomas was dispatched there forty years or so previously. Echoes, he thought. Echoes of the past haunting the present.

Sir Thomas rose and walked across to the drinks cabinet and poured two glasses of brandy, passing one to his son.

“I have another concern, Richard. One that I want you to deal with.”

Richard sipped the brandy and looked his father in the eyes as the older man resumed his seat.

“What is it?”

“Go to London. Find Edward. He is in the thick of this fermenting situation down there.” He reached for the pamphlet. “If we have seen this, you can be sure that he has.”

“But he’s a sensible man, Father. He wouldn’t be taken in by this rabble-rousing nonsense.”

Sir Thomas looked back at his son, his grey eyes steady. “He’s easily swayed by ideas, Richard, and you know it. This is just the sort of thing that would take his fancy. He would be intrigued by it. We need to intervene before it has any chance of getting out of hand.”

“What do you want me to do?”

Sir Thomas looked back out at the garden. “Bring him back here.”

“What about his studies? His legal career?” Richard sipped his brandy.

“That can wait.” He placed his glass down on the small table. “I feel war in my bones, Richard. You two will have to fight. I am too old. The king will need every man available. Edward’s legal career can be put on hold until matters settle down.”

It seemed as if the interview was over, and Richard finished his brandy and placed the glass on the table. He rose and walked towards the door.

“How is the king, by the way?” Sir Thomas asked.

Richard paused, his hand on the door handle. He sighed.

“Gloomy, father. I am unable to give him good news, and he seems unable to act decisively in his own interest.”

Sir Thomas raised an eyebrow.

“He needs to recall parliament, father.”

With that, he walked out, leaving his father pondering on the news.


      ***Southwark

Edward moved through the crowded streets, mingling with the theatregoers, the river traders and dock workers, the thieves and the whores, who stood at the end of the dark alleyways, beckoning in potential clients. Sometimes their gaze seemed to linger. He ignored them all as he made his way to the Boar’s Head tavern, following the directions of the torn piece of parchment in his hand.

The noise was a cacophony of shouts and song, of carts grumbling across the cobblestones, an auditory overload, and the smells of hot pies, sweat, and the fetid middens, over which hung the odour of the dank river, like a muddy olfactory blanket. 

Arriving at the tavern, he went inside, where the odour of the outside was replaced by the pungent aroma of pork cooking and the sour, hoppy smell of the ale. He paused briefly to take in the mix of clientele and the din of people talking over one another. Pushing his way through, he found a vacant seat and sat.

Matthew Stubbs was sipping a tankard of ale. At twenty-five, he was older than Edward and from a different background. Whereas Edward came from minor landowning gentry, Matthew was a yeoman who worked with his hands. Since arriving in the city, he took whatever work he could on the river and the docks.

He grinned at Edward and lifted a calloused hand to the girl working her way around the tavern, refilling tankards and taking orders for food.

Matthew had warmed to Edward when they first met during a visit to a tavern near the inns of court. Matthew was loud, brash and outspoken. His voice as big as his build. Broad-shouldered with a heavy set and a ready grin. Edward was fascinated by the man’s views and spoke to him once, asking questions, challenging the man’s ideas and ultimately taking to the brutal honesty even if he was not entirely convinced by the arguments. Yet there was something open about him, as if he guarded no secrets.

On this day, they were meeting in a tavern on the south of the river, away from the inns of court. Edward had never been here before and was unsure of the place. He had dressed plainly in simple clothes and a dark cloak, his hat pulled low so the brim shaded his eyes.

Sitting opposite Matthew, he placed his hat on the table and reached out a hand to shake Matthew’s.

“Welcome to the Boar’s Head, Ed,” Matthew said with a smile as he forked a piece of pork pie into his mouth.

“Thank you. It was a journey from my lodgings, but I found it eventually.” He looked about him. “Not the usual place I would frequent.”

Matthew laughed, and Edward flushed slightly, so he took the opportunity to sink his embarrassment by looking around the tavern, taking in the loud voices, rough clothes and laughter.

“Well?” Matthew said, drawing him out of his reverie, “Has there been talk among the gentry about Freeborn John?”

“Some, but people are unsure about speaking plainly of what is happening…” he paused and looked up as the girl placed a frothy tankard of ale on the table before him. He paused, looking into her dark eyes, seeing the pale skin, rosy cheeks, and a subtle smile. A smile he had seen so briefly in the crowd.

“You!”

She smiled. “Alice Wharton.”

She moved on to attend to other customers while Edward watched her.

“You knew,” he said to Matthew, feeling his cheeks flush again.

Matthew grinned, his eyes sparkling as he turned to watch her work her way through the room, talking to customers, slapping away advances and putting down anyone who became too forward with an easy charm.

“We wanted to see how you would react. We had to be sure.” He sipped his ale, leaving a frothy moustache on his upper lip.

“And what have you deduced?”

Matthew inclined his head. “Curiosity.”

Edward took a sip of his ale and placed the tankard back on the table. “It is piqued, yes. But what do you expect of me?”

“Time will tell. These are interesting times, Ed. You saw what happened to Lilburne. Things have to change.”

“And how will that happen?”

Matthew nodded towards Alice, who was busy weaving through the crowd, handing out drinks, taking payment and joking with the regulars.

“Her father is a printer. This place belongs to her uncle, so she works here for extra coin. Otherwise, she can have pamphlets printed quietly, and we have plenty of people willing to distribute them. Plenty who will move through the city listening and watching.” He nodded back to Alice, who was back at the bar pouring ale into tankards ready for her next round.

“Useful girl is our Alice. We need to get the message to as many people as possible. A groundswell, if you like. One the king cannot deny. And if he recalls parliament…”

“If,” Edward said.

Matthew grinned. “You haven’t heard about the Scots arming then?”

“How do you know these things, Matthew? You strike me as a dangerous man.” He looked about him, but no one was paying attention.

Matthew tapped his nose with his finger. “Do you think we are the only ones? That there aren’t others like us all over the country? Even in Scotland or Ireland? There’s a movement building, Ed. You have to decide, are you going to be a part of it, or are you going to side with the king?”

Edward took another sip from the ale. He looked Matthew directly in the clear blue eyes that returned his gaze.

“I need to think.” Again, he met Matthew’s eyes and saw no deception, but that wasn’t his worry. What of the law? What about his place in it? If caught, he could lose everything. What would his father say?

Matthew nodded.

“I wouldn’t expect anything else. However, you won’t have too long. The king is under pressure in the north. Things will happen quickly when they do. You will have to make a decision.”

“My family is loyal.”

Matthew grinned, noting the framing of the response.

Edward stared at him, his heart skipping a beat, yet still, with an open smile and artless stare.

“I know,” Matthew said. “Your brother isn’t the only spymaster in these parts.”


      ***The Outskirts of London

Richard Harcourt rode into the city, wrinkling his nose. The fresh open aroma of the countryside was now replaced with dung, human faeces, the stench from the tannery, and the crowds were thick and noisy as people went about their business.

He hated the city. The open hills and rolling countryside were his favoured domain, but the city was a dirty, uncomfortable necessity, and he endured it with bad grace.

He pushed through, shouting at people to let him pass, kicking out at stragglers who glowered sullenly back at the gentleman on horseback, his wide-brimmed hat adorned with feathers, a pistol and sword at his side.

He nudged the horse, and it parted the crowd, and he edged through to Gray’s Inn. There, he dismounted and tied the animal to a hitching post. He brushed his cloak and scowled at the dirt it had gathered from the journey, dismissing any thought of where that dirt came from. He pushed open the door and walked inside, striding through the building, his footsteps echoing in the hallway, breaking the studied quiet of the chambers. As he passed by, he glanced into the offices with clerks scratching away with their quills, some of whom looked up briefly with mild curiosity before returning to their work until he came to the offices of William Carroway. He flung the door open and stood, his head brushing the top of the low doorframe. He scanned the room as Carroway looked up at him with mild surprise.

Richard looked down at the man seated at a desk piled high with case files, parchments, and a bottle of ink with a quill poking out. The air smelled of dry parchment, tobacco smoke and dust.

Carroway smiled, unruffled by the disturbance.

“May I help you, sir?”

“Where is my brother?”

“Ah, please, be seated, would you care for a brandy, sir?”

Richard took the proffered seat but declined the brandy. He placed his gloves and hat on Carroway’s desk, causing one of the parchments to fall. Seeing Carroway frowning, he grumbled under his breath and reached down for it, placing it back on its pile. He then leaned back, crossing his legs and folding his arms.

“Where is Edward?”

“He is out on an errand, Mr Harcourt. But he will be back shortly.”

Richard looked at the window behind Carroway, where the sun shone through, casting Carroway’s face in partial shadow.

“What nonsense are you people filling the boy’s head with?” He asked.

Carroway leaned back, steepling his fingers. “The law, Mister Harcourt. The law of England.”

Richard grunted, realising that he would have to wait no matter what. “I’ll have that brandy after all, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly, Mr Harcourt. How are matters in Oxford?”

“It isn’t Oxford that concerns me, Mister Carroway.”

Carroway rose and poured a brandy, placing it before his guest, watching as Richard drank, taking in the fine lines of his face, the long hair falling like a wavy curtain on either side. He saw not a cruel man but one of intent, and he wondered what his intent was today. He resumed his seat and watched.

He smiled. “You are worried about events in the north?”

“As should we all be, Mister Carroway. The Scots will cause the king trouble, mark my words.”

As he placed his glass on the desk, Edward came in, clasping papers under his arm. He paused and smiled.

“Richard. What brings you here?”

Richard stood and reached for his gloves. “Go to your lodgings and pack your things, we are returning to Oxfordshire.”

“Why?”

“Father has ordered it.”

“But… Why? I have barely started my studies here.”

“Your studies will have to wait, Edward.”

Edward frowned. “What am I supposed to do in Oxford?”

“Prepare, Edward. There is trouble coming, and the king has need of every man.”

Edward stood for a moment. The dust motes caught in the window light seemed to hang motionless in the air. In that moment, his thoughts hung with them. He stood for a heartbeat or two, thinking about home and here and what Richard wanted. And, importantly, what he wanted.

“No, Richard. I will remain here. If I am needed later, I will leave, but for the moment, I shall remain. This is where my duty lies.”

“What?”

Edward stiffened and placed the papers on Carroway’s desk. Carroway looked at the two brothers, his fingers steepled again as was his habit, a half-smile playing almost imperceptibly across his lips.

“I am sorry, Richard,” Edward said. “I will remain for the moment. I intend to continue my studies. There is no great cause to hurry back home.”

“You will disobey me? Disobey father?”

Edward inclined his head. “I am a man now, Richard. I must act according to my conscience and my duty.”

“Your duty, brother, is to the king.”

Edward smiled slightly. “My duty to the king is also to apply his laws, is it not?”

Carroway’s smile deepened, and he immediately stifled it. Richard’s face flushed slightly before he put on his gloves and hat.

“I will be back, brother; you have not heard the last of this matter.”

Edward and Carroway remained silent as they heard his boots clatter on the wooden floor of the corridor, followed by the door opening and slamming shut.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Boar’s Head, Southwark





At this time of the day, the tavern was largely empty. The air hung heavy with stale tobacco and ale, with a hint of pork for earlier in the evening. One or two regulars were lingering over their tankards murmuring in low voices. 

Matthew was sitting at his usual table with Alice, and Edward walked across to join them. On the table was a pile of pamphlets.

“We plan to hand them out next Saturday,” Matthew said.

“What is happening then?” Edward asked.

“And you a man of the law?” Alice said, her voice teasing. “There will be a proclamation prohibiting unlicensed publications.”

Edward frowned. “I believed that was already the case.” He looked down at the pamphlets and picked one up, feeling the cheap paper and smelling the fresh ink. He read it and recognised immediately the style he had seen in the one Alice handed him the day John Lilburne was whipped.

He looked across at her with a slightly raised eyebrow and she gave the barest nod. The authorship was unmistakeable.

Matthew smiled. “Aye, it is, Ed, but some folks have been disobeying the licensing laws and issuing pamphlets, and they can’t let that happen, can they?”

Edward smiled. “So, you… We… will be handing out illegal pamphlets at a proclamation banning illegal pamphlets?”

“That’s about it.”

Matthew looked up as another man entered the bar. Edward watched as he moved across the room to pass close to them. He was a rough sort, he thought. His clothes ragged and filthy, his face dirty and blackened, he smelled of the tannery. As he passed, he looked at Matthew and nodded slightly. It was subtle; if Edward hadn’t been watching, he would have missed it.

Matthew took a sharp breath.

“You need to be careful, Ed.”

“Why?”

Alice and Matthew scooped up the pamphlets, and she took them to the bar, where she went through a room to the back of the tavern, leaving the table empty.

“You were followed.”

Edward swore softly. “I didn’t think…”

Matthew shook his head. “Nay, Ed, but now you need to.” He looked around as two constables came in. They walked up to the bar.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” Alice’s uncle, Hal Walters, leaned on the bar with both hands splayed out, a friendly smile lingering on his lips.

“We need to search these premises.”

“Oh, what for?”

“We have evidence that there is a printing press.”

Hal stood back and folded his arms.

“A printing press, eh?” He looked around the bar at the few regulars who were looking back, enjoying the moment. Someone laughed softly and one of the constables looked around the room for the culprit but all he saw was a few people staring at the contents of their tankards as if that was the whole world.

“Well, sirs, ye may have noticed that this is a drinking establishment. If ye are looking for a printer, then perhaps ye have quaffed too much of the ale I’ll happily sell, but printing?” He shook his head. “No, be off with you.”

The two men stood a little uncertain.

“But...” one of them said, hesitating.

“But what? If you wish to buy some ale, then you be more ’n welcome. You also be welcome to look for your printing press.” He stood back and gestured toward the door where Alice had vanished a few moments earlier. “Not that there is one to find.”

The two men looked about, noting the quiet laughter. They then pulled themselves up to their full height glared at the assembled clientele, tipped their hats and walked out.


      ***The Harcourt Estate

“What do you mean, he refused?” Sir Thomas rose from his chair and turned to look at Richard.

Richard stood, his hat held lightly by his side. “I was unable to persuade…”

“Persuade?” Sir Thomas pulled himself up to his full height, his face flushed. “I did not ask you to persuade him, sir.”

Richard stood firm, looking at his father. “That may be, but allowing him to remain in place has some benefits.”

Sir Thomas reached for a glass of brandy and sipped it, his anger subsiding. His eye drifted around the room and out to the garden beyond past the casement window. The peace contrasting with the irritation he now felt.

“What do you mean?” he said.

“He is continuing his studies, which, being frank, makes sense as he said to me, for the moment. But also…” he paused and reached for his own glass, looking at his father and wondering whether the storm clouds had subsided sufficiently. Above the mantlepiece, his grandfather stared down with distant eyes. Richard always felt he was disapproving, although that might have been artistic interpretation. He could never tell.

Shrugging inwardly, he decided that he might as well make his play, father and grandfather be damned. “He has made, er, acquaintances.”

Sir Thomas frowned, his face a mix of irritation and puzzlement. “Acquaintances? What do you mean, boy? Speak plainly.”

“Radicals, pamphleteers…”

“Those rapscallions! Goddamit! That’s precisely why I wanted him out of there.”

“I know. However…” He placed the brandy glass back on the table. In for a penny…

Sir Thomas glowered over the rim of his glass. “What skullduggery are you up to?”

Richard allowed himself a subtle smile, and his eyes softened. “We watch, wait, and see what happens. I have agents keeping him under observation. We may yet learn more of these people.”

“But…”

“Sorry, father, my first duty is to the king, and I believe this will help his cause more than recalling Edward. Unbeknownst to him, Edward is serving his majesty in ways he may not fully understand.”

Sir Thomas turned and stood, looking out of the window at the gardens outside. The calm contrasting with the mood of the country and the turmoil in his heart. He glanced back at his older son, not sure whether to scold or admire the man.

“You are using him for your own ends.”

“For the king’s.”

“But he is my son, your brother…”

“Yes, father. I will do all that I can to ensure he is safe, but I need to be aware of any plots against the crown. You must know that.”

Sir Thomas nodded. He knew defeat when he saw it and when he was being manipulated and few had such Machiavellian minds as Richard. Takes after his grandfather, dammit.

“What happens now?” he said aloud.

“There will be a gathering in London next Saturday.”

“The proclamation?”

Richard bowed his head slightly, and Sir Thomas smiled. “You are not the only one who has ears on the ground, boy.”

“Father.”

“So, what have you in mind?”

“Let them run. Find out who is involved.”


      ***Southwark Approaches

The crowd gathered early. A mix of dock workers sailors and some from the tannery. In the small square, a low timber platform remained empty. Edward, Matthew and Alice stood among the crowd, feeling the mood. People muttered and fidgeted. This was an uneasy gathering. Edward felt the tension flowing through his arteries and his chest felt tight. He looked around, but could not see anyone following him, nor was there any sign of constables although they would, he thought, show up eventually.

He had paid attention as he walked from Gray’s Inn across the bridge to Southwark. He paused from time to time, feigning interest in market stalls and shops, while simultaneously looking for any tail, but saw none.

He went to the Boar’s Head and met with the others. Alice had a bundle of pamphlets and divided it up, sharing with the two men. There was no sign of the tannery man. Edward wondered how he fitted in.

They walked out into the crowd and down to the square. The crowd was subdued and voices were low.

A town crier attended by constables holding copies of the pronouncement, mounted the platform and looked about, scanning the crowd that now started to fall silent. He rang a bell and the crowd hushed.

“Oyez, oyez, oyez!”

Silence.

“By the king’s most excellent majesty…” the man cast his eyes across the crowd, noting one or two sniggers and shuffling. He took another breath. “Whereas, it is prohibited to print any works of literature or pamphlets and seditions, libels without the express permission of the law, on pain of punishment, not limited to fines or imprisonment. Such punishment applies to anyone who prints, sells, otherwise distributes or is in possession of such materials.” Again, he paused and looked around the crowd, which by now was silent and attentive.

Edward looked at Matthew, who gave a slight nod and inclined his head. Edward and Alice followed the line of the gesture and saw two men in dark capes standing towards the back of the gathering.

The crier was wrapping up his announcement. “Given in our court at Whitehall in the fourteenth year of our reign. God save the king!”

There were a few jeers and scuffles as Edward, Alice and Matthew spread out through the crowd, stuffing pamphlets into unwitting hands before blending in with the throng.

Looking back as they worked away from the podium, they could see that the two men were trying to follow.

“Split up,” Matthew said before ducking down an alleyway. Alice went into an open doorway and vanished into the interior of the shop, where she made her way to the back, across the tiny yard and reappeared in a parallel street. Edward kept going. By now, he had given out all of the pamphlets in his possession.

He walked briskly, his breath coming in sharp gasps. He tried to resist looking back, but he could hear footsteps on the cobbles. His heart pounded. There was an alleyway to his left. He ducked into it.

“God’s teeth!” It was a dead end. He stopped and stared at the wall ahead, then jumped as he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to look. The two men he had seen earlier were behind him. The one with his hand on Edward’s shoulder was a barrel of a man with a ruddy face beneath his hat. The other, taller and pale, was almost ghostlike.

“Come with us,” the barrel man said with a slight smile. The other man remained impassive.

Edward’s heart was racing. In that moment, he saw his fledgling legal career vanish before it had barely begun, his reputation destroyed and along with it those of his father and brother. What now?

The fight going out of him, he dropped and complied. He went with them, saying nothing. They walked through the narrow alleys and streets. From a doorway, he caught sight of a familiar face, the tannery man, but avoided eye contact. So there he is. At least the others would know what had happened to him.

Eventually, they came to an inn. The tall man led them in and up the stairs to a room that overlooked the street. The light from the casement window was minimal, casting the room into semi-shadow.

A chair was placed facing the window, and he could see a man sitting in it. As they entered, the man rose and turned to face him.

“Hello, brother,” Richard said with a smile playing across his lips. A smile that never reached his eyes.

Edward stared at him, then back at his two captors, whom Richard dismissed with a nod. They left the two brothers alone. Richard walked across to a small table, poured wine from a decanter, and handed Edward a glass.

“So, brother, you have been taking note of the proclamation.”

It was both a statement and a question, delivered with that same mirthless half-smile.

“What of it, Richard? Is this prohibited by the king now?”

Richard’s smile broadened. “Be careful,” he lifted a finger to his lips and looked about. “Walls, brother, they may hear what men say.”

“Oh, please…”

“Whatever. You were observed today, as you are now aware.”

“And was I doing anything illegal?”

“I don’t know. Were those pamphlets authorised?”

Edward felt his face flush, but he said nothing.

“Father is worried about you,” Richard said, changing tack.

“You said that the last time we met. I am safe enough.”

“The company you keep may lead you into dangerous waters. They are dangerous men and women…”

“So you say.”

Richard shrugged. It cost him nothing to concede the point.

“I want you to carry on.”

“Carry on?”

“Yes. Keep meeting these people. Deliver pamphlets if you must.”

“And keep you informed.”

Richard’s playful smile erupted into a broad grin. “There, Edward, I knew you would understand.”

He reached forward and clapped Edward on the shoulder. “I will be forever in your debt. So will father and so will the king.”








  
  

Chapter 3

The Boar’s Head, Southwark





Matthew was at his usual table. Alice was at the other end of the room, taking orders. She glanced up as Edward walked in then looked briefly at the door before resuming her task. Edward sat opposite Matthew and took a pull at the tankard that sat waiting for him. 

“What happened?”

Edward placed the tankard on the table and wiped the froth from his upper lip. “You know. Your friend from the tannery saw me.”

“Tom Rudge, yes, he said you were taken by two fellows. Not constables, though. We know them.” Matthew grunted and looked up as Alice came over and paused by the table.

“What did they say?” she said.

“Nothing much. They wanted to know what a law student was doing in these parts. Had I been handed any pamphlets? That sort of thing.”

Edward looked from one to the other and felt their stares boring into him as if seeing his hidden thoughts. He felt a bead of sweat forming and dribbling down his temple.

“And what did you say?” she said, reaching forward to wipe the spilt ale off the table. He was aware of her closeness, the soft, sweet smell of her hair, and he felt himself flush slightly as he involuntarily stared at the curves of her body pushing against her linen blouse.

“I told them I was merely observing. As a law student, it was relevant to my study of the law.”

“And they just took your word for that?” Matthew’s eyes stared, cold, unblinking. He lifted the tankard but his eyes didn’t move.

“I had no pamphlets on me. They had nothing to go on. What else could they do?”

“They could have kept you in for questioning, whoever they were.”

Edward shrugged with a nonchalance that he didn’t feel. “Well, they didn’t. And no one has followed me here. And I assume they were working for the government, if they weren’t constables.”

Matthew looked up past Edward, who turned to see Tom Rudge, who shook his head.

“It seems you haven’t been followed.”

“I know.” Edward’s voice rose defensively despite attempting to remain calm.

Matthew shrugged and glanced at Alice, who nodded before walking away to deal with clients. “Oh, well, we must be careful in future. No harm done this time, eh? But be careful.”

Edward finished his drink and started to rise. Matthew looked at him. “Next time, don’t come back here if you are followed.”

“I understand.”

“And we will refrain from handing out pamphlets in daylight.”

Edward nodded and looked across at Tom Rudge who leaned against the wall, his arms folded. Alice was off seeing to customers.

“They came here again after you were taken in for questioning. Two of the constables gave Hal a beating,” he said.

“Is he..?”

“He is well enough, but be careful.”

Edward put on his hat and nodded. “I will.”

“Mind you do, Ed. Mind you do,” Matthew said.

Edward walked out of the door into the street. It was quiet now, and the sun was setting. The smells lingered, and he took care where he put his feet. Richard’s men were nowhere to be seen, but he doubted not that they were close by. His heart thumped, and he tasted bile in his mouth. He spat it out into the midden as he made his way to the bridge.

The Thames was turgid and slow, stinking of the effluent poured into it by the denizens of the city. He made his way steadily to Gray’s Inn.

Carroway was still at his desk, scratching a quill across a parchment. He looked up over his pince-nez as he saw Edward walk by his door.

“Come on in,” he said.

Edward entered the small wooden panelled office that was in its usual state of organised chaos, with case files piled on every available surface, and sat opposite his mentor.

“What troubles you, boy?”

“Why would you think that?”

Carroway took the pince-nez from his nose and placed it on the desk, leaning back in his chair.

“Ever since last Saturday, you have been skulking about as if the very Devil was on your tail.”

Edward shrugged and sighed.

“Is the law of the land a greater force for good than one’s loyalty to friends, do you think?”

“Ah, that is a question indeed.” Carroway paused as he watched the younger man, his light brown, tousled hair and dark eyes catching the last rays of the sun falling through the window.

“The law does not differentiate. The law is the law, for good or for bad. But, what is it that makes you ask such a question?”

Edward paused as he thought about his wording, assembling his reasoning, “Is it right that men should be free to follow their own desires? To go where their conscience demands? To decide who governs their lives?”

Carroway said nothing for a moment. Then he stood, crossed the floor and picked up his decanter of brandy.

“Who have you been mixing with, Edward? For that is close to sedition.”

Edward took the proffered glass and sipped. “Who is irrelevant, sir, but… Should not we be able to express ideas, to spread those ideas and to share with others our thoughts? Why should the law prohibit such matters?”

Carroway sat. “Whether that law is wrong is a matter for those greater than you or me to decide…”

“Parliament?”

“Indeed, young man, indeed.”

“But parliament sits not. So the king.”

Carroway sipped in silence, savouring the warmth of the liquid. “That, boy, is a sad state of affairs.”

“If parliament were to sit, could not such laws be challenged? Could not men petition to change such laws?”

“Yes,” Carroway said. “However, we have no way of knowing when that might happen.”

Edward breathed deeply as he looked past Carroway and out into the evening sky.

“Change, sir. England needs change.”

“And what do you propose?”

Edward shrugged, placing his empty glass on the desk. “It is better, I think, that I do not say.”

Carroway nodded. “Maybe you are right. But where you are going is a dangerous place, boy. I may not be able to protect you.”

Edward smiled. “I know, sir. But there is one who can.”


      ***Edward concentrated on his legal studies over the next few weeks, avoiding Southwark. Despite throwing himself into his work, his mind strayed to the denizens of the Boar’s Head despite himself, and occasionally, Carroway had to scold him mildly to concentrate on his work instead of gazing out of the window into the distance.

However, despite the difficulty caused by staying away, there was method in his logic. If he didn’t spend time with Matthew and Alice, he could not betray them, he decided. Richard’s plans could go hang, he told himself, reaching for a case file Carroway had nagged him to complete before an upcoming court appearance.

“Time and the courts will not await your daydreaming about Southwark, young man,” Carroway had said with unusual sharpness. Enough to spur Edward back to the matter in hand.


      ***One day, a messenger arrived with a sealed letter. Edward prised it open, breaking the seal and saw Richard’s neat calligraphic hand.

My dearest Edward, while I am pleased that you appear well, I remain concerned that you have forgotten our conversation. As you are aware, I need you to remain in contact with the radicals in Southwark. Do not think that avoiding them is a strategy that will play in your favour. I can, should it prove necessary, bring you back to Oxford, whereupon you will be assigned to my regiment. Yours, most faithfully, your brother, Richard.

Edward stared at the parchment before walking over to the candle on the table in the middle of the room and holding it over the flame, watching it blacken and curl, casting whisps of smoke into the air.

“Goddamit!”

A movement in the doorway caught his attention. Carroway stood watching.

“Something important?”

Edward snatched his hand away, dropping the final smouldering piece of parchment.

“No, sir. Nothing I wish to keep.”

Carroway nodded. “Ah, I see. Well, there is a fellow in the lobby who wishes to speak to you. I warn you, he has a stench about him fit to clear out your nasal passages.”

Edward started. Tom Rudge.
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