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From the stark Yorkshire landscape to the dark underbelly of Jacobean London, Daniel Pursglove's new mission sees him fall prey to a ruthless copycat killer . . .


London, 1607. As dawn breaks, Daniel Pursglove rides north, away from the watchful eye of the King and his spies.


He returns, disguised, to his childhood home in Yorkshire – with his own score to settle. The locals have little reason to trust a prying stranger, and those who remember Daniel do so with contempt.


When a body is found with rope burns about the neck, Daniel falls under suspicion. On the run, across the country, he is pursued by a ruthless killer whose victims all share the same gallows mark. Are these the crimes of someone with a cruel personal vendetta – or has Daniel become embroiled in a bigger, and far more sinister, conspiracy?


A new river of treason is rising, flowing from the fields of Yorkshire right to the heart of the King's court . . .









‘Ye, your trust is the cause that I have conspired against you in this treason.’




From The Boke Named the Governour, 1531, written by the English diplomat, and friend of Sir Thomas More, Sir Thomas Elyot. Elyot’s book, dedicated to Henry VIII, is a treatise on how to educate and train those destined to rule or govern. This line expands on the much older English Proverb ‘In trust is treason.’





‘The state of MONARCHIE is the supremist thing upon earth: For Kings are not only GOD’S Lieutenants upon earth, and sit upon GOD’S throne, but even by GOD himself they are called Gods . . . In the Scriptures Kings are called Gods and so their power after a certain relation compared to the Divine power . . .


Kings are justly called Gods, for that they exercise a manner or resemblance of Divine power upon earth: For if you will consider the Attributes to GOD, you shall see how they agree in the person of a King. GOD hath power to create, or destroy, make, or unmake at his pleasure, to give life, or send death, to judge all, and to be judged nor accountable to none: To raise low things, and to make high things low at his pleasure, and to GOD are both soul and body due.


And the like power have Kings: they make and unmake their subjects: they have power of raising, and casting down: of life, and of death: Judges over all their subjects, and in all causes, and yet accountable to none but GOD only.’




King James I, ‘A speech to the Lords and Commons of the Parliament at White-Hall on Wednesday the XXI of March, Anno 1609’













Author’s Note



Dates in this book use the Old Style (Julian) Calendar. Under the old calendar, the year was not numbered from 1 January but from Lady Day, 25 March, which was regarded as New Year’s Day. While some countries in Europe had adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1582, England did not change over to the new calendar until 1752. So, what we would now call February 1608 was under the old calendar still 1607.


The Great Frost referred to in this novel began on 5 December 1607 and ended, ten weeks later, on 14 February. Many rivers in England, including the Thames, froze solid. This was the first of the bitterly cold winters, when Frost Fairs would regularly be held on the Thames. Rivers of Treason begins in February a few days after the thaw.










Prologue



ANNO DOMINI 1591


A YOUNG COUPLE lay side by side on the short wooden jetty that overhung the river, the girl on her back, the lad leaning over her. Heavy clouds obscured the moon, and they could see nothing more of each other’s faces in the darkness than the glitter of their eyes. A sharp breeze dragged the cold and damp air from the surging water across their skins, and the girl shivered, half regretting her refusal to take shelter in the fowlers’ hut close by, as they had on other nights. In there, they were shielded from prying eyes, but she always emerged with clothes and hair that stank of stale blood, rotting guts and fish. The stench clung to her all the way home, proclaiming her guilt like a scarlet brand.


Josiane closed her eyes as the young man laid his hand on her cheek, turning her face towards him. His hot breath smelled of roasted meat and wine. He kissed her greedily, but tonight she barely responded, conscious only of the wind whining through the trees above her head and the roar of the river vibrating through the wooden piles beneath her. She should not have come. She was tired. She had missed too many nights’ sleep, and in summer, the working hours in the fields were long and hard. Besides she was beginning to suspect that her brothers were right: nothing could come of it, not that she would ever admit as much to them. It was a game, but she was the prize not the player. The boy ran his fingers over her leg, stroking her thigh. She batted him away, her irritation growing.


High above her, the moon made a bid for freedom, escaping from behind the mass of clouds and bathing the trees and grass in silver. Even through her closed lids, Josiane saw the sudden burst of light. She opened her eyes, turning her head to stare in wonder at the river, now transformed to mercury. The lad leaned over her, his weight crushing her ribs, trying once more to plant his mouth on hers, but she pushed him off and sat up.


‘Look at the water!’ she urged.


‘Why?’ he muttered, without interest. He was tugging on her arm to coax her to lie down again, but she resisted, shrugging off his grip.


‘Look,’ she repeated.


He propped himself up on his elbow, and glanced behind him at the twisting current. But the moment had already passed. The clouds had recaptured the moon and the river was black and menacing as it had been before.


‘What am I supposed to be seeing?’ he grumbled.


Josiane sighed. ‘Too late. It’s gone now. Moon turned it silver. It was beautiful.’


The lad snorted. ‘It’s a stream of cow shit like always.’ Then, feeling her stiffen, he added, ‘Compared to you, because you’re the one who’s beautiful, Josy.’


And she was. At fourteen, her cheeks still had the plumpness of a child’s, but beneath them the high cheekbones suggested that her face, though pretty enough now, would one day be strikingly handsome. Those dark eyes had already mastered the art of flashing in a way that few could resist. And when she untied her mane of blue-black hair and let it tumble down her back on a bright summer’s day, it was as iridescent as a starling’s breast.


The lad rubbed a strand of that soft hair now between his fingers, then tickled her nose with it.


She jerked her head away from him. ‘My brothers do that to me and I hate it!’


‘What’s the matter with you tonight, Josy? Would you rather be kissing him? Is that it?’


‘You know it isn’t!’ But she felt herself blushing and was glad it was too dark for him to see. She got to her feet, brushing dirt from her skirts. ‘It’s late and I have to be up afore dawn. Besides, Father’ll kill me if he finds me missing from my bed again.’


‘Stay, Josy! Your father will never know. You said nothing wakes him after he’s been to the tavern.’


‘Nothing wakes him, but my brothers have got sharper ears than any watchdog and they’ve twice the temper on them that Father has. They’d be as mad as a nest of hornets if they found out I’d been with you again.’


The young man scrambled up and took her hand. ‘Stay a few more minutes, Josy. It’s not easy for me to get away either, but you know I’d risk everything for you. Surely, I’m worth just a little trouble?’


Josiane shook her head impatiently. ‘It’s not a little trouble that worries me, it’s the great stinking midden of it that’ll likely get stirred up.’ She pulled her hand from his. ‘Now you get off home afore we’re both mired to our necks in it.’


She turned away so sharply that she slipped on the boards of the jetty and almost tumbled into the river. He flung an arm about her waist to steady her. Furious with herself that she’d given him cause to save her, she lifted her head and stalked away without looking back. Behind her, she heard his grunt of frustration and the sound of his boot hitting wood, and guessed he had landed a hard kick on one of the jetty posts. For a moment, she expected him to come marching after her, but she heard his footfalls stomping rapidly down the path away from her.


Her own steps were equally swift, but almost as soon as she had stepped off the small wooden landing stage on to the bank, she was forced to slow down. The night seemed darker than usual and the path along the bank of the surging black river was narrow. Tree roots rubbed smooth and slippery by the passage of feet lay ready to trip her, and bushes and brambles snagged her skirts. Several times she stumbled, fearing that she would plunge into the swift, cold current. She breathed more easily once she reached the place where the path branched off, leading away from the riverbank through a coppice, though it was even darker under the canopy of leaves. A branch whipped back in her face, and she cursed at the sting of it, hoping it hadn’t marked her. Her hand pressing against the trunk, she rested for a moment, catching her breath. The wind whistled through the treetops above her and she could still hear the low rumble of the river, though muffled now by distance and the thick vegetation. She was so tired she was tempted to lie down where she was to sleep.


‘Jo . . . si . . . ane.’


The cry was faint. She wouldn’t have heard it had she been walking. It came again, but it didn’t sound human. It was nothing more than the breeze among the leaves. At home when she was lying in bed and heard the wind singing over the roof of their cottage, she often fancied she could hear words in it, though she could never make sense of them.


She pushed herself upright and plodded on down the track, holding one arm out in front of her to protect her face from branches.


‘Jo . . . si . . . ane!’


She froze. The cry was louder, more distinct, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from.


‘Leave me be,’ she called out. ‘I told you, I’m away home.’


From somewhere out there among the dark trunks came a crack of twigs snapping and a rustling in the dried leaves. A rat, she told herself, and so as long as it wasn’t a human-rat, the furry little creatures were nothing to fret about. She’d listened to them every night of her life, scrabbling about in the thatch. She knew they were nothing to fear. But those rats did not call out her name. She hurried on, stumbling and tripping in her anxiety to escape from among the trees.


‘Where are you, Josiane?’ The voice seemed to be coming from in front of her.


She could see nothing moving in the darkness, but she turned, running now, back towards the river.


‘I’ll find you!’ The cry was in front of her again.


Josiane crouched down, pressing herself against the trunk of a tree, though it was too slender to offer a hiding place. She turned her head, this way and that, trying to detect any movement. But the darkness was closing in around her like a cage, trapping her, blinding her. She forced herself to keep still and listen, but the wind was roaring in her ears and the only sound she heard was the hammering of own heartbeat. She rose cautiously, edging back along the path in the direction of her home and safety.


Twigs smashed behind her and she whipped around. She glimpsed the dark figure, saw the brief flash of pale skin, as the rope dropped over her head. The noose tightened about her little neck. She tore at the rough fibres until her nails broke and her fingertips bled. Choking, her lungs burning, blood pounding in her head, her eyes bulged till she thought they would explode. The strength ebbed out of her limbs. Her arms flopped helplessly at her side. Her legs buckled and she crumpled to the ground. But the rope only tightened. Darkness crept out from among the trees and oozed into her head like a black fog. She did not move again.


The killer waited until he was certain that her heart would never make another beat, nor her lungs ever draw another breath. When he was satisfied, he unknotted the rope, turned the corpse face up, and straightened her limbs. He brushed the long curls away from the livid burn that encircled her neck, and tossed the rope into the swiftly flowing current of the river, to become one of the thousands of pieces of flotsam and jetsam that choked its waters. Then he walked into the darkness.










Chapter One



NEWMARKET PALACE, SUFFOLK


17 FEBRUARY 1607


AS THE HORSE clattered into the darkened courtyard, a yawning stableboy stumbled out to seize the reins. The rider swiftly dismounted. No words were exchanged; they didn’t need to be. The boy led the horse into one of the many stables as the guard, who had been freezing his cods off in the draughty yard for more than an hour, stepped forward.


‘Surrender your sword, if you please, sir,’ he said curtly.


Whether the visitor was pleased to comply with his order or not made no difference to him. No one would be admitted bearing arms, not even the new favourite, if this is who the gentleman was. The guard had not been told the identity of the visitor who was expected in the middle of the night, only where he was to take them.


Holding up the lantern, ostensibly to give the man light enough to unbuckle his sword, he studied the new arrival. The man’s riding boots, hose and black breeches were splattered with mud, but that could not be held against him. The roads and fields were quagmires now that the great frost which had gripped England for ten numbingly icy weeks had finally thawed. King James had returned from the day’s hunting looking like one of the urchins who scavenged in the silt of the Thames at low tide. Those who rode with him were even more besmirched. James had, as always, led the field at a demonic pace, cackling with laughter when his horse kicked mud in the faces of those who rode too close behind him.


But in spite of the dirt from the road, this gentleman was well groomed. A long silver earring, set with sapphires, bounced against the dark curl of a lovelock, hanging down from beneath a plumed feather hat. His boots were crafted from finest leather, his hose were silk, and the scarlet doublet and short black riding cloak were trimmed with panels of silver stitchwork – striking, but not gaudy, the guard noted with a grudging approval. Not that expensive clothes were any indication of wealth or breeding: the King bought as many outfits for his favourite, Robert Carr, as he did for himself, and that popinjay was little more than an upstart groom.


This man, though, was not the kind who normally caught James’s eye. His legs were unquestionably shapely; that would certainly attract the King. But he was of a slight build and neither muscular nor blond, though handsome enough to turn heads. James had better keep him well away from Queen Anne, or he might end up warming both royal beds.


It was not the first time the guard had admitted visitors to Newmarket Palace whose presence was not to be announced, and although most of the household should be snoring on their pallets at this hour, he held the lantern low as he conducted the man to the group of outbuildings, so that no inquisitive servant peering from a casement would glimpse the visitor’s face. The guard paused before a door, but did not open it. He considered it beneath his dignity. The man had not uttered a word since he’d arrived, which meant he was probably another Scottish cattle herder using his looks to make his fortune at Court.


‘You’re to wait in the tennis court.’ The guard jerked his head. ‘There’s meat and wine been set ready.’ He remained by the door until the visitor had stepped inside. Then, cursing all the whoreson Scots under his breath, the guard retreated to the other side of the yard, where he could watch for any summons without being accused of eavesdropping.


The tennis court to which Cimex had been conducted by the guard lay in darkness except for the ruby glow of a small charcoal brazier and the flames of the candles set on a table which had been placed at the hazard end of the long chamber. Much of the room was bare and empty except for the tennis net stretched across the playing court. Beneath the wooden ceiling, the curiously sloping penthouse canopies on the walls made the chamber darker even than the night outside.


Cimex stood still on the silent court, her gaze searching along the row of chairs and benches in the dedans booths built hard against the wall, where spectators sat behind metal grilles to protect them from the hard wooden balls. She was looking and listening for any sign of movement, even for the glitter of eyes in that witch-light. Charles FitzAlan was usually already impatiently waiting in whatever rendezvous he had selected, complaining that she was late even if she arrived early. But this time, he would be justified. Although she was almost as skilful a rider as he was, and her horse a big-boned, powerful gelding, she had not been able to ride it as hard and fast as she would have liked in the glutinous mud, for fear that the beast would slip and break a leg.


She had been expecting the old fox to be crouching in one of chairs, hoping to unnerve her by suddenly speaking out of the darkness. That kind of trick amused him, but, satisfied that the chamber was empty, she stalked the length of the tennis court to the far side of the net into the hazards. The solid floor was sticky from the bulls’ blood with which it had been coated to give the players a better grip. It made the chamber smell like a butcher’s stall. Peeling off her leather gauntlets, she warmed her hands over the steady heat of the brazier. Then, suddenly finding herself ravenous, she took one of the roasted songbirds arranged on the platter, crunching through the flesh and bones until she had devoured the whole carcass, leaving only the twig legs, which she dropped delicately into the voiding basket.


She smelled the wine. It was strong and oversweetened, which FitzAlan knew was not to her taste. But she was thirsty, so she poured a small measure and gulped it down, before consuming one of the venison tarts. He would not offer her food, but he would insist on wine. FitzAlan could hold his drink better than any man and liked to ply those he questioned with copious quantities of it. It was said by the Scots that he was a generous host; others preferred to think that it amused him greatly to watch people get drunk. But Cimex suspected a different motive. Strong wine loosens men’s tongues. It strips away the masks of friend and flatterer.


Two chairs had been placed either side of the table. She pulled the smaller and lower of the chairs further back, as if she wanted to be closer to the brazier, though not because she felt the cold. She sat, her gaze fixed in the direction of the door at the end of the tennis court though it was so dark on the service side of the court she could not distinguish it from the wall. Had he fallen asleep or was he deliberating keeping her waiting?


She felt the rush of cold air as the door opened silently and closed again. FitzAlan was wrapped in a heavy fur dressing gown, a round velvet nightcap on his short-cropped hair. He leaned heavily on a stick as he limped towards the glow of the candlelight. His legs appeared to be paining him more than usual, though she felt no pity for him. Neither spoke, and the silence only served to magnify the echo of his footfalls and the stick.


What has four legs in the morning, two at noon, three in the evening? The ancient riddle of the Sphinx floated into Cimex’s head. And that great lion-woman could have added and none when night falls. And it would fall, it must. For every dawn, there is a sunset. However fiercely the sun burns by day, it must surrender to the night.


Cimex had risen as the door opened and she now moved aside from the chairs. Sweeping off the feathered hat, she bowed low.


FitzAlan did not acknowledge the courtesy; he never did, though he’d have been outraged had it not been offered. He sank into the larger of the two chairs, massaging his grimy fingers in the steady heat of the glowing fire.


He stretched out a hand for the goblet, as if he expected it to fill itself and jump into his fist. Cimex poured a measure from the flagon and gave it to him. He indicated impatiently she should pour another for herself. She obliged, taking only a sip before setting it down.


‘So, you finally make your appearance, my wee bedbug.’


‘The roads, sir—’ she began but he flapped a hand, dismissing the explanation, glancing with evident amusement at her splattered boots, hose and breeches.


‘I ken the mud,’ he said shortly. ‘But it has nae troubled our wee sparrow.’


‘Daniel delivered his report to you . . . on Battle Abbey?’


‘Aye, though it seems he was in no hurry to do so, but then you did nae make haste yourself to tell me your wee protégé was back in London.’


‘I had not expected he would make the journey to London in the great freeze – only a reckless or desperate man would risk a horse on that ice – but as soon as I learned he was in the city, I sent word to you in Royston. But I fear my letter was ill-timed, sir, for I later heard that you had just moved on to Newmarket. I trust my message followed you there, sir?’ Her tone was light, innocent.


‘Your many pairs of eyes and ears have grown dim and dull, Cimex. You always know where I am lodging before I’ve even given the orders to go there. So, it would seem I learned that Daniel had returned before you knew yourself . . . Did I?’ He took a long draught of wine, his heavy-lidded eyes fixed on her face as he drank.


Her features, though, were now partly in shadow. Cimex knew the moment she walked into the chamber that the placing of the chair and candle prickets had been carefully arranged to illuminate the smallest twitch of her face. But even had she not moved the chair back, FitzAlan would not have been able to detect so much as a flicker of disquiet in those shark-blue eyes of hers.


‘I don’t doubt you knew of it first, sir. As ever, your sources are impeccable. And the report Master Pursglove made to you – you are, I trust, satisfied?’


A trickle of wine escaped from the corner of FitzAlan’s mouth and ran down into his short beard. ‘That it was truthful, aye. He’s too canny to be caught out in a lie. But was it the whole truth? No, I’d wager it was far from that.’


FitzAlan paused, the fingers of one hand picking restlessly at the fur of the dressing gown, like a goodwife plucking a chicken. ‘The wee sparrow told me he’d discovered the fate of the pursuivant, Master Benet, who met his death in Battle, and that unfortunate wasn’t the only corpse buried there, it seems. Daniel is uncommonly good at sniffing out cadavers, better than any scent-hound. Send him after one, and he’ll soon dig you up another. But he’s yet to deliver Spero Pettingar’s head on a spike as you assured me he could, nor even the treacherous heart of that old dowager who rules “Little Rome” at Battle Abbey. Though he seems to think her powers are waning.’


‘That is only to be expected, sir. Lady Magdalen is in her seventieth year. Age and infirmity must be creeping close upon her heels, if they have not already seized her.’


‘Aye, Daniel said she looked to be ill, though the stubborn old besom refused to show it. But the power of that nest of priests and vipers who surround her is not diminishing. Likely, that waxes as she wanes. And according to Daniel, the illegal Masses continue. But the Privy Council have known about that for years and still they refuse to move against her. Your wee sparrow could bring me no fresh proof that I could set before them to have her charged with treason and see her precious Little Rome sacked and destroyed.’


As Rome was once sacked by the Vandals? Cimex’s expression remained impassive.


‘But I can read men’s minds as well as God reads their souls. Daniel was speaking the truth in as far as it went, but he’s holding a deal back. And it’s what a man keeps from me that is always the more valuable. It’s no different from when the King exercises his sovereign right to purveyance – the townsfolk and merchants deliberately conceal their best flour and wine and supply the purveyors with inferior goods, claiming them to be the finest they have.’ His speech was becoming rapid. Spittle sprayed from his mouth. ‘Then they have the gall to complain when they are not paid.’ He slammed the goblet down on the table, sending an echo bouncing around the tennis court.


‘I imagine the people have been using that same deception since kings first exercised that prerogative, sir.’


And little wonder, when James’s men used the ancient right to commandeer food, and wine from any merchant, farmer, city or village, for a fraction of the price the provisions were worth in the market place.


‘It is a game of wits that has been played between commons and Crown for centuries,’ Cimex added soothingly.


‘That it is, and Parliament would think to deprive the King of that sport and of the money too. But he will not be bested. If they want to take the prerogative from him, they will have to pay him for it. Do they think their monarch such a rickling that he’ll simply hand over the right of the king and his heirs for no gain? Surrender purveyance to them and next they’ll be demanding his palaces and even the crown from his head.’


FitzAlan’s voice had risen and in the empty space the words were ricocheting off the walls, floors and ceiling as if it they were balls smashed around in furious game. He suddenly seemed aware of the sound and took another gulp of wine.


‘Is it a lass that’s sealing his tongue?’ He frowned impatiently when Cimex didn’t immediately answer. ‘At Battle! Has another lass bewitched Daniel like that one in Bristol?’


‘I hear Lady Magdalen’s young ward, Katheryne, is a pretty creature,’ Cimex said. ‘But with the old dowager and a circle of priests guarding her virtue, I doubt that Daniel would have managed a moment alone with her. And I do not believe the girl shares her guardian’s zeal for the old faith, so, what reason would Daniel have to shield her?’


The truth, and nothing but the truth, but never the whole truth.


‘Then what?’ FitzAlan demanded. ‘You swore to me that your wee protégé had no love for popery either, despite being raised in the house of that old recusant Lord Fairfax. Did you mistake his loyalties or has Battle Abbey corrupted him and coaxed him into turning his coat?’


‘He was only there for a few weeks, sir, hardly long enough to convert a man.’


‘The playwright Ben Jonson, who writes the entertainments for Queen Anne, claims he was converted in two weeks by a Jesuit priest in Newgate gaol, but since he’d just killed a man, I dare say he was tender meat, ripe for persuasion if he thought he was facing the gallows and hellfires beyond. And Jonson was converted despite being raised a good Protestant, but Daniel was weaned on that papal pap. A few weeks would be ample time to bring him back into the Catholic fold, especially if he’d a whole coven of priests working on him.’


‘Not when he hates and despises those priests, sir. And all I have learned about Daniel convinces me that he does.’


FitzAlan scowled at her. He plucked a roasted songbird from the platter, ripped it apart with black-rimmed nails and popped the shreds of flesh into his mouth.


He studied the carcass. ‘I could have him persuaded to speak the truth . . . the whole truth.’


His gaze flashed up to her face. Had he heard her tiny intake of breath?


‘You could indeed, sir,’ Cimex said, her voice as devoid of emotion as a cook sending a scullion to kill a chicken. ‘Some men can be induced to blurt out all they know at the mere sight of the instruments of persuasion, even hearing the man in the next room scream or glimpsing him being dragged unconscious back to his cell. But Daniel’s metal has been tempered in a fierce heat. He has known battle and a great many hardships. It has forged a man upon whom the infliction of pain would only harden his resolve. If you asked him under torture to tell you the colour of the sun, he would stay silent until his final breath, simply because you were forcing him to answer.’


FitzAlan gave a mirthless bark of laughter. ‘Few men have withstood the iron gauntlets, as Robert Cecil will attest, and those that have, have been the most fanatical of Jesuits. They embrace agony and death, believing they will soar to the highest reaches of heaven as martyrs on the wings of pain. But you have just told me Daniel has no such faith to bear him up. You do not know men and their weaknesses as I do, Cimex, despite your breeches.’ He poked his stick between Cimex’s thighs and gave a spiteful chuckle.


Cimex inclined her head. ‘That is indeed so, sir, but after such persuasion, Daniel would be of no further use to you, even were he to survive. And what would be the advantage? To discover some trifle now and risk losing a great deal more valuable information later. Put too severe a bit in the mouth of an unbroken horse, drag on the reins too hard, and you will ruin the beast’s mouth for life. It will resist all your commands ever more stubbornly.’


‘Do you presume to teach me horsemanship?’


Once more, Cimex inclined her head in apparent meekness. ‘As you have said, sir, you know both horses and men far better than a mere woman ever could . . . But have you considered that Daniel may indeed have told you all he learned at Battle? Do you have reason to doubt him?’


Cimex took another sip of her wine. Her gaze, which had been fastened on the candle flames, flickered towards FitzAlan.


FitzAlan, leaning back in his chair, studied her for some moments. Framed in the hell-red glow of the brazier, she made an enchanting succubus. When he finally spoke, his tone was soft. Cimex tensed.


‘Your wee sparrow has no reason to think I doubt him. He was paid more than generously for his services, and I instructed him to remain in London for now.’


FitzAlan suddenly leaned forward. ‘But he did not remain!’ he snapped. ‘Daniel left the city yesterday morning, riding north and riding fast. He has not returned. Something he has learned has sent him chasing off and nothing he told me would give him a reason to do that, so there must be information he has kept back. Your sparrow has flown, Cimex, but mark this, the King has spies everywhere. Daniel Pursglove will be found.’










Chapter Two



RIVER DERWENT, EAST RIDING


DANIEL PURSGLOVE


TWO MEN BURST OUT OF the small coppice and stood squarely blocking the track. One held an axe in both hands, the blade angled towards my horse’s neck; the other was swinging a billhook.


‘You! Hold fast!’ the axeman ordered.


I obligingly reined my mount in and waited to see what they intended. Beneath my cloak, my dagger was already in my hand. I could have charged my horse between them, but there was no sense risking injury to the beast from that axe. Besides, I had heard this pair chopping wood from half a mile away as I had trotted towards the grove of trees. If they had any ambitions to become footpads, they would not make much of a living from it.


‘Good morrow, brothers.’


The one with the axe scowled. ‘It’ll not be a good one for you unless you tell us where you come from and what business you have on this road.’


His heavy jowls hung down in folds, giving the appearance that his head was growing straight out of his body. He reminded me of a giant toad, with his thick, muscular shoulders and a bulging gore-belly that contrasted oddly with his long skinny legs. And his tone was beginning to annoy me.


‘And what business of yours is it to question mine? I see no sheriff’s badge on your jerkin.’


The toad’s mouth opened, but his companion took a step forward. His ragged sandy hair seemed to have been chopped with his own billhook and it stuck out from under a close-fitting leather cap. He bore a great resemblance to the scruffy terrier yapping at his heels. He raised his makeshift weapon. The blade glinted and winked in the low winter sun. My horse jerked his head and skipped sideways, unnerved by the flickering light.


‘I wouldn’t wave that around if I were you, brother. My horse has been trained for the tilt. He is likely to charge straight at you, if he mistakes that flashing blade for a lance.’


In truth, I had no idea what this horse, Valentine, would do. I’d bought him only the day before I’d set out for the East Riding, reluctantly leaving my faithful beast, Diligence, behind. Charles FitzAlan had furnished me with my old horse when he’d hauled me out of Newgate gaol and dispatched me to Bristol to hunt for the gunpowder plotter Spero Pettingar, who alone of all the conspirators had evaded Robert Cecil’s clutches. FitzAlan had warned me then, and again when he’d sent me to Battle Abbey after the same fugitive, that he had men following me, tracking my every move, ready to drag me back to the Hole in Newgate if they discovered the slightest sign that my loyalties did not lie entirely with the King. He’d ordered me to stay in London, but I had managed to slip away. I had no intention of cooling my heels there. I had a score of mine own to settle, and it would be weeks before FitzAlan sent for me again, by which time I would be safely back in the city. But FitzAlan’s men knew my horse, Diligence, too well. No disguise would have got me out of London unseen if I were mounted on him.


The terrier hesitated, then took a step back, but his sharp chin jerked up to show he was not backing down. ‘Business of every loyal man to stop strangers and find out where they’ve hailed from. King’s orders. You could be a . . . a foreigner, a Spanish spy.’


The two men exchanged warning glances and I knew that foreigner was not the word the terrier had been about to utter; nor did they have any intention of reporting suspected intelligencers to the King’s men. This was recusant country. It was not the Spanish who drove fear into their hearts. At our very first meeting, FitzAlan had taken a malicious delight in reminding me that ‘the King has spies everywhere’ and these men knew it, as did every Catholic in those parts. My annoyance subsided a little; I couldn’t blame them for being wary.


‘I’m no stranger to the East Riding, brothers. I know this is the track to the ferry crossing and it’s that I am making for.’


‘Ferry’s finished,’ the terrier announced almost gleefully.


I glanced up at the sun in surprise. It was surely only mid-afternoon – not yet time for men to abandon their work for the day, especially after weeks of enforced idleness and empty purses because of the frozen rivers.


‘Fell into that one, didn’t you, brother?’ the toad said with an unpleasant grin. ‘Just given yourself away, haven’t you? ’Cause if you did come from these parts, you’d know the ferry is at the bottom of the river.’


‘But only recently, I’d wager. Otherwise, she would have been replaced by now. Bubwith depends on that crossing for its life-blood.’


The look of triumph melted from the toad’s face. He grunted sourly, and began plodding back towards the small coppice of scrub and trees. He’d lost all interest in me, though I suspected he’d spread the word about my arrival soon enough.


The terrier hung back. ‘Old ferry stopped running on the eve of the feast of Saint Nicholas. Come morning, she was stuck fast in the ice, couldn’t haul her out. Heard her timbers cracking for days after, so everyone knew come the thaw she’d sink. But the river’s in such a spate that they daren’t risk using any of the smaller boats till waters go down. Be swept away or overturned, most like. That river’s always a cantankerous mare, taken more lives than the King’s axeman, but she’s a foul temper on her now. I reckon she’s getting her own back for being trapped so long by that shot-ice.’


‘The horse ferry downriver at Breighton, is that working?’


He looked at me with a flicker of surprise. He was beginning to believe I did know my way round these parts after all.


‘Aye, it’s still afloat. Might have trouble reaching her, mind. The river’s overtopped its banks ’tween here and yonder crossing. Road’s under water. But with the river being this high, you’d best offer the ferryman more than the regular toll – summat for his own pocket, like.’


He tapped the side of his nose and gave me wink. The extra payment would clearly not be handed over to the ferryman’s master. But I had no quarrel with that.


There was a sudden gust of wind and as my overlong hair and beard lifted, I saw the startled look as the terrier caught a glimpse of my throat. I yanked up the muffler that had loosened on the ride.


Glancing swiftly over his shoulder at his distant companion, who had resumed his wood chopping, the terrier came closer. Grasping Valentine’s bridle, he stared up at me.


‘You a dead man?’ he murmured. ‘You’ve a gallows’ mark around your neck.’


‘It’s a firemark, is all, brother. I was cursed with it in my mother’s belly.’


He didn’t look convinced. ‘I’ve heard you can cheat the gallows, feign death, if you’ve got friends to help you, and then when they’ve cut you down, you can vanish. ’Cause there’s no one going to go searching for a walking corpse.’


‘If a man’s cut down quickly enough, he can sometimes be brought back from the dead,’ I agreed.


I’d heard tales of men trying to cheat the noose by pushing a metal tube down their throats, or wearing a harness under the shirt to take the weight if the hangman could be bribed. The prisoners in Newgate often pinned their last desperate hope on such stories. But if FitzAlan ever carried out his threat, I’d be praying the noose would finish me, when the alternative was to be cut down alive, castrated and disembowelled before the axe finally fell. Strangling on the end of a rope was not a death any man would relish, but it might be considered a merciful end compared to some that the Crown and Church had devised.


With another swift glance behind him, the terrier leaned closer. ‘You say you’re bound for Bubwith? If a man needed help . . . shelter, he might find it in the church there, if he knew the signs to look for and the signs to leave. That’s where the dead men go.’


He scurried off back to his companion, his dog scampering at his heels. I stared after him. He was taking a huge risk telling me. But I suspected a good many Catholic fugitives came through here to find a place to lie low or make their way to the unwatched coastal villages and a boat to safety. I shrugged the thought away. I was not here to do FitzAlan’s bidding and hunt for conspirators – not this time, not until I was forced to when he summoned me again. I was pursuing another quarry. It was mine and mine alone.


I didn’t know exactly where the turning was that led to the crossing opposite Breighton. But the direction of the terrier-man’s gaze when he had spoken of the road confirmed that it lay ahead. So, I nudged Valentine to the pace and walked him briskly past the small coppice. Both the terrier and the toad kept their backs to me; only the little dog raised his head and cocked his ears. But when I looked back, the toad had paused and was watching me. Judging by his scowl, he didn’t like what he saw.


I found a track branching off on the right, stone-lined and wide enough for carts. It more or less followed the path of the river. I could see glimpses of the ‘cantankerous mare’ now, surging thick and brown, almost boiling as it raced past, sweeping along a jumble of broken timbers, cracked branches and what might have been a dead sheep. The water had spilled over on to the meadows on either side, and only a few bushes and some willow scrub sticking up out of the flood marked the boundary between river and land.


In part, the track was higher than the pasture and far enough away from the edge of the flood to remain dry, but wherever there was a hollow, it was submerged and I could only guess at its route from where it emerged on the other side. My horse hesitated, unnerved by several geese flapping in front of him in the water.


I urged him forward. So far, he had lived up to his name, Valentine – which, if I remembered correctly what my old tutor, Father Waldegrave, had thrashed into me as a boy, meant ‘strong and vigorous’. But the shifting stones beneath the horse’s feet and the debris dashed against his legs by the current unsettled him and several times it seemed that he might veer off from the submerged road and stumble into the river itself. As soon as he caught sight of the track rising out of the flood ahead of him, he made a reckless dash for solid ground, where I let him stand and rest for a few minutes.


The sodden land rolled away on either side of the river, crushed flat by the weight of the vast expanse of leaden sky above. I felt myself plunging back into the desolation I had felt as a child growing up here. The day that old Lord Fairfax had flung me out on to the road, no longer a boy, but not yet a man, I had vowed that my boots would never wade through the filth of this Yorkshire mud again. And that was half a lifetime ago.


And I’d be a fool to return – I’d told myself that a dozen times while I’d been kicking my heels in growing frustration as I waited for the thaw to set in. Yet, the more time I had to think, the stronger the demon that possessed me grew.


Before I’d arrived in Battle, someone in the Abbey had already been cruelly and mercilessly blackmailed into watching every man there and reporting what they saw to London. I had assumed that the blackmailer was one of Robert Cecil’s men, tasked, just as I had been by FitzAlan, to discover who was being smuggled in and out of the Abbey. The threats bore all the hallmarks of one of Cecil’s ruthless intelligencers. But I had got it completely wrong. The desperate victim swore that the blackmailer was not a King’s man, but rather ‘someone who works against the King and Robert Cecil, someone who would see them both dead and the true faith restored to England’.


Then, back in London, in the very inn where I’d discovered the coded messages were being delivered, I saw him – Richard Fairfax, the boy I had grown up with, no longer a boy, but a man. A cub grows into a wolf, and a rat into a rat. And that rat had had me dismissed from Viscount Rowe’s service, forcing me on to the streets. But even that had not satisfied him. I had no proof, but I was convinced he was responsible for my arrest on charges of sorcery, which had nearly seen me executed.


And the moment I’d set eyes on Richard in that inn, I had been certain his presence could not be a coincidence. He was the blackmailer: he had tormented his victim with the same ruthlessness as he had set out to destroy me. But what more was the little rat capable of? How far would Richard go to further his cause? Murder? Regicide? He was at the heart of the King’s Court. I could not get near him, but wherever I turned, a handful of almost invisible threads seemed to be twisting around him, like a spider’s web. And if he was the spider, I was beginning to feel like the fly.


I’d come close to killing him twice in London in a fit of anger, but in my cooler moments, I’d known that if I had, I’d have been hanged or worse, and that little turd was not worth dying for. As they say, though, ‘ill blows the wind that profits no man’, and the great freeze had brought one benefit to me at least – it had given me time to think. For I had learned something else in London on my return – my old tutor and Fairfax’s chaplain, Waldegrave, was dead.


The news had left me numbed. Encountering Waldegrave again in Bristol had brought the resentment and anger at what he’d done to me surging back, when I had thought it long gone. I’d been just four years old when he had wrenched me from my mother, from the life I had been born into, and taken me into the Fairfax household to be raised as boyhood companion to Richard. Waldegrave had stripped me of my name, of my father’s name. I knew nothing of my family, nor why Waldegrave had chosen me. He had kept silent all those years and now he had buried that secret in his own grave. I should have rejoiced at the death of that old priest; instead, I felt cheated.


But as I sat staring into the flames of the hearth fire in my London lodgings, while the ice crackled on the Thames outside, one remark Waldegrave had made when I’d first encountered him again resurfaced in my head – If I had stayed, I might have prevented . . . That was it; that was all. He’d been talking about the death of Richard’s father, George Fairfax. I had long suspected that Richard had somehow been behind his father’s untimely demise. Then it came to me as I sat there, warming my hands over the fire, that this was the very snare I needed, the trap that might yet catch the rat. If I could just find witnesses, proof that Richard had murdered his father, I might yet put him on the block where he belonged and rid the world of that vermin.


THE BREIGHTON FERRY was moored up on the opposite side of the river. Somewhere below the impenetrable brown water lay the staithe where customers would usually disembark. A few yards behind stood a small cottage, raised on wooden piles, so that even when the Derwent burst its banks, which it did most years, the ferryman and his family might sleep dry. A narrow walkway, also on stilts, led from the landing place to the cottage. The winter ice had not dealt kindly with it and even from a distance I could see it was sagging in places. But the rope by which the ferry was propelled still hung above the river and it looked sound enough.


A bell hung from a post on my side of the water and I rang it vigorously, but I had to make several more attempts before a man finally emerged from the door of the cottage and stood in the open doorway with his arms folded, staring at me across the swollen river. He turned his head, speaking to someone inside. Then he vanished back into the dark interior. For a few moments, I thought he was going to refuse to carry me. He could be summoned to court if he did. But given the condition of the river, he would likely be excused, unless whoever owned the revenue from the ferry was a friend of the judge or was the judge.


Eventually he re-emerged, pulling on a leather jerkin. A tall, tow-haired lad trailed after him, looking as though he’d sprung up like a seedling kept in the dark, for he was so spindly a stiff breeze might have bowled him over. They picked their way down the walkway, which rocked and sagged under the ferryman’s weight, and clambered into the flat-bottomed boat. Hand over hand, the ferryman pulled the rope through the two cleats mounted on the craft, and edged it out into the current. The river seized the boat at once and it was pushed downstream, the rope above it so taunt that it threatened to snap. But the lad, using a long pole, skilfully kept it on course.


Slowly, the ferry slid across on the rope until its square nose nudged against the submerged bank a few feet from me. The ferryman let go of the rope and flexed his gloved hands as he stared up at me, but he did not lower the end of the boat for me to board.


‘Powerful big horse you got there. You be best leaving him here, unless you’ve a mind to swim him across.’


‘He’ll be steady enough on the boat. I’ll see he keeps still.’


‘Aye, but he’s a heavy beast and with that current pullin’, rope could snap and send us all careering downriver.’


‘You carry carts that are heavier,’ I told him firmly. As the terrier had warned, the ferryman was holding out for a larger sum, not that he dared demand it in case I reported him. But with the river so swollen, I couldn’t really blame him. He’d earn it.


I gave him double the usual toll for a passenger and horse. Without a word, he stuffed the coins carefully away, then lowered the end of the boat. I splashed down into the floodwater and coaxed Valentine into the centre of the flat-bottomed craft.


‘You mind you keep a sharp watch upriver, Dob,’ the ferryman called out as he grasped the rope. ‘Anything weighty slamming into us will see us at the bottom.’ He grunted as he made each pull on the rope, the current hammering against the wooden side.


The lad nodded, his face screwed up in anxious concentration as he used his pole to fend off anything being swept down towards us, as expertly as a master swordsman in a duel. I held Valentine’s head hard against my shoulder as he shifted his hooves, trying to keep his balance.


By the time we felt the boat bump against the submerged bank, the ferryman’s face was wet with sweat from the effort.


‘Best wade him,’ he said, glancing at the horse and then at the battered walkway. I needed no persuasion. I wasn’t convinced it would even hold my weight, much less Valentine’s.


I dragged and tugged the beast through the water and by the time we were level with the cottage, my breeches and riding cloak were soaked in icy water and I was squelching inside my boots. I had half the river in them and probably a few fish too.


The cottage door opened and a woman peered out, wiping her hands on her sacking apron. She looked inquiringly at the ferryman and jerked her head towards me. He nodded.


‘There’s a good fire inside and a bite to warm you, if you’ve a mind,’ she said. ‘Catch your death if you ride on soaked like that.’


I allowed the ferryman’s lad, Dob, to take Valentine and tether him on a mound that stood clear of the water, then followed the woman inside. Steam was rising from a large iron pot hanging over the fire, which was burning cheerfully in the hearth. The room itself was dominated by a long rough table, with benches on either side. It was far bigger than even a good-sized family would need, for the ferryman and his wife added to their income by serving food and ale to those using the crossing. I dragged off my sodden cloak, which was dripping on to the boards, and the woman hung it near the fire. I tipped the muddy water out of my boots and padded across to the bench in my hose, leaving a trail of wet footprints.


The woman brought me a bowl of stewed turnip and tiny river fish, still with their heads on, and watched me with the same anxious expression as her son as I dug my spoon in.


As her husband came in, she glanced up at him, wringing her hands. ‘I’ve no bread to give him. Flour’s all but gone till I can get to market. Wasn’t expecting travellers.’


‘A pottage as good as this has no need of bread,’ I assured her.


She offered me a grateful smile.


In truth, the broth was as thin as water, and the pottage tasted mostly of dried thyme and mud, but it was hot and I’d eaten far worse on the battlefield. If I’d been served this in Newgate gaol, I’d have thought it a banquet.


The ferryman slid on to bench opposite me and poured himself a measure of beer from the jug his wife had just set before me.


‘Cupboard’s pretty much bare after all these weeks of frost. Lass used the last of bacon back end of January. She’s right, we’ve not had many wanting to cross since thaw, except those who live hereabouts and they don’t need to sup with us.’


He was watching me closely. His son had edged back into the cottage and I was aware that he and his mother were eyeing me with not so much curiosity as apprehension. They would be well used to travellers, but a stranger arriving when the roads were little more than liquid mud and the rivers in full spate must either be a fool or have business that would not wait – King’s business – and such men brought nothing but trouble to those who lived in these parts. I knew I had to offer some kind of explanation.


‘I used to live hereabouts when I was a lad.’


‘Oh aye, and where would that be, then?’


‘I worked at the Fairfax Manor at Willitoft.’


That was not quite true, of course, but close enough. I had no intention of telling anyone the truth about my position in the household. ‘You and Richard should behave like brothers to one another,’ George Fairfax had told us sternly when, as small boys, he caught us punching each other. If bloody noses make blood-brothers, we were certainly that. But I wasn’t about to lay claim to kinship, or explain to these good folk why I had been banished. Better that they believe I was one of the dozens of stable lads, farm-boys or scullions who’d been employed there over the years.


‘Left there to seek my fortune in the city and I haven’t been back for years. Has the manor changed much?’


‘By the looks of that beast of yours, you’ve done alright for thee sen. But there’s many that don’t, as I keep telling the lad here when he mithers on about running off to London. He’ll end up digging the shit out of other folks’ privies to scrape a living, or summat worse. Isn’t that right?’


I glanced at Dob, whose pale eyes looked at me beseechingly, hoping I would tell his father the streets of the city really were paved with gold. But I couldn’t afford to annoy the ferryman and, besides, I could see at a glance that every trickster and thief in London would spot the lad as a freshly hatched pigeon as soon as he ambled through the gates.


‘If you’ve got no trade, you’ll starve in the city,’ I told him. ‘You’ve a great skill on the river, anyone can see that, but they won’t let you work as a ferryman down there. The London watermen are a brutal lot. Their wherries pass down from father to son and any outsider trying to muscle in on their customers would be lucky to escape with only his hands smashed to pulp.’


The boy’s mother pressed her fingers to her mouth, as though the mere thought of her son lost to that city was enough to make her weep. Dob lowered his gaze, looking sullen. I knew I hadn’t convinced him. I wouldn’t have been able to convince my younger self either. The young are always certain they will succeed, however many others they see fail.


But the ferryman nodded with satisfaction. He picked up a clay pipe, filled and lit it. The smoke smelled of coltsfoot, not tobacco. He sucked on the long stem before he was seized by a rattle of phlegmy coughs. He spat into the fire.


‘So, Willitoft, is it? Aye, well, you’ll find a good few changes at the manor. Not been the same since the old lord died.’


I feigned surprise. ‘George Fairfax is dead?’


‘Oh aye.’ He glanced at his wife. ‘Accident, it were. At least that’s what they say.’


‘Are there any who doubt it?’


‘I hear tales. Folks talking among themselves. We don’t bend our ears, do we, lass? But . . .’ He paused, waving the stem of his pipe towards the walls. ‘Only someone as deaf as an adder could miss what’s being said at this table.’


‘So, what did you hear?’ I asked, trying to give the impression that the question was merely born of idle curiosity.


‘Some of the servants who used to work at the manor came this way. Young Richard sent them packing even before his father was laid in his grave. I dare say you’d have known them, for they’d been serving there, man and boy, for decades. Years of loyal service they’d given to the old lord. Then suddenly no work, no roof over their heads and precious little hope of finding another at their age.’


‘And they told you about this accident?’


‘Whole of Bubwith parish knew there’d been a mishap the day his lordship was taken. Out riding, he was, his horse baulked at the wall and threw him. But the beast had jumped it a hundred times and it was so low a lady could have done as much on a palfrey. The servants all reckoned there was summat queer about that, summat amiss.’


‘’Appen it saw a viper in the stones or something affrighted him,’ his wife said.


‘Unless the horse has a mind to start speaking, we’ll never know what it saw,’ her husband said impatiently.


‘Did the coroner question the servants?’


‘Maybe he did, those that were still at the manor, anyroad, but they weren’t about to stir up trouble for themselves. Who’d risk crying murder when their master’s a noble, even one who was . . . ?’


The ferryman petered out, catching the anxious glance from his wife. He lowered his gaze and seemed to be entirely absorbed in the complex ritual of refilling his pipe. I knew he’d been about to say a Catholic. But not even the most zealously Protestant Justice of the Peace would let a servant escape severe punishment for deliberately injuring his lord and master. It would be counted as treason and they’d pay with their life. The fear of another popular uprising, like the Newton Rebellion which had broken out in Northamptonshire only a few months ago, had long been an even greater threat in the minds of the justices than the Catholics. Indeed, in Northamptonshire it had been a Catholic landowner whose enclosures had been destroyed by the local workers, but the King’s men had ridden them down and fifty rebels had been killed or executed before the day was over.


I could coax nothing more about the accident from the ferryman. I doubted he knew, anyway. But it was a blow to learn that many of the old servants had left. It greatly diminished my chances of finding a witness. But perhaps it would, after all, work to my advantage, for there would be fewer left who might recognise me. And I was relieved to learn from the ferryman’s grumbles about the loss of trade that Richard seldom, if ever, visited the manor now that he was at the Royal Court. With their master absent, there might be someone who could be persuaded to talk, especially if they had reason to hate him, and if anyone could give a servant cause to do that, it would be Richard. If the ferryman was to be believed, he’d certainly antagonised the villagers.


‘Milks the manor dry for every drop he can squeeze out of the land and tenancies, but leaves all the manor business to that bastard of a high steward he’s installed. High is the right title for him an’ all. High and mighty, the cock of the dung heap. He wants to remember that the cock that crows loudest is the first to get his head bit off by the fox.’


‘Hush, Robert!’ his wife said urgently, her eyes rolling in my direction. She gave me a timid smile. ‘He means nowt by it, sir. Just his foolish way of talking.’


‘We all rail against the cocks who lord it over us and we all want to see them plucked and boiled. There’s no harm in talk, mistress,’ I assured her. But I’d seen too many pay on the gallows for a careless word or a foolish threat. Still, I doubted the ferryman and his wife had too much to fear from this man of Richard, as long as they kept out of his way.


I paid them what they asked for the fish pottage and beer. More than it was worth, but still only half of what the London innkeepers would have charged, and the woman beamed her thanks.


Dob followed me out on the pretext of helping me mount Valentine. ‘Ma’s afeared that if I go, I’ll not come back,’ he said, though he seemed to be confiding this to Valentine rather than me. ‘She says days are coming when Father will be too doddered to pull a laden ferry any more, and if I’m not here to take over . . . But I know can earn far more in the city and I’ll send all my money back to Ma. They’ll not be in want.’


‘Watermen can earn more in cities such as London, but there are hundreds of men competing for the custom and what I told your father was true. They don’t take kindly to outsiders stealing their trade.’


‘But I don’t want to be a ferryman here, forever going back and forth over the same little bit of water for the rest of my days like him.’ He glanced back at the house and lowered his voice, drawing even closer to Valentine. ‘Sometimes, I even think of cutting that rope and letting the river carry the ferry away with me on it. In a town there’d be other work besides ferrying. You found work right enough, didn’t you?’ He looked up at me for the first time, his mouth drooping, but his eyes burning with excitement.


‘I’ve done many different things, lad, to keep my guts from sticking to my ribs. Even a spell on the battlefield – I saw men screaming as they were hacked to pieces, women too with their babes in their arms. I’ve travelled to France and beyond, worked and sweated my passage out, and paid with a jewel to voyage home. I’ve slept in ditches and stolen food that men have tossed to the hounds chained outside their doors. I’ve had some fine work too, sitting every night at a viscount’s table, with silver buttons on my jerkin, eating food fit for a queen. But Dame Fortune plays with a man’s livelihood as wantonly as she does with his dice. One throw and you’re winning, with the next you’ve lost everything. My last job got me thrown into a stinking dungeon, chained in irons, and fed food not even a starving cat would’ve touched. There are many who long for what you have here, lad, and never gain half as much in their lives, though they labour day and night until they’re half dead from exhaustion.’


The lad shook his head impatiently. And I realised that although I thought myself comparatively young – I was only around thirty-one or thirty-two years – to a youth half my age, I must seem like one of those old codgers wagging a finger and cautioning care, when all he wanted to do was gallop like the wind.


‘But you’ve seen sights,’ he said mulishly. ‘Had adventures. I could come with you . . . as your servant . . . You could teach me . . . I’d not ask for wages, just vittles.’


‘Come with me? To Willitoft?’


‘When you go back to the city.’


‘How do you know I won’t stay here?’


‘’Cause no one ever does, not once they’ve been away.’


I wondered how many others the lad had begged to accompany; how many he’d watched leave and not return. I glanced back at the cottage to see his mother watching us anxiously. Sooner or later, Dob would run off. It was probably the day most mothers dreaded. The day I had walked away from the Fairfax’s manor, no one had been sorry to see me go. George Fairfax had threatened to have me hanged if I set foot back across the Derwent, the first of many such threats I’ve received over the years. I have a gift for making enemies. But now, looking at that woman standing by the cottage wall, her reddened hands twisting her skirts, I wondered if my own mother had watched me with same dread when I was taken from her arms as a little boy. Had I looked back, trying to snatch one last glimpse of her? Had she been waving or weeping? I couldn’t remember, and the two men, George Fairfax and Waldegrave, who could have given me the answers were both dead. But I had crossed the Derwent. I was back.










Chapter Three



‘NOW HERE’S A LAD who’d bring a blush to any lass’s cheeks, wouldn’t he, Magota?’ The two women giggled.


There was no mistaking they were sisters. Both had thick curls of hair the colour of oxblood falling from their caps, bushy eyebrows that met in a continuous line across their foreheads, round faces, red cheeks and eyes that twinkled with merriment. Their meaty arms and broad hands were folded across rounded bellies and their plump hams swelled out under their skirts. Magota was slightly shorter than Rosa, but it was hard to tell which might be the elder, for they both looked to be around forty.


‘Not had new customers come to stay—’ Rosa began.


‘Since afore Christmastide,’ Magota finished. ‘Only had one man here while thaw set in.’


‘But he got away,’ they finished in unison and chuckled.


The inn was small, barely more than an alehouse, with what must have once been the family’s bedchamber now divided into two for paying guests. But it boasted both a name, ‘The Lusty Tup’, and a sign in the form of a roughly carved wooden model of a well-endowed and rampant ram hanging over the entrance. In case the meaning was lost on the traveller, one of the painted cloths hanging from the walls of the bedchamber depicted sheep and shepherd disporting themselves in pastures by the river, the ram vigorously doing his duty by the ewes while the shepherd fondled a bare-legged girl beneath a tree.


The chamber was comfortably furnished with rush matting on the wooden floorboards, a bedstead with a deep feather pillow and well-bleached coarse linen sheets, two small chairs and a hutch chest whose back could be swung horizontally to form a table. A dark, steep and narrow staircase led directly up from the passageway below into the room, the only door being at the bottom. I noticed the door was furnished only with a latch and no lock, but there was a bolt on the outer side. The sisters’ way of ensuring guests didn’t sneak out without paying; at least I hoped that was the reason.


There was still an hour before sunset and though my bones ached from the saddle, I could not sit still in my chamber. A few people hurried up and down the main street, heads down against a wet wind. The tiny shopfronts beneath the signs of butchers, poulters and grocers were fastened shut. They had probably sold out of what little they still had earlier in the day, if they’d opened at all. Men and boys were labouring in workshops or yards, sawing and hammering, too anxious not to waste the last dregs of fading light to look up. Only an old man sitting on a stool in front of his door watched the street, while his fingers, unsupervised, mended a net. He grunted as I greeted him, but almost at once his eyes darted away from me, making it plain he did not want to talk.


I found my feet drawn back towards the swollen river. It had overtopped its banks but not flooded the village, seeping in only as far as the rise on which the church stood. On the opposite bank, though, it had spilled over, turning the land beyond into a lake. The water swirled thick and brown around the trunks of trees sticking up out of it. Two ducks squatted on one of the half-submerged branches, eyeing the river suspiciously as if not even they were willing to venture in. A sack spun past me. I thought I saw it wriggling, as if there was some living creature trapped inside, but in the grey light and writhing current, I couldn’t be sure, and it was swept away and out of sight.


As I stared down into that swirling brown water, I was suddenly gripped by a realisation colder than the river itself. Waldegrave was dead. I had known for weeks, but it was only now, only here, that I seemed to fully grasp it.


Half my life I’d longed to hear those words, hating him so much that his death seemed the only way to free myself of the burning anger I felt. But over the years since I’d left Lord Fairfax’s house as a boy of fifteen and walked away from all I had ever known, war and life had banked down that rage until it was nothing more than a smouldering ember, whose heat I could barely recall. And when I had finally encountered my tutor again fifteen years later, he was old and frail, and the anger in me that had briefly flared again at the sight of him had been doused by . . . by what? Pity? No, even as an old man he had not invited pity.


It had been two months now since the young acolyte had found me in London and given me the message that Waldegrave’s corpse had been dragged out of the river, but that he had not died of drowning. Another accident that was not accidental. The message had not named him as Waldegrave, of course. The Yena: that is what it had said. It was the sobriquet the thieves at Bristol Castle had bestowed on him. Now the Yena, the beast that feasts upon corpses, was a corpse himself, murdered. Maybe the castle thieves had thought he’d betrayed them, or perhaps Robert Cecil’s men had finally discovered his hiding place. He was, after all, a priest, a hunted man, and like rats, they do not want for enemies.


My boyhood prayers had finally been answered. My wish had been granted, and yet this did not bring the relief, the peace I had always thought it would. I stared down into the swirling icy river, so thick with mud a dozen corpses could be drifting below me unseen in that darkness. His death should have been the end. It should have been over, but it wasn’t. Fairfax and Waldegrave were gone and I had returned. They were dead and I still lived. But for how long?


I turned away, deliberately fixing my gaze on the great square tower of grey stone that seemed to have been hacked from the granite sky above. But the spectre that was Waldegrave would not sink back into that river. This place, the Church of All Saints, had stood as the battle flag of the enemy. I had been raised in its menacing shadow. It had loomed over me as a child like the Tower of London stands as warning to any man who dares to rebel against the King. I’d been taught to believe it was the mouth of hell itself. George Fairfax and Waldegrave would no more have knelt to pray in there than they would have danced in a witches’ coven.


Of course, as a man, I had attended services in other Protestant churches many times before when the law demanded it, for I had no love for either the Catholic or Protestant faith, and saw no point in suffering fines, imprisonment or worse for a religion to which I felt, at best, indifferent. But not this church. I could hear the voice of Waldegrave behind me forbidding me to enter; I could feel his iron fingers, cold as the grave on my neck, dragging me away. I marched up the path to the great door and turned the iron ring. I half expected it to be locked, but the door swung open silently and I stepped in.


Now that I was inside, I was almost disappointed. The Church of All Saints did not look in the least like the abode of the Devil. It looked sad, neglected. Bosses had fallen from the ceiling. The roof evidently leaked and rain had left damp patches high on the walls, green with slime. Wind funnelled through holes where segments of stained glass had fallen out. The lead lines had probably long been rotten and the savage cold of the last two months had hastened their decay. It was strange to see it, like remembering a deep chasm you feared to cross as boy, and returning as a man to discover it was no more than a shallow ditch.


I heard the scrape of shoes on a gritty floor. There was someone at the far end of the church. My hand flew to the hilt of my dagger beneath my cloak. An elderly woman stepped out from beneath the chancel archway. She started as she caught sight of me, and tugged the edge of the hood of her plain brown cloak deeper over her face. Then she slowly made her way down the aisle towards me, passing the wooden communion table. She seemed to have grown more infirm in a few paces, her limp more pronounced, her back more stooped, her head angled away from me so that I could see little more than a sallow cheek and a wisp of ashen grey hair that stood out vivid as a ray of moonlight in the half-light.


As she drew closer, her fingers grasped the side of the hood, pulling it almost like a mask across her face, but her eyes raked my clothes, as people do when they are searching for a badge of a sheriff’s man or King’s official.


‘God give you a good night, mother.’


‘And you, sir,’ she mumbled with a small bob of her head. She shuffled past, then paused, still half turned away from me. A yellowish-brown patch of newer cloth had been stitched across the shoulders and hood, to reinforce her cloak against the rain and years of wear.


‘If it’s the records of baptism you be wanting, you’ll find them in the parish chest, yonder corner. It’s driest there, see, furthest from the window. It’ll not be locked. Clerk doesn’t like to be disturbed, so it saves him the trouble of fetching the key.’


More likely he was afraid of being questioned about them by officials checking to see if suspected Catholic families had brought their child to be baptised in the Protestant faith. It could mean a heavy fine or worse if they hadn’t.


She limped towards the door, but even as I made my way up the aisle, I could sense her watching me.


I walked under the archway from which she had emerged into the chancel and wondered what she had been doing up there. If she’d been cleaning, she’d made a poor job of it, for the floor was covered in mouse and bird dung and the corners swathed with cobwebs. Another archway led from there into a small space, which must have once been a chantry chapel. You could see the scars where the stone altar had been smashed and removed. Now it was used to store parish chests and baskets containing assorted brushes, cleaning clothes and earthenware jars.


I had not come into the church to look at old books, but to shake off the clinging malaise of Waldegrave’s ghost, for he’d never follow me in here. And yes, if I was forced to admit it, the boy in me wanted to thumb my nose at the old bastard. But the old woman’s mention of records had suddenly raised a thought. Somewhere in that chest might be a record of my own birth, and the names of my parents.


They were long dead, that much I’d come to realise as a boy. Waldegrave had never tired of telling me to pray for their souls, or instructing me to give thanks for my benefactor, Lord Fairfax, who, in his Christian duty to widows and orphans, had charitably taken me in. Maybe my mother had already been dying when Waldegrave had removed me from her cottage, and she was buried somewhere in this churchyard. But it was no use searching for a grave. Village women were not granted stone tombs, just simple wooden crosses that rotted away even before the corpse beneath had become earth.


As the old woman had said, the great, banded oak chest was not locked. I eased open the lid and started lifting out the heavy leather-bound books, examining them one by one and replacing them, until I found the one covering the year in which I thought I had been born – 1576. I might have been birthed a year earlier or a year later, but it couldn’t have been more than that. It was one of the only two things I knew about myself, if you can call such a vague date knowledge, and the other was the name I dimly remembered hearing my mother call me – Moke, the pet name in those parts for Matthew. Was it my name, or had I heard her call some other boy that? I couldn’t even be certain that it was my own mother’s voice which echoed in my dreams. Perhaps, after all, it was another child’s mother I’d heard calling down the years.


I hoped that if I saw a full name, I might instantly recognise it. I ran my finger down page after page of baptisms, squinting at the fading ink in the failing light. But nothing stirred any memory. My neck aching, I finally slammed the book shut without bothering to examine another year. I was annoyed with myself. If my parents were Catholics and, in all likelihood, they were – why else would Waldegrave have taken me to be raised in the Fairfax household? – then probably I’d never been brought here for baptism. I closed the chest and turned to go.


It was only then that a tiny flash of yellow caught my eye in the lacy stone tracery that arched over the small piscina set into the wall. It was where the priests would once have disposed of water used in the Mass, so that it drained away into the earth beneath the church and couldn’t be used in casting spells or sold for cures – a relic of the old faith, long abandoned. There was now little light trickling through the window, but curiosity made me step closer just to see what it was – only a dried flower, a marigold, the stem pushed through one of the small holes in the carved stone, so that the flattened flower head sat like a tiny badge. Some child had probably poked it in there. An image suddenly flashed into my head of the old sewing maid in the Fairfax manor who always wore marigolds pinned to her gown when they were in season. Mary’s gold, she called them, the flowers of grief. I’d not seen women dare to wear those for years.


Outside, twilight was thickening swiftly, and with it a steady beat of rain falling on the sodden churchyard and the flooded land beyond. I wrapped my cloak tighter around me and prepared to set off at as brisk a pace as the mud would allow, back to the Lusty Tup. As I turned at the end of the path, from the tail of my eye, I saw something move behind me. The old woman was slipping back in through the church door. She must have been standing outside in the rain all the time I’d been in there, watching and waiting.


IN TRUTH, THAT evening I’d have gladly sought my own company and eaten my supper alone in my chamber. Valentine, though a strong and handsome beast, was far more skittish and nervous than my accustomed horse, Diligence. I soon discovered he was liable to shy at the sight of a partridge flying up in front of him, or a woman shaking the dust from her broom at the cottage door, and I had to stay constantly alert to anything that might spook him and be ready to calm him. I hoped it was merely a sign that he was uneasy having a new rider and that we’d eventually settle into each other’s stride.


Now I was longing to stretch my aching bones out on a soft bed. But Fairfax’s death and Richard’s part in it were gnawing at me like a tooth-worm. The fact that he had dismissed many of the servants before they could be questioned had only served to convince me that I was right: there was, as the ferryman had put it, ‘summat queer about that, summat amiss’. I had to see what more I could glean from the local gossip. And strong ale loosens tongues better than any rack.


The Tup’s parlour was built on several levels, so that if the river barged in through one door, it could be swiftly booted out through the other. Several men had already settled along the benches either side of the long narrow table, tucking into boiled mutton, which was well seasoned with dried herbs, but like the ferryman’s wife, the sisters had evidently run out of flour, for there was no bread to eat with the meat, only a thick porridge of oats and dried beans. But it filled the belly. The beer was old. It would have been as strong as a double-brew, except that it had been watered down. But the locals weren’t complaining and I felt sure no one would report the sisters, for every household was trying to stretch out whatever they had, for fear they would not be able to buy more in the coming weeks.


It seemed food, or the lack of it, was on everyone’s mind. The giant wave which had destroyed so much farmland and livestock on the west coast the year before had been followed by the great freeze which had lasted for two months. What little grain had been stored had long been exhausted. The winter wheat crop was destroyed and the ground was so sodden after the thaw that the spring planting would be badly delayed.


‘That thieving merchant was charging twice what he was last year and three quarters of that sack of white peas of his were mouldy. He’d put a layer of good ’uns on top. It was as well I dug down deep afore I parted with my coins. I told him to go try his luck in York. You could sell those city folk a three-legged horse if you told ’em you’d left t’other leg at the blacksmith’s to get it shod.’


Hearty laughter rolled around the table. But as it died away and another man said grimly, ‘Happen, all the horses in these parts will be three-legged ones soon, ’cause if things carry on the way they are, we’ll be forced to eat the other.’
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