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About the Books


THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR COLLECTION brings together three of Michael Jecks’ most popular Knights Templar mysteries. Join Sir Baldwin de Furnshill and Baliff Simon Puttock as they journey from England to France, and back again, in three riveting tales of murder and intrigue.


The Templar, the Queen & Her Lover: Queen Isabella, wife to Edward II of England, has been dispatched to France in an attempt to bring about peace between the two countries, and Sir Baldwin de Furnshill must accompany her with his friend Simon Puttock. But the day after their arrival, a servant is found murdered, with Baldwin’s dagger lying next to the body.


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


The Prophecy of Death: It’s 1325, and in England turmoil is rife. But could the Prophecy of St Thomas’s Holy Oil be the key to saving the ill-fated reign of King Edward II? It is believed the one anointed with it will be a lion among men: he will conquer France, unite Christendom and throw the heathens from the Holy Land.


Meanwhile, Sir Baldwin de Furnshill, Keeper of the King’s Peace, and his friend Simon Puttock return from France with urgent messages for the King himself. Soon they find themselves at the centre of a deadly court intrigue involving the most powerful and ruthless men in the country, who will stop at nothing, not least murder, to achieve their ambitions . . .


The King of Thieves: 1325: Sir Baldwin de Furnshill and his friend Simon Puttock are in France guarding King Edward’s son on his perilous journey to meet the French king, Charles IV. But they are unaware that King Edward’s wife Isabella is disaffected and plotting her revenge . . .


What first appears a simple diplomatic mission is fast becoming lethally dangerous. Meanwhile, two murders in Paris are causing alarm. Is there a connection between the killings and the shadowy ‘King’ of thieves? Simon and Baldwin know the future of the English crown is at risk. And in order to protect it they must put their own lives in jeopardy.




A Note From The Author


When I first had the idea for the Templar Series, I set out to imagine two leading characters who could have been involved in murder investigations. I had always loved the Sherlock Holmes stories, and felt that using two strong characters who could work together was inherently more believable than one omniscient ‘Poirot’.


In 1993 I read the fabulous DUNGEON, FIRE AND SWORD by John J. Robinson, and in early 1994 Baldwin de Furnshill appeared in my head almost completely formed. Looking for his colleague was more difficult. It was only when my researches took me to Ely and I learned of the Bishop’s serf, Stephen Puttock, that the idea for the Bailiff occurred to me.


Both my characters were men of their times. One was a knight who had been a warrior-monk, and who was deeply conflicted. A religious man who had been persecuted by the Pope, he still had strong beliefs, but his faith in the political organisation of the Church had been utterly destroyed. Still, Baldwin was the perfect detective for his time, because his understanding of death, jealousy, betrayal, politics, greed and hatred made him both the ideal fellow to look into suspicious death – and also the worst imaginable. After long years living in the Holy Land, then more living as a Knight Templar, he had no idea about local characters, customs or history. He needed the stolid common sense that Simon, a man who had spent all his life among the peasants, miners and farmers of the area, could bring to their partnership. Making Baldwin a Keeper of the King’s Peace, with a warrant to hunt down felons, added to the strength of my stories; having Simon made Bailiff of Lydford also helped, because it made Simon an ecclesiastical officer – he worked for the Abbot of Tavistock.


The two were definitely men of their landscape. Dartmoor and the lands surrounding the moors have almost become a third leading character in these stories. For that reason, many readers wondered why I sent the two abroad, to experience the alien environment of Paris and other cities in this trilogy. Some wrote to me asking whether I had merely run out of ideas for the west country. Perhaps I was bored with it?


Some chance! No, the fact was, that I wanted to show what life was really like. I always intended to keep the two men firmly grounded in their home landscape, but after twenty-three stories, I realised that I was hitting a difficulty. Realism had to intrude.


While reading Jonathan Sumption’s excellent series on the Hundred Years War, I was struck by one fact: that there were never more than some 2,500 knights in England. Yet there were many jobs that had to be filled by these few. Some were to be Coroners, others Keepers of the King’s Peace, Sheriffs, or Members of Parliament, as well as fulfilling their military positions. It occurred to me forcibly that it was unlikely that Baldwin would have been permitted to live quietly as a rural peace-keeper without being involved in the issues of his day. Added to that, early in the series I had introduced them to Bishop Walter of Exeter, who was one of the leading statesmen of his time, and made it clear that a friendship between them had developed. It was obvious that their relationship with him must lead to their being called to help when there was a national issue.


From the publication of THE LAST TEMPLAR in 1995, I was forever researching my period, relying heavily on the actual history. And one thing became clear to me: if I was going to explain the fascinating period of the 1320s, I would have to explain what was happening in the greater world. I could resort to occasional chats with the great diplomats and statesmen of their age, with men such as Abbot Champeaux of Tavistock, or Bishop Walter of Exeter, but although I could thus express some of the concerns and trepidation of politicians, it made more sense to look at the events shaping history from the point of view of insiders.


Baldwin and Simon must become involved.


THE TEMPLAR, THE QUEEN AND HER LOVER was my first foray into this world.


The premise of this book is taken from the events of the Tour de Nesle, when it was discovered that the French royal princesses were engaged in adultery with a pair of knights. The shock of this led to the death of the old King, and although his sons followed him to the throne, none was to live long, and none left an heir. It was directly owing to this that France and England would soon be engaged in the Hundred Years' War, a war that plumbed new depths of brutality unequalled until, probably, the Thirty Years' War (for more on this see my Vintener Trilogy, based on a vintaine of archers).


In early 1325, Baldwin and Simon were asked to join the Queen’s entourage as she travelled to Paris, where Queen Isabella must negotiate with her brother the French King to try to prevent war. But the Queen and her husband King Edward were estranged. The King did not trust Isabella, and had reduced her position to that of a near-prisoner, controlled by the wife of the King’s favourite companion, Sir Hugh le Despenser. King Edward did not appreciate how this had affected her, nor how strongly she resented Despenser – and him.


France wanted to annex Guyenne from England, and threatened to invade unless the English King agreed to pay homage for the lands he held in France. Isabella had been ordered to negotiate a face-saving way out.


The 25th book in the series, THE PROPHECY OF DEATH, was the story of the aftermath of Isabella’s embassy, which had profound consequences. The French King refused to agree to the English claims, and demanded that either the English King must travel to France to pay homage or the French would annex Guyenne and other territories held by the English. Since these lands contributed more to the King’s purse than England, Scotland and Wales combined, the English refused to accept this. However, paying homage to the French was impossible. The English King’s favourite adviser and friend, Sir Hugh le Depenser, is loathed and detested by the English and French alike. Were Despenser to travel with King Edward II to Paris, he would be arrested and charged with piracy (with good reason, it should be noted). However, he could not be left alone in England without the King’s protection. The last time a favourite of Edward, Piers Gaveston, had been caught alone, he had been summarily executed.


Isabella proposed a fresh option: to send their son to Paris. She could protect Earl Edward, and as the heir to King Edward, his father, he could pay homage for the French territories. Honour would be satisfied, and Despenser safe.


Baldwin and Simon were sent home with that message, but as they reached England, they were made aware of the dangerous atmosphere.


The King’s reign had started with a disaster, when Sir John of Bakewell was crushed by a falling wall at the coronation, and the years had only served to fulfil the dreadful forecasts of disaster. There was only one possible defence for the King: if he could have himself anointed with the Holy Oil of St Thomas, his reign would be saved. There was a prophecy that a King who was anointed by St Thomas’s Oil would be a lion amongst men. If he could only be anointed, he would be revered, his diplomacy must succeed, and his lands secured. But the oil has been stolen.


THE KING OF THIEVES ends this short excursion into Anglo-French politics in 1325 with the next journey to Paris. Walter II of Exeter was sent as the King’s trusted ambassador, with the task of protecting Earl Edward on the way to Paris to pay homage to the French King as agreed with Queen Isabella. King Edward was not aware of the bitterness his wife felt for him and Despenser.


Because I have always considered Baldwin and Simon as reliable friends to the Bishop, it made sense to me to include them in the entourage led by Bishop Walter. He would have known and trusted his local knights, and when taking part in an important diplomatic embassy of this nature, he would have wanted to bring along men on whom he could rely.


I will not go further into the individual stories. It’s enough to say that each is a separate murder story in its own right. The difference between these and previous stories is that they form a coherent trilogy of the period of impending disaster in 1325. The War of St Sardos the year before had brought about significantly increased distrust between the French and English Kings; the breakdown of the English royal family, leading to Isabella’s confinement, had irreparably harmed relations between the couple; and the situation was exacerbated by the French King’s ambition and his willingness to use his sister and nephew as sources of political leverage.


These three stories follow that terrible year and the effects on the leading political protagonists as well as Baldwin and Simon. When I discussed a second volume of books that could be offered by Headline, it made sense to offer these as a trilogy based on this terrible period.


I had enormous fun researching and writing these books, and I hope you get as much enjoyment from reading them as well.


Michael Jecks


North Dartmoor


January 2019
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This book is for
the Old Fogies again.

With loads of love to both.


Northern France, 1325
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Paris, 1325
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Cast of Characters





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



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



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




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



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




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




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




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



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



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




	Alice de Toeni
	The Dowager Countess of Warwick.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



	Janin
	The vielle player.



	Adam
	The trumpeter.



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



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



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



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



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



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





Glossary





	
Alaunt

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



	Bastide
	Provençal word that meant a fortified town.



	Bataelge
	Basic formation of French knighthood, riding en masse.



	Bayle
	The French term for a bailiff.



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



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



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



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



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



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




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



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



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



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



	Nakers
	Kettledrums, usually worn about the waist.



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



	Psaltery
	Stringed instrument plucked with a quill plectrum.



	Rebec
	A fiddle with a higher note.



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



	Sumpter horse
	Pack horse, general horse used for transport.



	Tabor
	Small drum, cylindrical in shape.



	Vielle
	Old form of hurdy-gurdy.





Author’s Note

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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


And yet . . .

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


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


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


Michael Jecks

Northern Dartmoor

April 2007


Prologue


Candlemas



In the eighteenth year of the reign of King Edward II2


Alehouse in Southwark

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

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

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

‘The arse,’ Sapy muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘My help?’

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


Sunday, Quinquagesima3


Château Gaillard, Les Andelys, Normandy

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

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

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

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

In many ways she had.

The Cardinal’s Hat, Lombard Street, London

‘Oh, shite!’

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

‘What now?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

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

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

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

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

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

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

She might die here.

Louvre, Paris

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where would you have me go?’

‘You do not question my command?’

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter One


Monday before Ash Wednesday4


Lombard Street

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


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

‘How’s my . . . ?’

‘It’s fine. Get up.’

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


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


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


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

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

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


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


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


‘Where are we?’ Janin asked plaintively.

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


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

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

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

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

‘Only because the other fellow knocked him down.’

‘Which fellow?’

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

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

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


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


‘What was the man’s name?’

‘Hmm?’

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


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


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


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


‘Morning, boys!’ he called with satisfaction.

‘The man? What was his name?’

‘Which man?’

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

‘No. Should I have?’

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


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


Church of St Martin-le-Grand, London

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

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


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

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


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

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

‘You will hear my confession?’

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

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

House in Lombard Street

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

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


‘Good morrow, friends,’ the man said.

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


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

‘No. We are well, master.’

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


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


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


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


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


‘Through here.’

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

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

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


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


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

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


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

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

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

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


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


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

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

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


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


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

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


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


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


‘You will help me and serve.’

Château Gaillard

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


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


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


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


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


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



Chapter Two

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

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


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

‘You mean my husband?’

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

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

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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


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

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


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


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

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


‘Then send one.’

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

Château Gaillard

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


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


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


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


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


‘It’s your time, woman. Get up!’

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

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


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


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


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

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


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

Queen’s chamber, Thorney Island

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


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

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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


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

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

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


‘Yet Lady Eleanor’s husband . . .’

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


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

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

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

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


Queen’s cloister, Thorney Island

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


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

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


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

‘Not just for you.’

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

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


‘No, I love you most.’

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

‘What? Is there something the matter?’

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

‘And you will be going with her?’

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

‘Would she take a guard with her?’

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

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


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


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


‘No. Of course not.’

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

‘Eh?’

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

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

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



Chapter Three

Lombard Street, City of London

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


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


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


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

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


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

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

‘Charlie Chatty.’

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

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


‘Did you hear me?’ Peter demanded.

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

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


‘No more he can,’ Philip said heavily.

‘How about one more kid?’

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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


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

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

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


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


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


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


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


‘Well, keep your eyes open in case you do see him up there, in God’s name!’ Janin said, still very rattled. ‘We need to know
who he is.’


‘I’ll see what I can learn,’ Peter said.

‘What can we do?’ Janin demanded. He looked to the leader of their group, then down at the lad standing in front of Ricard. He had taken
up a little ball, and was rolling it experimentally over the floor, frowning intently.


Ricard sighed and shook his head. ‘First, I suppose, we have to see whether we can wheedle our way into the Queen’s good books.
Any ideas?’


Château Gaillard

It was much later when Jean stopped dead on the steps from the curtain wall, appalled by the sound of anguish from the tower.

The scream was unsettling, but here in the château it was all too common to hear the demented shrieks of the imprisoned or
condemned. The sound travelled widely about the great tower, shivering on the breeze, the only part of the prisoners that
could escape the five-metre thick walls.


There was something about this cry, though, that gave him pause. He had been strolling about the upper curtain wall, keeping an
eye out every so often, but scarcely worrying too much. The land about here was pacified after a hundred years of French rule.
No, his duty was to keep his eyes and ears open to the risk of an escape from within the prison.


Now, even as he looked down into the main court area about the great keep, he could see the small party making their way from
the stairs that led to the cells. There was a pair of guards in front, leading a tattered and thoroughly dishevelled woman.
That she was one of the prisoners was known to him. He had seen her plenty of times before. With her shaved head and sackcloth
tunic, she was the one whom the guards discussed with lowered voices. Someone had told him that she was a very important prisoner,
but no one had elaborated on that snippet. For his part, he hardly cared who she might be. As far as he was concerned, if
someone was here, it was because they had committed an offence which merited the punishment.


There was a shriek, and Jean watched, dumbfounded, as the woman tried to drag herself free of her guards, but they gripped
the manacles at her wrists and yanked her back towards the gates. In the poor light down there, Jean was unclear what happened,
but it appeared that she was trying to go towards the chapel. Not that she could hope to succeed. The two guards were soon
hurrying from the place, the woman dragging her feet between them, turning to stare behind her, wailing pitifully. It quite
ruined any remaining vestiges of calmness which Jean had enjoyed.


After the gate had been secured once more, the timbers dully thudding into their sockets in the frame, Jean moved away from
the wall. It had been an unpleasant sight, that poor woman being dragged from this place of misery and incarceration. Even
now he could hear someone else weeping in despair. No doubt another prisoner was mourning the loss of his freedom. As he descended the wall ladder, he was glad to
leave the noise behind. And then, as he entered the outer court, he stopped.


‘Sweet Mother of God,’ he murmured.

Before him, sprawled at the base of the wall near the chapel, Arnaud, the executioner and torturer, was sobbing uncontrollably.

Queen’s chapel, Thorney Island

Peter the Chaplain was happy that night as he polished the cross and then bent to sweep the floor.

Brought here by John Drokensford, the bishop of Bath and Wells, Peter had been given the duty of chaplain to the Queen as
a means of atoning for his crimes, but now he had the feeling that his services would shortly become unnecessary. Bishop John
had intimated that soon his time here would be done, and perhaps a small church could be found for him not too far from Oxford,
the place of his birth. That was enough of a reward for him. He would go there, grow vegetables, keep a dog, and honour and
praise God every day.


He finished his cleaning and made his way to his small chamber, where he took up a lump of cheese and slice of bread. He was
chewing hungrily when a man arrived from the Queen.


‘You are wanted, Chaplain.’

He swallowed and eyed the man with a passing coolness. ‘I’m eating. Nothing’s that urgent.’

Nor was it. He had learned that if little else in the years since he’d killed his woman’s murderer.

He had run away from his church with the wife of one of his parishioners, hoping that they would be able to hide themselves
somewhere – perhaps even make their way to France and find a rural refuge there. And one morning Peter woke beside his naked woman to see her husband above them with a great sword. It swept down, and she died, but Peter wrestled
the weapon from him and stabbed him again and again, the blood flying in a fine spray at first, then in filthy gobbets.


Over the years he had grown to understand the depth of his own offence. Her death, her husband’s, both were on his hands.
They were his responsibility. And fortunately Bishop John had persuaded him that he could find peace and salvation: first
by protecting another innocent woman from her husband. That was why he was here at Thorney Island – he was trying to help
Bishop John look after the Queen’s interests.


‘It is most urgent, she said,’ the messenger insisted. He looked near to tears.

In the end, the chaplain took pity on him and set his bread aside for later. Walking swiftly, he went with the man to the
Queen’s rooms.


Later, he returned to his own chamber and stood a moment looking all about him with an air of sadness. He felt like a traveller
who was about to launch himself on a desperately dangerous journey; one from which he might never return.


He looked finally at the lump of bread still sitting on the barrel. A corner had been taken by some rodent while he had been
out. Rats were everywhere, even here in the King’s palace. He shrugged. After all he had just heard, he had lost his appetite
anyway.


Instead of sitting and eating, he went to the long chest in the far corner of the room. Here, under his vestments, he found
his sword. It was the one which he had taken from the husband to kill him. The sword he had defiled with its owner’s blood.


Now he drew it and hefted it in his hands thoughtfully. Soon he might be forced to use it again.

Château Gaillard

Later, when he stopped for a cup of hot wine at the brazier in the corner tower, Jean asked le Vieux about Arnaud and that
scene after the woman’s departure. Le Vieux was the oldest warrior there, and easily the most experienced, which was how he
had lost his left arm and his right eye. The empty socket appeared to gleam as he gazed up at Jean. ‘Him? Arnaud of the glowing
tongs? Forget that bordello’s whelp.’


‘But he was so sad to see the woman leave.’

‘I would be too. There are few tarts in Les Andelys for a man like him. The torturer? Even the sluts would turn their noses
up at the man who could later stamp them with the fleur-de-lys for doing what he wanted.’


‘He was rutting that bitch?’

‘Hah! You shouldn’t speak of the lady like that. Not where others might hear you.’

‘She was just a rich woman, wasn’t she?’

‘Not “just a rich woman”, no. She would have been our queen, lad, and don’t forget it.’

‘Mother Mary’s . . . And Arnaud loved her?’

The old man shrugged emphatically. ‘When a man has sired a pup on a bitch, he will feel something for her, even if it’s not
exactly love.’


‘He fathered a child on her?’ Jean said, aghast.

‘Aye. Poor thing died two weeks later, but it made him mad about the woman. Still is, I expect,’ he added thoughtfully.

‘Is that why she pulled towards the chapel?’

Le Vieux shrugged expansively. ‘Perhaps. Maybe she wanted to pray for a good journey.’

‘The baby wasn’t buried there?’

‘Buried? No, it was left out for the wild animals, I think. It was illegitimate – no priest would give it the last rites or
bury it in consecrated ground.’



Chapter Four

The Temple, London

Sir John de Sapy entered the great gate that gave on to the broad court.

This was his first time here in the London Temple. Once it had been the headquarters of the most powerful and wealthy religious
order in the country, but since the destruction of the Temple it had lain empty, confiscated by the King. Now the Pope had
demanded that all such property should be passed on to the Hospitallers, but this area had been retained by the King – until
recently.


Sir Hugh le Despenser had taken it instead.

Sir John saw the men at the doorways, and tried to control the sensation of nervous prickling at his back at the thought of
all those in here who would be happy to draw steel and push it into him, were they told that he was the enemy of their master.
He willed his legs to carry on none the less. He was a knight, and no one would scare him off.


There was a door in front of him, and a man opened it for him. He held Sir John’s gaze as the knight approached, but Sir John
was starting to become irritated by the attitude of all the watchers about the yard. He stopped, lowered his head and stared
truculently at the man. Gradually the other fellow began to look uncomfortable, and finally he looked away.


Satisfied, Sir John continued. As he drew level with the man, he was ready with his hand on his dagger’s hilt. If the other
so much as twitched a finger, he was ready to draw his blade and kill the bastard . . . but the man gave him no cause. He entered, and the door closed behind him.


‘Sir John. I am glad you could come.’

It was a small hall, with a pleasing tiled floor. There was a chimney with a fire roaring in the hearth, and by its light
Sir John saw a cold-eyed man sitting on a stool. It was Sir Hugh le Despenser.


‘Sir Hugh,’ he said, but his throat had closed up, and the only noise that came out sounded as if he was being slowly strangled.

It was enough to bring a cynical grin to the Despenser’s face. He was a man committed to his own profit and pleasure, and
he ruled through a mixture of utter brutality and largesse. Those who were his friends waxed in the bright glow of his approval.
Those who were not his friends waned. He liked to see men afraid. It showed that they respected his position.


‘You have been of service to me, Sir John.’

‘I am glad.’

‘Until lately you were outlawed. That will cease immediately.’

‘You can persuade the King to pardon me?’

Despenser stood and walked to a narrow table at a wall. He took up a scroll and tossed it over to him. Sir John opened it
and looked at it helplessly.


‘It is your pardon,’ Despenser said flatly. ‘And to ensure that your return to the King’s household is fully appreciated,
I have some legal documents you can witness for me.’


I don’t know how to thank you,’ Sir John stammered.

‘We shall think of a way,’ Sir Hugh said. He eyed Sir John thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Perhaps you could join an embassy for
me. Your help was appreciated by Père Pierre. Perhaps you could go and see him. He tells me that the church of Sainte Katerine
in Paris has the most wonderful Mass to celebrate Easter. Perhaps you should go and enjoy it.’



Ash Wednesday5


Furnshill, Devon

Sir Baldwin de Furnshill, Keeper of the King’s Peace in Devon, was startled awake at the shrill scream, and was already on his feet, his
hand reaching for his sword, before he realised what had woken him.


In the corner of the room, swathed in warm blankets and a cloak, sat his wife, who gazed at him with exasperation. ‘Baldwin!’

‘Ah – I am sorry, my love,’ he declared, dropping the sword’s blade back into its scabbard. Pulling a thick blanket from the
bed, he threw it over his shoulders and padded across the floor to her side, kneeling with an elbow at her thigh.


‘Good day, Baldwin,’ he said softly to the small body in his wife’s arms.

Baldwin, his son, stared back at him short-sightedly, his wizened little face comically ancient for his three and a half months.

‘He still finds it hard?’

‘We both do,’ Jeanne responded, exhausted.

Baldwin put his hand on her shoulder. He was anxious for her. This was their second child. Richalda had been somewhat troublesome
occasionally, but both had assumed that this one would be easy. They knew how to bring up a baby; they had done so once. The
second time would be perfectly straightforward.


But little Baldwin was not to be so accommodating as Richalda. Where she had cooed gently when she woke, Baldwin screamed;
when Richalda was hungry, she had sucked the pap with urgent enthusiasm, needing no assistance – little Baldwin spent one month drinking from one breast and weeping when the other was presented, and the following month
drinking from the other and ignoring the first. And he was awake at regular intervals through the night, while sleeping happily
through the day. Although his father would never have confessed it to his wife, he would rather be left in charge of a wild
bear without stick or steel to protect himself than be left alone for half a morning with this little boy. Love him he certainly
did, but he also loathed and detested the child on occasion. The thought of being solely responsible for him filled him with
dread.


‘Did he in the end?’ Baldwin asked, stifling a yawn.

‘Yes. As soon as you jumped from your bed like a man with a rat on his backside, the poor little chit burped.’

Baldwin eyed his son sombrely. Every meal he took led to screaming, or so it seemed most of the time. It was simple enough
to cure him – a series of gentle pats on the little devil’s back always did the trick – but the immediate effect was shocking
in the extreme. For one with such a small frame, the monster could generate a huge amount of noise.


Now, though, having woken both parents and, from the sounds behind the house, the hunting pack too, little Baldwin appeared
to think that he had achieved all that could be expected of a fellow, and was breathing gently, eyes closed. Jeanne rose and
carried the precious bundle to the little cot beside the bed, carefully installing him before climbing into their bed again.
She patted the blanket beside her, and he returned to it, putting an arm about her.


Yes. Little Baldwin was taking his toll on her. Jeanne’s hair was thinner, and her face was pale and drawn, like one suffering
from a long starvation. He had seen people with that look – the women and children at Acre as the siege set in. And then,
when the plagues took hold, they too gave women the same bright eyes and anxious, strained appearance. Baldwin was fearful that this son, this cause for celebration, could become a disaster for him. For losing his Jeanne would be a disaster,
a catastrophe from which it would be very difficult for him to recover. He dreaded the very thought.


‘Careful, husband. You will crush me!’ Jeanne whispered.

He kissed her gently on her forehead, but did not let her go. Instead he sat still, arm around her shoulder, until he heard
her breath grow more regular, and then remained there, watching the sun light the cracks in the timbers of his shutters.


The messenger in the King’s tunic arrived not long after they had breakfasted.

Michael’s Cross tavern, Westchep, London

After the service that marked the beginning of Lent, they gathered again to discuss their predicament. Only a fool would have
been keen to meet again, Philip thought to himself, but as he sat waiting the others gradually drifted in.


This was a good little alehouse. It was little more than a low undercroft running alongside the road, with a wide window giving
out on to the people hurrying past. Once, so Philip had heard, it had been a large building, but then about fifty years ago
the church next door, St Mary-le-Bow, had lost her steeple, and it had crashed through this neighbouring property. Well, the
place had to be rebuilt after that, so it was one of the newer, brighter buildings in the road.


Philip had taken a seat on the bench at the window, and he welcomed Janin, Ricard with the boy, and then Adam. The tavern
had a young maid at the bar, and she smiled to see the boy. Soon Ricard had deposited him with her and joined the others.


‘Not managed to lose him yet?’ Adam asked.

Ricard was quiet awhile. He had an appalling sense of responsibility for the boy. Somehow he felt guilty that the lad had lost his parents. It wasn’t his fault that some mangy arsehole son of a feral tom cat had killed the glover and his wife
to get at Ricard . . . and yet somehow the blue eyes staring at him made him feel guilty. He held his tongue rather than try
to explain.


There was no sign of Peter.

‘He won’t come if he’s a brain,’ was Janin’s view. ‘He has two daughters to think of.’

‘Aye. Not like you, eh, old man?’ Adam teased Ricard.

They all smiled at that. It was one of the jokes they were wont to hurl back and forth in their casual banter on normal days.
Ricard was known to be the most prolific of them all, and had fathered seven children all told, five of them still living.
But today was not a normal day, and the smiles soon dried.


‘Yes, well, some of us have the strength to achieve greatness. There’s nothing showy about me.’

‘That’s true,’ Adam said, speaking into his ale.

Ricard scowled. ‘Just size ain’t all, is what I meant. You have to know what to do with it too, and I have plenty of skill,
you see.’


‘Yeah. You showed that with the wench on Sunday night,’ Philip said quietly.

‘Shite, you always have to bring things down to your level.’

‘Yes. Well,’ Janin said quickly, but not fast enough.

Philip looked up steadily. ‘My level may be low, but so was killing her and her old man.’

There was a sudden silence. Then Ricard flushed angrily. ‘You mean you think I did that to them?’

‘Who else could have? I’ve been thinking about it, and that fine fellow wasn’t there in the tavern, was he? But the two had
been dead a while. That smell . . . they were so cold. They hadn’t just died that moment.’


Janin was staring at him with a frown on his face. ‘You mean to say you reckon Ric murdered them both? On Sunday night when we were that pissed we could hardly walk? Don’t talk wet!’

‘It couldn’t have been Ricard,’ Adam agreed dully. ‘Look at him! When he’s drunk, he sits down and giggles to himself. He
never attacks people or hurts them.’


‘And I didn’t on Sunday night,’ Ricard said.

‘Not even if you were so drunk you can’t remember what you did?’ Philip said nastily.

‘Look, if I was that drunk, I’d not have thought to wash myself afterwards. Whoever did that to them must have ended up looking
like a butcher,’ Ricard said sensibly. ‘There’s no blood on my clothes, Philip. It must have been him, whoever he was.’


‘So what’ll we do?’ Janin said.

‘I’ve been reckoning. I think that there’re places where people would pay to hear good music and singing. We could try somewhere
a little further from here. I don’t know – York, or Lincoln . . .’


‘York!’ Adam burst out with horror. ‘You ever spoken to a man from there? They all talk funny! Can’t speak real English, and you
try to make them understand what you’re saying, and they all go dumb, like you’re speaking Flemish or something. York!’


‘Well, we can’t just walk up to the Queen and say, “Look, your Maj, we’re a bit hard up for money just now, and by the way,
you look like you could do with a decent bit of music to cheer you up, so how about it?” can we? Talk sense!’


‘I think you’re mad if you reckon that wandering that far away is going to do us any good. No, I vote we stay here in London.
It’s a huge city – we could easily lose ourselves in it, and no one need find us again.’


‘You think I’m mad? Who do you think that bastard was serving in that room when he slaughtered the man and his wife? He said
he was no servant of Despenser, but if he wasn’t, who is his master? And if Despenser gets to think we’re involved in the death of two of his friends, do you seriously
think that there’s anywhere in this city which is safe for us? If you reckon there’s anywhere secure from him and his bloody
servants, you’re more of a cretin than I thought. If you want to ignore what he wants and stay here, nice and close to his
dagger, then you do that. Me, I’m going to see if I can keep my blood in my veins just a little longer.’


‘If we just keep our heads down a while . . .’

‘Despenser can wield a sword low enough to catch your neck no matter how much you duck or crawl! Don’t be stupid! That fellow
yesterday found us easily enough, didn’t he? How well do you think we could hide in the city? You prepared to throw away your
instruments? I know I’m not losing my gittern for anyone! But if you keep hold of your things, you’ll be spotted as a musician
immediately. How long’ll you survive then?’


Janin asked, ‘What did he tell you to do?’

‘He told me to keep in touch with him. We’re to listen out for any snippets that could put the Queen in a bad light, and to
tell him.’


‘How, though? Where was he going to be?’

‘He said there’d be someone who’d come to see us. He’d have a sign to show he was genuine – a picture of a peacock. He’d show
us when he needed our help.’


Philip blinked slowly. ‘He’d have a picture of a peacock? What, a tapestry? Something on parchment?’

‘He didn’t say,’ Ricard said coldly. ‘I didn’t suggest it to him, he suggested it to me, all right?’

‘Well, I still think we should stay put. What’s he going to do to us here? There are too many people around for him to threaten
us in the city,’ Adam declared.


‘Keep thinking like that and soon you won’t be thinking at all,’ Philip grunted.

‘Philip’s right. Despenser’s enemies, and those he reckons aren’t helpful enough, tend to end up dead,’ Ricard said. ‘So that’s what
we have to do. Spy on the Queen, or run for it. And we can’t spy on her because we aren’t really her players. A little ballocks,
and suddenly we’re deep in the shit. So, if one of you has got a better plan, I’m listening. Otherwise we run for it.’


‘I’d think that just asking might be enough.’

They all spun about on hearing Peter’s voice, Janin playing a short tune to celebrate his arrival.

‘What are you doing here, you silly bastard?’ Ricard demanded when Peter had sat down.

‘I can’t just leave you all in the lurch, can I? What would you lot get up to without me helping you?’

‘Bloody sight less dangerous shite,’ Adam muttered into his ale once more. ‘Sorry, sorry, but I can’t help thinking that.’

They ignored him. It was Adam’s most irritating trait, this verbal apology that was never seriously meant.

‘I asked. I got.’

Ricard was shaking his head in confusion. ‘What do you mean? You asked what?’

‘I took your advice. I asked whether we could get a billet with the Queen. She’s got no household now. Did you know that?
She’s lost all her servants, all her ladies, everything. So when I offered our services, they said yes. Apparently they all
remember us from our last evening there.’


Ricard scowled, Janin looked away pensively, and Adam gazed into his ale. Peter was left looking from one to the other of
them with a speculative suspicion. ‘All right, so who did it? Ric, did you put your hand up a fine lady’s skirt? Adam? Did
you puke in the hallway? Janin, were you caught making poetry with a wench in there? Come on, what happened?’


‘Don’t you remember?’ Ricard asked.

‘No.’

‘You don’t remember drumming away happily and leering at the little strawberry blonde in the front? The one with the ever-so-tight bodice
and the arse you said would be like an archer’s target? The one with lips you said could suck a nail from the church door?
The one with the . . .’


‘Christ in chains!’ Peter had the grace to colour. ‘Are you sure? Me? When was that? I don’t remember it at . . . But there
was no trouble about it.’


Ricard and Janin exchanged a look, then Ricard gave a frown of agreement and shook his head emphatically. ‘No, no. There was
no trouble at all.’


‘So I was bad, then?’

‘I think she thought so,’ Janin said. ‘Still, she said you weren’t all that bad. Once we found some money in your purse to
replace her shirt and clean her skirts.’


Peter wasn’t sure. The five of them would routinely take the piss out of each other, and it was quite possible that they were
lying in their teeth . . . but he did have a vague recollection of a gorgeous little Venus with the face of an angel – and
the body of a fiend bent on tempting the innocent. He could remember playing his tabor with ever-increasing vigour, then leaving
it as it was impossible to play the kind of tune he wanted with such a staid, boring instrument. No, he was a master musician,
so he picked up his recorder and started to play that instead. He could recall leaning against the wall, playing like the
devil himself as she smiled and laughed. Her pleasure was all he needed to drive him on. It was that night he’d argued with
his wife, he recalled. Be more than an argument if she ever heard about this, he reckoned.


‘You are sure of this, Peter?’ Ricard said. ‘They’d let us back?’

Peter could not help but look down shamefacedly. ‘No, I’m sure there’s no problem. Not really.’

‘Even if she herself thought we would be allowed back in, there’s all the others. The King and she aren’t friendly just now,’ Janin
pointed out.


‘The lady I spoke to was Lady Alicia, one of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, a blonde. She said she remembered me only too
well. Actually she was a bit off at first. Then she laughed . . . You say the wench was strawberry blonde?’


‘With the sort of body no angel would ever need,’ Janin agreed solemnly.

‘Oh. Oh! Christ’s ballocks, I never . . . I didn’t remember. Well, she didn’t seem upset, anyway. She can’t have been offended.’


Ricard nodded and shrugged. ‘Well, she wasn’t hurt or anything. You didn’t rape her, you just tried to grapple. Your incapacity
saved her from any danger.’


‘Incap— what?’ Philip stuttered.

‘Well, we’re in, like I said,’ Peter repeated. ‘She took me to see William de Bouden, the Queen’s old clerk. He’s in charge
of the money for her now, and he’s agreed. So you lot’re now the Queen’s Men again. Official.’



Chapter Five

Hythe, Kent

Père Pierre Clergue scowled as the wind whipped about his sparse hair, and thumped his hand upon his hat to hold it in place. He was an amiable-looking
man usually, but today he was feeling disgruntled and saw no reason to hide it.


There was so much to be done, and at his time of life he really should be able to take things more easily. Perhaps secure
a post in a quiet convent somewhere after his efforts for Holy Mother Church. It was nothing less than he deserved. But every
so often the cardinal would use him as a messenger, and provided it was business which benefited the Church or the Pope himself,
Pierre was content.


He had spent too many years in service now. From the early days when he went to Pamiers to help the Inquisition to the present
– he had grown old in his harness. And now he must return to the cardinal to report on the latest matter. It was hard.


A wave broke over the sheer, and he ducked a moment too late. Well, this was his last time travelling over the sea. He would
have to make that clear. He was too old for this kind of journey.


Château Gaillard

Jean had heard le Vieux tell others that this was once the castle of the mad English king, Richard, the one known as Coeur de Lion. He was the last of the Norman kings to show  any spirit, he was. He’d go anywhere for a fight. Sacrée Dame! Jean had been in one battle in his life, and he had no desire ever to become embroiled in another. He had seen his brother
killed at his side, spewing a thick, bloody froth as Jean stared at the crossbow bolt lodged across his breast, pinning his
arm to his body; a little later his father was decapitated by a fleeing man-at-arms on horseback. On his return he learned
that his wife was dead too – raped and murdered. There was nothing in war to tempt a man. Not a man like him, anyway. Those
who hankered after it were mad. They saw only the possible loot. Booty was a soldier’s dream. But only if you got your hands
on it.


Still, that old king knew something about building a castle. This one had suffered over the years. It had taken only one year
to build, from the defences set across the River Seine to the little bastions in their lakeside defences to the great fortress
itself, but it had only survived as long as the authority of its builder. As soon as King Richard died, his brother King John
showed himself to be less than competent at defending even this jewel. From what Jean had heard, it was the loss of this castle
that guaranteed the end of English rule of Normandy.


The sun was failing now. On a whim, he climbed to the walkway of the great tower, and stared out over the river towards the
west. The sky was lit with a yellow-orange series of horizontal streaks which grew darker as he watched, deepening to a crimson
which licked the surface of the Seine below him with flames. And then a cloud drifted over the sun and the colours paled,
and the twilight reminded him it was time he returned indoors to the fireplace.


There was no snow yet this year, but the sky was surely threatening it. It was that time of year when a sensible man was cautious
about walking on the stone-paved walls, or on the timber steps that led a man from one wall to another. A castle like Château
Gaillard was designed for ease of defence, not for the safety of any single individual, and a man who enjoyed life was sensible if he took some precautions.
A patch of ice on the stone of a wall could all too easily send a man flying into the ditch. Only last month Jean had seen
a man slip on the frosted step of a staircase. He’d fallen heavily on his elbow, which shattered, sending shards of bone through
his sleeve. By some miracle, he’d lived, although the barber had taken off the remains of the limb. So now the castle was
one man down, and others were forced to take on extra duties.


Jean made his way down from the great keep, nodding to the men coming up. The steps here were indoors, and he was sure-footed
enough here in the dry, his armour grating and clattering as he went down the steep spirals. No, it was outside he had to
be careful, as he left the mass of the donjon behind him and went to the quarters set beside it, where all the soldiers lived.


There was a thick pottage simmering over the fire, and he went to the warmth with relief, holding his hands to it until he
could feel the flesh of his palms almost scorching.


Others soon joined him, men from the north, east and west walls. To the south there was the out-work, almost a separate fortress
in its own right, with its own guards who had their own fires and food.


The last man in was the one they all preferred to ignore. Not a guard like them, he didn’t share in the same camaraderie.
They all felt it, too: the revulsion. The sight of him was enough to make Jean’s stomach start to clench with disgust. Not
that Arnaud was repellent to look at, nor that Jean was overly bothered by his taking advantage of the woman prisoner. That
was normal – a benefit of the job, more or less. No, it was the understanding of what Arnaud did, what he could do to others,
no matter what their station. Nobody was safe from him.


Only le Vieux himself appeared to be unbothered. As Arnaud entered, the old man automatically moved a little, creating a space
at his side, and the two men sat together like the old campaigners they truly were, eating their food and watching their companions
like warders in a gaol eyeing the prisoners. Which was, in a way, no more than the truth. They had all been rescued from different
prisons.


Arnaud. Arnaud. The torturer. The mere thought was enough to make Jean feel sickly in his belly. He had saved Jean’s life,
perhaps, but Jean could not like him. There was no trust between them. How could Jean trust the man who had done such things?


Yes, it was Jean who was most affected by Arnaud out of all those in the chamber. After all, he knew what the torturers from
the Inquisition could do to people. He’d seen it.


Thorney Island

The Queen of England was no stranger to fear now, yet the terror was closer, more poignant, the stronger her hopes of freedom
grew.


Alicia was already in the hall when she returned from the second meeting with her husband. ‘Your highness?’

‘Yes. He has confirmed it,’ Isabella said. She was still quite shocked, and as she held up the papers for Alicia to see, she
saw that her hand was shaking.


‘It is one thing to be told, it is another to have the papers,’ Alicia said.

She read them quickly, but Isabella made no further comment about them. All that mattered was that the papers were genuine.
Safe conducts for her and her party to travel to France to visit her brother and negotiate the truce for Guyenne. All there,
all clear, all precise and correct. If he were to withdraw from the plan now, it would send her demented, she was sure. It
was her last hope, her last opportunity of freedom. Once she had succeeded in shaking the dust of England from her feet, she would be secure once more.
But she had to get away. She must not allow anyone to see how much she craved this journey, because if her husband or his
lover, the dreadful Despenser, were to learn how deeply she desired it, they would realise that she had deceived them.


‘My lady, you are safe!’ Alicia whispered, so quietly her lips barely moved.

‘And you? You are happy to have those musicians back?’

Alicia nodded. ‘They will suit our purpose.’

‘I will have him castrated if he tries to hurt you.’

‘I would do it myself if I thought he was a danger – to me or to you!’ Alicia breathed. ‘I’ve already told Richard about the
man. He’ll look after me.’


Isabella had learned how to dissemble and pretend to be a play-actor. She gave a fleeting grin, but then glanced at Alicia
with a cold, outraged demeanour, and imperiously held out her hand for the papers. She did not so much as glance in the direction
of the other women in the room.


They were all the spies of Despenser.
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Alehouse at gateway to Palace Yard, Westminster

They were all nervous as they marched under the entrance gate to the great palace complex of Westminster on Thorney Island.
Charlie, in Ricard’s arms, buried his head in Ricard’s neck. It was odd – just that little proof of the lad’s sense of vulnerability
was enough to make Ricard’s breast swell. He felt as if he could kill dragons to protect him. And then they fell under the
shadow of the gatehouse, and his courage cooled. The mere sight of the huge belfry at the abbey next door made him duck his own head down. There was too much money
and magnificence here for them. And of course they were here to do the bidding of someone else and spy on the Queen.


‘One thing I still don’t understand is,’ Janin had said as he scuffed his boots along the road to the palace, ‘why they want
us so badly. There must be some good reason why they want a motley band of brothers like us to be near the Queen.’


‘Maybe that’s it?’ Philip said. ‘They think we’re so motley, no one would suspect us of any deviousness.’

‘Well, naturally they’d respect our position. Perhaps it’s just that. They know that a Queen’s Musician is likely to be able
to keep close to her, eh?’ Ricard grunted.


They were no nearer an answer when they reached the alehouse inside the gateway. It was here that they were supposed to meet
their companion Peter. He was to introduce them to the Queen’s Comptroller, but when they gave their names to the guard at
the door, they were told to wait and someone would be sent to find their companion.


‘He’s a musician, you say?’

The man’s suspicion was not hidden, but few in these troubled times were not distrustful of strangers, and no one was more
wary than a king’s guard. There had been attempts to assassinate the King and his friend since Mortimer the Traitor had escaped
from the Tower.


Ricard answered for them all. ‘Peter Waferer – he plays the tabor. He ought to be up and about by now.’

‘Wait here.’

They were forced to hang around for a long while. It was soon apparent that no one had seen Peter that morning so far, and
as the sun climbed in the sky the guard quickly grew bored with their presence. He called a lad over and asked whether the
musicians could be taken to the Queen’s Comptroller. Soon they were being escorted over the great yard towards the exchequer buildings, two extensions added to the
massive hall built by William II more than two hundred years ago.


The main exchequer chambers were full of black-garbed clerks working on numbers, and there was a large table with a chequered
cloth on it, although all the men seemed to be scrawling on parchments or in books rather than looking at the money on it.
And there was a lot of money, enough to make Ricard salivate, almost. There was no sign of the man they must see, though,
so they were taken out through a small door into the great hall itself. Here there were several courts hearing cases, the
judges sitting in attitudes of either boredom or keen attention. They followed their guide down behind the court of Common
Pleas and King’s bench, past a massive marble table which was, so Ricard was told in a hushed tone, the Chancery, before being
led out through the rear of the hall into a small chamber nearer the river. At last they met William de Bouden.


‘Who in God’s name are you lot? What’s that brat doing in here?’

The bawled demand was enough to make all of them drop their heads, and their guide respectfully bowed and apologised.

‘My lord, these are the musicians for the Queen. They’re here to join her on her journey, if it pleases you.’

‘No, it bloody doesn’t. Scruffy-looking bunch of tatterdemalions! Where in hell did you find them, eh?’

The guide was sensibly silent at that question, but Ricard felt that somebody ought to speak, so he pulled off his hat respectfully
and cleared his throat.


‘You hawk and spit in here, man, and you’ll spend the next year in the King’s gaol!’

‘My lord, I was only going to say that we played for the Queen some while ago, and she remembers us. Perhaps she wanted us to join her when she rides off to wherever she’s going.
Where is it? York? Lincoln?’


‘Bloody York? Lincoln? Christ’s bones, man, she’d hardly need musicians for a local journey like that. No, she’s off into
danger in France, and some of us are going with her. Sweet Mother of God, though, these bastards stink! She will want nothing
to do with them.’


The guide bent his head. ‘Earl Edmund himself has asked that you take them. The embassy is to be as flattering to her honour
as possible. The Earl respectfully asked that you find some money for them, so that she has her full dignity during her embassy.
No ambassador would think of travelling so far to meet so prestigious a ruler without some form of musician, and Earl Edmund
is assured that these are actually very good players.’


‘Earl Edmund said that? Dear heaven! When someone with his intellect sinks to selecting musicians, there’s no telling what
sort of man he may find.’ He curled his lip at them. ‘Well, you can’t put them in front of her looking and smelling like that.
Take them to the wash house and see that they’re made presentable. Throw away those rags of theirs, and give them some more
suitable clothes. The Queen’s own colours, mind. You’ll all get the usual fare: food and drink with the rest of the senior
servants, two tunics a year, and occasional tips when you play well. All right? The boy can’t come, though.’


‘He’s mine!’ Ricard heard himself say. Shite! Why’d I say that?

‘Where’s his mother? No. Don’t answer that. Well, don’t let the little devil steal anything. He’ll get what he deserves if
he does,’ de Bouden said disdainfully, looking at the overawed Charlie. ‘Good. Now piss off, the lot of you. As if I didn’t
have enough to deal with already.’


In no time, so it seemed, they were all back out in the great yard, and as their guide left them, muttering about finding them new clothing, they exchanged looks.

‘Who’s this Earl Edmund?’ Philip demanded.

‘Don’t you remember anything?’ Ricard said. ‘He’s the King’s brother.’

‘What’s he worried about the Queen’s musicians for, then?’

‘Perhaps he wants her to be shown in the best light. She is his sister-in-law.’

‘I don’t like it,’ Philip said. ‘Why should he be so keen to see us go there with the Queen? I’ve never seen him.’

‘We are to have money, clothing, food and drink,’ Janin breathed.

‘But we have to throw out our old clothes,’ Adam muttered.

‘For a guaranteed allowance of food and drink, I can live with that,’ Ricard said.

‘And me, I suppose,’ Philip said, although he still looked doubtful.

‘Where is Peter, though?’ Janin wondered.


‘He’ll show up,’ Ricard said. ‘He always does.’

City ditch, near Ludgate

Simon Corp had known better days. He shuffled along with a stick, peering into the ditch, hoping to see something that might
help pay for a little food or a mug of warmed ale. Sometimes a man could see a coin in the filth, or a small knife that had
been accidentally thrown out with the rubbish that householders hurled into the ditch here. It smelled evil, both from rotting
food and from the excrement with which it had been mingled, and Simon had to hold a shred of cloth over his nose to ward off
the offending odour. The tanners worked all along here, and they threw much of their waste into the ditch, a repugnant combination
of urine and dog’s turds, just to add to the stench.


In the past he had been quite well off, and with his lad John he had hoped to start to have an easier life. Of course, it had
been hard when his wife grew ill, but at least when she died she stopped being a drain on their resources. Until then, Simon
and John had had to share the task of looking after her. Some women from the parish did try to help, but there was little
enough anyone could do. She was dying; they all knew it.


A month ago, now. Just when the weather changed. That was when she’d gone. A rattle in her throat, that was all he’d heard.
Just a rattle. Then there was the soft slump as her spirit left her, poor Joan. And she was gone.


Yes, he’d hoped that after that he and his lad would be able to keep more of the money they laboured for, but before he knew
what was happening, God save him if his thick as pigshit son didn’t get into a fight. Trying to steal a horse, so they said,
although it wasn’t proved yet. Had to wait for the justices to hear the case. But there were enough men who believed it. Well,
the bastards would believe anything of anyone who was poor. A poor man is a thief, someone said in Simon’s earshot. He would
have attacked the speaker, except he wasn’t sure who it was. His hearing was less good than it had been.


Aye, well, if there’d been money in his purse, he’d have fought the damned lot of them. They were passing unfair judgement
on his boy, and any man who repeated that kind of slander was deserving of a buffet on the head, rot their souls. His little
John was as good as any young lad. He was a reliable, honest fellow. Better than most of them who lied about him.


John. He was in the gaol now, just up there, over the wall inside the city. God knew what would happen to him. They said he
had an evil reputation, but that wasn’t the boy’s fault. God knew he’d tried to get along without upsetting people, but when a fellow had nothing, and he saw the wealthy strolling past, caring not a whit for anyone else, money in
their purses, rich clothes on their backs, the sort of people who never had to work, who’d never felt the cold, who hadn’t
experienced the way that fingers would crack in the brutal chill while one was working out in the ditches . . . people like
that were all too keen to condemn a fellow just because he knocked a man on the head in desperation. It wasn’t fair!


He prodded away with his stick, and then, heaven be praised, he saw it! A distinct gleam. It must be metal – perhaps a knife,
or a jewel set in some gold? There was a clear glinting through the mud where his stick had scraped the surface.


Scrambling gingerly down the bank, he reached the spot and began to dig with his fingers in the filth. There was something
there, a hard disc of some sort, and then he uncovered a drum, a tabor. At the rim there was a gleaming ring of steel which
had a leather thong bound to it, trailing off into the mud. That was what he had seen. Just a metal ring from a drum. It was
tempting to swear, but then he shook his head and crossed himself in pious gratitude. A drum, once cleaned, and so long as
the thing hadn’t lain there too long and become rotten, would be worth a few pennies. He might be able to sell it for enough
to buy a loaf.


He gathered it up, and began to make his way up the slope once more, but the thong held him back. Till then he had thought
that it was just trailing loose, but now he understood that it was tied to something. Giving it an experimental pull, he thought
it gave slightly. He tugged harder, jerking it, then drawing it steadily, and it began to give. Further and further, until
he stopped very suddenly. Gasping, he began to step backwards, but stumbled, and then, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the
mud, he scuttled up the bank and out of the ditch.


‘You all right, old man?’ a fellow called, seeing his discomfort.

‘Sweet Jesus, come and look at this,’ Simon Corp said, and then started to bellow hoarsely for the hue and cry – before pausing
to puke.



Chapter Six

Château Gaillard

Jean left his companions and walked out to the walls, untying his hosen and spraying the wall until his bladder was empty, conscious
only of the relief.


Finished, he settled his clothes and began to make his way back to the guard rooms, but then turned away at the last moment.
There was no hurry. All the others would be in there, drinking their beer and wine, swapping the tall stories they had rehearsed
so many times before. There was nothing new for them to share with each other. Jean knew them as he knew the hairs on the
back of his hand. They were too familiar to be interesting: old Berengar with his untidy mop of greying hair cut to fit beneath
his steel cap so that none showed, only his great red nose and enormous moustache; Guillaume, the black-haired Norman with
the narrow face and close-set brown eyes that appeared so shrewd and suspicious; Pons, the fair man from the east, with the
muscled shoulders and carriage of a warrior much older than his three or four and twenty years. And then there was Arnaud.


All must detest a man such as that. The torturer and killer of so many, who seemed to take pleasure in the suffering he inflicted.
Everyone in the garrison had heard the gloating tone of voice he used while he described cutting off a nose or lips for some
infringement. Once he had told Jean of the ‘great’ times he had enjoyed down in the south with the bishop, Jacques Fournier.
He had been assistant to the executioner, and had himself put many men and women to the fires. Those had been great days, he had said. It had taken all
Jean’s self-control not to plant his fist in the man’s face.


More recently his revulsion at the sight of Arnaud had grown. The men had told him that Arnaud had repeatedly raped the woman
in the cell below the tower. The one who le Vieux had said would have been a queen, were it not for one crime.


Le Vieux was himself an odd man. Certainly he had seen much in his life. He was one of the oldest men Jean had ever met. Over
time, he must have fought in any number of battles. Someone had told Jean that he too had been in the battle of the Golden
Spurs, at Courtrai, when the rebels had all but destroyed the flower of French chivalry. The rebels had taken the spurs and
war belts from the dead and used them to decorate their churches. Le Vieux had been one of the foot soldiers there, and had
been back afterwards to help hunt down the guilty – all those who’d assisted the rebels to defeat the French host.


Jean liked to listen to him, though. He wouldn’t talk much about his experiences in wars, but he was honest when he did –
he had no false pride, only genuine satisfaction in some things he felt he had done well. He was a man who had learned honour
in the course of a long and hard life. But tonight he would be sitting with Arnaud.


No, Jean did not want to re-join them. Instead, he walked up around the line of the wall of the inner enceinte, over the great ditch and in through the gatehouse. He climbed up on to the walls and stood there gazing at the River Seine
as it wound its way past the castle and the little town of Les Andelys nearby. It was a lovely place, this. Safe, with good
views all about the countryside.


There was a shout, and Jean glanced at the sky automatically to see what the time might be. It was the first watch after their
lunch, of course. There was no need to check. And yet there was something that made his hackles rise. Something felt wrong. It was nothing obvious, but there was enough of
a sense of danger to make him move away from the open, crouching down a little while he listened and watched.


For some while there appeared to be nothing to alarm him. No running, no men calling or blowing horns, only a strange sense
that something was not well in the castle. And then he heard it: a rasping, panting breath.


It made him think of a man he had once known. That one had had not an ounce of cruelty in his heart, but he had been chased
to exhaustion like a hart, and when Jean saw him, the fellow was already near to death. He stood in a little clearing, bent
over, hands resting on his thighs, looking about him with desperation, so confused by the chase that he couldn’t recognise
his own pasture where he had been a shepherd. He died a short while later – a sword thrust ended his life.


Then Jean saw Berengar, hurtling around the wall like a mountain goat, fleeing some terrible horror. There was already blood
running freely from a wound in his scalp, and his fists moved back and forth as though he was trying to punch the air from
his path. He flew over the court and through the gate to the next section of the fortress, and just as Jean was wondering
what he should do, whether he ought to chase Berengar and bring him back, he heard a loud laugh and saw Arnaud leaping over
some rubble and haring off after Berengar, a long, bloody knife in his hand. At the sight, Jean shrank away. Arnaud must have
become insane.

He heard the skittering sounds of little stones as the two rushed off, and he was tempted to go straight to the stables to
fetch his horse, but he couldn’t. He was in the service of the King, when all was said and done, and he must honour that service.
So he slipped back down to the gatehouse and walked quietly back towards the guard house.


But he didn’t make it inside. On the threshold, he saw something lying in the dirt. He found his steps slowing. In the doorway there was a body. A bloody mess, a man with only red
horror where his face should have been. It had been pounded with a hammer, from the look of it. Nearby there was another body.
This one was still moving, and Jean recognised Guillaume. He was on his back, and the breath was rattling in his throat as
he clutched at the wound in his breast as though to stop the slow pumping of the blood that came in bright, scarlet bubbles.
Jean went to him and tried to ease his last moments, raising him and trying to calm him, giving him the only comfort he could,
cradling his head in his lap.


Guillaume looked up at him with terror in his eyes, looking into the doorway, then up at Jean. Not for long – thankfully his
misery was soon over. As soon as his body had tensed that last time, then melted, like a child going to sleep, Jean set him
back on the ground.


The man lying in the doorway was not le Vieux. The poor old man must still be lying inside. If Arnaud had any sense, he would
kill the experienced warrior first, and then the others. Still, the fellow could have had little enough sense to have done
this in the first place. The dead man there must be Pons. His hair . . . and the jerkin he wore. It looked like Pons . . .
Reluctantly, Jean entered the guard room. There at the side of the table was le Vieux, lying on the ground, blood oozing from
a wound above his ear.


A clattering of stones from outside. He didn’t stop to think; he couldn’t carry le Vieux to safety, not with a maddened Arnaud
behind him. They’d both be killed. No, he must flee.


Jean ran on light, quiet feet to the small gate that led out to the escarpment. The door was bolted with a baulk of timber,
and he pulled it aside silently, then eased the door open a little, and slipped out.


And once out, he ran and ran.

City ditch, London Wall

The musicians heard about their friend’s death later in the afternoon, and were soon there at the ditch just over the other side
of the great wall from the Fleet Prison. The inquest was just finished when they got there, and the body was being carried
away on a makeshift hurdle, four men transporting it reluctantly, one looking as though he would soon be sick from the smell.
Charlie stood studying the proceedings with apparent interest.


‘The poor bastard,’ Ricard muttered.

‘What happened to him?’ Janin wondered.

There was a small crowd already thinning, but one old man showed no sign of wishing to leave the place. ‘It was me found him.
Poor little shite-wit. Must have been wandering out after dark to be killed like that. Probably set on by footpads.’


‘He was robbed?’ Ricard asked.

‘They took his purse, yes,’ Corp agreed mournfully. If it had been discovered at the inquest, he’d have been kicking himself
for not finding it first.


‘Poor Peter,’ Adam said.

‘A bad way to die.’

‘Stabbed? Was he knocked on the head? Throttled?’

‘Oh no. He was held under until he choked. They drowned him – in all that muck! Can you imagine?’

It was a short while later, as the four remaining musicians stood in a tavern just along from Temple Bar, toasting their dead
friend, that the thought occurred to Janin first.


‘Ricard,’ he said, ‘why would a man kill him like that?’

‘How should I know? I’m no murderer. Maybe it was a drunk who decided he didn’t like the look of Peter’s face, or something.
Or just a cutpurse who thought it’d be easier to kill him than rob him.’


Janin nodded slowly, but without conviction. ‘If that was the case, why drown him? Hitting him over the head would be easier, or stabbing him. Why’d someone want to drown him there?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Someone who knew a man and his wife who are dead, I was thinking. If they wanted revenge on the men who’d killed them, and
everyone was saying there were these musicians who’d been leching after the wench? Perhaps a brother or father? They may want
revenge – and a death in a nastier way than a quick stab.’


Ricard gazed at him blankly for a long moment, and then longer and harder at Charlie, who was playing and giggling loudly
with another small brute. He hurriedly polished off the remains of his ale. ‘I think we ought to get back to the palace and
stay there until we leave the country.’


West of Paris

The old cart rumbled slowly, and yet Blanche had to hurry to keep up. Her hands were fettered, a long chain leading from her
wrists to the rear of it, and were she to fall, she would be dragged some way before being able to get to her feet.


Her eyes were tormented by the light still. It was so hard to see where she was going, and while the dust from the wheels
plagued her, worse was the sheer pain of the brightness lancing into her eyes and making her head ache for every moment of
the journey. She was so unused to the light.


Still, the anguish was worth it for the unadulterated delight of the sensation of being in the open once more. Dear Christ
in heaven! To hear the birds again, to see trees and the little shoots that showed spring might not be so very far away, was
so overwhelming, she spent much of the journey wondering whether she should laugh aloud, or jump and dance with pure joy.
It was like being reborn.


Perhaps, given a little time, she might grow to feel that she had indeed become renewed. It would take much, though, to achieve that. To feel truly alive again she must be able to forget her past. To forget her husband the king of France, to
forget their children – to forget the gaoler at Château Gaillard . . . No. She could not think of such things. Better by far
to remain in the present and live for the future. That was sensible. Much more sensible.


Live for now, and pray to God.

Château Gaillard

Le Vieux groped for consciousness like a diver deep in a pool desperately striving for the surface.

He had been here sitting by the fire with a mug of beer in his hand, talking with the others. Jean had walked out earlier,
said he needed a piss. All the others started telling stories. There was little else to do now that their most important prisoner
was gone. Without Queen Blanche, there was little to do.


Of course! Le Vieux had been telling them about her, about her appalling conduct – adultery when married to the heir to the
throne. Such depravity, such dedication to her own pleasures, had led to her arrest. She was condemned to come here, and here
she should rot.


Astonishing that her husband had become king in so short a space of time. A good man. Pious, honourable, committed to his
realm. Le Vieux had known him for many years, and had met him once, in Paris. His commander had introduced him. That was in
the days when Charles’s father had still been alive, of course. Dear Philip the Fair of blessed memory. There was a man!


There was a smell. Unpleasant. It reminded him of battlefields long ago.

He had told them all about the bitch, yes. And then he had told them about her spreading her legs in the gaol, how she’d given
birth later. Yes, and how she’d wept when the child was taken away. Well, any mother would. But the adulterous wife of a prince of France could not keep an illegitimate child.


Arnaud had loved her, so he said. She was his best, his favourite. All the others here knew that. They’d looked away when
the conversation moved in that direction. No one wanted to think about such things.


And then it was that Arnaud’s impatient slapping and prodding started to wake him. ‘What? Eh?’

‘Vieux! Vieux! Wake up! He escaped. Look around you!’

Les Andelys, Normandy

Jean reached the town an hour before dark, and hurried up the narrow streets, heart pounding, feeling sick and faint from
the horror of the castle.


‘Where is the bayle?’ he called when he saw a man. The fellow stopped dead at the sight of him, staring, and then jerked his chin towards the
top of the town. Jean thanked him, and lurched off again, going cautiously on the cobbles.


It was strangely silent in the town today. Usually this would be a bustling little place, with hordes thronging the streets.
Now, though, it seemed almost deserted. It was . . . wrong. Jean felt his legs begin to slow, and instead of rushing headlong, he began to walk more hesitantly.


There were shouts from up towards the town’s square, and he bent his steps that way, wondering what was happening.

‘The entire garrison has been slain,’ a man was shouting. ‘All dead.’

Jean stopped. He was about to breathe a sigh of relief when a cold, unpleasant certainty struck him. There was no way anyone
could have got here before him. Surely Arnaud was still chasing Berengar, and even if he wasn’t, he couldn’t have reached
here yet, could he? He was busy carving holes in Berengar’s body, surely. But all the other members of the garrison were dead.
Who could have come here?


Filled with trepidation, he went to the wall and sidled up towards the marketplace, keeping to the shadows and looking about him
with anxiety. This made no sense.


In the market he saw the bailiff standing on a cart, haranguing the crowds who ringed him.

‘I need some men to come with me to see what’s happened and help to clear up. We’ll need to clean the bodies and move them.
Who’s coming with me?’


‘Not just that, Bayle. Someone’ll have to read the last rites and prepare them for a vigil in the church,’ a man shouted.

‘We are fortunate that this man came, then,’ the bailiff said. ‘The castle’s vicar came to tell us all about the madmen up
there. He can officiate at the services.’


He beckoned a chubby father down at the wheel, and the smiling, benign fellow climbed on to the cart with him. ‘This is Père
Pierre Clergue of Pamiers. He will help us. Any more questions?’


Only one, Jean said under his breath. Who was this ‘castle’s vicar’? He’d never seen him before in his life. And he was supposed
to have come from Pamiers, the place where Jean had witnessed that awful atrocity, and been arrested before being released
to come here.


And then another, sickening thought struck him. It was too soon for anyone from the castle to have arrived, no matter who
this man was. Yet the town had been told of the killings. That meant this man had to have been aware that the garrison was going to be killed.

‘Christ in chains!’ he groaned. He had to get away. Run! Go somewhere far away.

No. He would go to Paris and tell the King’s men there what had happened. That would be best.

As soon as the menfolk of the town had made their way out and across the river to the castle, Jean himself hurried out, and
took the road east and south, praying and sobbing as he went.



Chapter Seven

Château Gaillard

The castle smelled like a charnel house, Père Pierre thought as he wandered about the great court.

Once it would have been a magnificent place. The walls were all limestone, white and gleaming, but at some time in the past
it had been sacked and many of the walls were in poor repair. Still, it was a place of happiness to him. It would hopefully
mark the end of a long journey.


‘In here, Père!’

The sergent had the brains of a goat, but he was reliable enough. Père Pierre climbed up and crossed the bridge from the outer fortress
into the upper, main section, to where the sergent stood waiting. ‘It’s not a pretty sight, Père. Are you sure you are ready for this?’


‘Oh, I think so,’ the little man said with a deprecating smile. His amiable blue eyes were sad as he took in the place.

He was used to the sight of bodies. From that first journey down to the south with the madman Arnaud and the scruffy man-at-arms,
the man all knew simply as le Vieux, he had been in close communion with the dead. So many over the years. He had helped dear
Bishop Fournier with the Inquisition, writing down the testimony in his careful, small but neat hand, and then going with
so many to hear their last words and praying with them.


Better than most, too, he knew exactly what sort of man Arnaud was. From the day when the poor woman had died, he had known. Arnaud had demanded that they leave instantly, desperate to run from that place. And later in the prisons, when
he looked after the women in their cells, Pierre had felt sorry for the women as he heard them weep, sob, or scream as Arnaud
left them. All had the same end, the pyre. Agnes in particular had died badly, he recalled. Arnaud had been cross with her,
because she had not been nice enough to him, so he had let her death come as slowly as possible. Shameful.


So many memories, so many dead. He only hoped that today there would be just one more. The world would be a safer, better
place without that one face, he thought.


He took a deep breath, and fingered his rosary, murmuring the prayers as he crossed the court towards the guard’s building.
Here the bodies were sprawled in undignified postures, the flies all over the sightless eyes, the gaping mouths. There were
already little white clusters of eggs in the wounds. Early, he thought, for flies, but the damned things were always present.


Praying, making the sign of the cross, muttering the words that should aid the souls’ passage to heaven, he made his way about
the dead men. He pulled a face at the smells and sounds of buzzing, but continued on his way.


‘And the others?’ he asked.

‘There aren’t any more,’ the sergent replied.


‘There must be!’ Dear God! Don’t say that the madman has escaped! Pierre prayed silently. Please, not that!


Second Thursday of Lent7


Louvre, Paris

The work was tedious, but Cardinal Thomas d’Anjou was glad of it. He polished the gold and silver at the altar of the little chapel with a vigour that was entirely absent from his usual demeanour.

A taciturn man, he usually displayed little feeling, but in a church or chapel he could enjoy submitting to the service of
God. It was an essential part of his life, this careful cleaning of all the paraphernalia of his religion, and he enjoyed
it all the more the higher up the ladder of authority he climbed within the Church. There were some who said that he might
be the next pope. Well, perhaps so, but he would not worry himself about that. He had two masters: God and the king of France.
Fortunately the latter was as religious as he was himself, and service to one meant satisfying the other.


The knock at the door was an unwelcome distraction. He pursed his lips, frowning down at the jewel-encrusted cross he had
been cleaning, and then sighed. ‘Yes?’


Two men walked in, and he looked from one to the other. ‘François?’

The older of the two, a narrow-featured man with the appearance of a hawk, with greying hair over hard, piercing brown eyes,
nodded. ‘I do not think you have met Père Pierre?’


‘Ah, you are the father from the Comté de Foix?’

The father, a chubby man with the face and figure of a man unused to travel, bowed delightedly at being recognised. His clothing
was stained and worn, with many loose threads and muddy patches. He looked, as he was, the latest in a long line of peasants,
the cardinal told himself.


His face betrayed none of his disgust for the tatty fellow. Instead he looked at François enquiringly.

‘It is done,’ François said.

‘Good. Then there are only a few loose ends remaining which need to be tied.’


Vigil of Feast of Piranus8


Queen’s chamber, Westminster

The Queen nodded and thanked the company. All was arranged, then. She was to be leaving the next day.

At least she would not appear to be a pauper begging at her brother’s door. Her worst fears had not been realised, thanks
be to Christ. She would have with her a train of more than thirty people all told. True, all had been selected by her husband
– or more likely Despenser – but that would scarcely matter. She had her own plans, after all. Did everyone really think her
so stupid?


Perhaps they did. They could not cope with the idea that a woman might have a brain of her own. Despenser had fully surrendered
to her, in so far as he had stopped attempting to have her destroyed. No, he was content for her to leave the country and
achieve a diplomatic treaty with her brother, provided Despenser and the King did not have to go to France themselves. That
would be too dangerous. Despenser knew full well that his life would be forfeit, were he ever to set foot on French soil.
That was the price of his piracy when he had been younger, when he had overwhelmed a French craft and stolen it, killing the
crew. Now he was persona non grata in France.


However, she still found it astonishing that the fool believed her when she pretended to have forgotten his insults, his lies,
his mendacious treatment of her. He thought either that she was so dim she had not noticed, or that she was so foolish that
she had forgotten and forgiven. He had himself forgotten that she was a woman of the royal house of Capet of France. She would never forgive an insult. Never!

When Queen Isabella first arrived here in England, she had been a young and naïve child, ready to do her duty by her new husband.
At the time they had both been little more than pawns in the great game that was diplomacy. Neither had been given any choice
in their partners. Their futures were set upon their joint path by their fathers, the kings of France and England, to cement
a peace between their bickering nations. The Pope agreed, and thus the life of the seven-year-old girl had been welded to
the nineteen-year-old man’s at a betrothal ceremony in Paris. Her husband-to-be, Edward of Caernarvon, was not there. She
was not to meet him for another five years, when he took her hand in the cathedral of Our Lady of Boulogne. Soon afterwards
they left France for England.


‘Your royal highness? There are some men here to meet you.’

The esquire bowed so low, for a moment she thought that he would beat his brow upon the paved floor.

That was one of the aspects of her life which was so confusing. In all her years as a child she had been treated with the
respect due to a queen. It was fitting for a woman of her position in the world. But when she reached England her life had
changed. As she watched the men being brought in, she could remember that time so clearly. The shame, the dishonour she felt,
how demeaned she had been.


When she was wedded, her father had showered gifts on Edward, rich jewels and rings, and had sent more for Isabella as part
of her dowry. She was a queen in her own right, after all. There was an agreement that when they were married, Isabella would
have lands dowered to her from the king of England’s French territories. But when they had been living together for a little,
the twelve-year-old queen was disturbed to find none of the promised money appearing. There was nothing with which to support
herself, let alone her household of knights, squires, servants . . . She was forced to resort to resentful letters to her father. And then she saw
that the rings and trinkets promised to her had appeared on the person of the unlovely Piers Gaveston, her husband’s ‘friend’.


It made her cold with rage to learn that her husband could prefer the company of that vain, arrogant, sneering Gascon. He made those first few months – nay, years – miserable for her. By her husband, she was treated as a child. As his
sister, perhaps. Ignored, unloved, and only occasionally summoned to royal events.


Perhaps it was understandable. Now a woman of almost thirty years, she was better able to see how a man like her husband might
have viewed her. He, a grown adult of five and twenty years, she a small girl of only twelve. It was no surprise, in truth,
that he would seek the companionship of others closer to him in age. After a time she had grown to appreciate this. She did
not grudge her husband his affairs with other women, even when one gave birth to his bastard, and she was able to feel willing
to console Edward when the lad died on his first campaign.


When the barons finally grew so disaffected with the repellent Gaveston that their rage could not be controlled, and he was
slaughtered, it was to her that the king turned for sympathy and comfort. And for a while, for a little while, they were truly
husband and wife, a fruitful union that gave her four children – the princes Edward and John, and then Eleanor and little
Joan, her darling. In those years Isabella had felt her life was fulfilled. She had a merry companion in her king, and a contented
little family.


But then the King developed a passion for this latest favourite, Sir Hugh le Despenser.

The man whom she would wish to see dead.

‘Your highness, your servants.’

She smiled at her husband’s men, the men whom Despenser had selected to watch her every step of her way on the return to her homeland, and managed to fit a graceful smile
of welcome to hide her revulsion.


New Palace Yard, Westminster

‘So what do we do about him, then?’

Ricard looked at Adam with exasperation. ‘Look, I’m not going to leave him behind with someone I don’t know. Poor bratchet!’

‘Be a bleeding sight poorer if he comes with us to France and dies from the food or something,’ Adam said.

‘He comes.’

‘Fine. You thinking to use him to replace Peter?’ Janin asked reasonably.

‘Come on! Peter was good with the tabor, I know, but we don’t need a man with a tabor to make our music.’ Ricard looked down
at Charlie. The child was resting in the crook of his arm as they spoke. He seemed a remarkably contented little boy. Thank
God he hadn’t seen his parents in that state, even though he had been scared enough of something to bolt from the house and
hide in the hutch. Was it the noise of Ric and his mates turning up late at night? They hadn’t been that loud, had they? But
they’d all slept through the murder of the man and his wife. They’d been pretty ruined, then. And this little boy had been
woken by them, probably, and sought the only safe place he knew, somewhere he played regularly, no doubt.


‘It was his harp I’ll miss most,’ Janin was saying. ‘You remember how he used to be able to get that crispness from his strings?
Very good.’


‘He was all right,’ Ricard conceded, stung. ‘But I think I can play my gittern well enough to make up for it.’

‘I didn’t mean . . .’ Janin protested hopelessly, but there was no point apologising. Ricard was upset, but so were they all.
‘I just miss him, that’s all.’


‘We all do,’ Philip said.

‘And tomorrow we’re off?’ Adam asked again.

‘That’s what the comptroller said,’ Ricard acknowledged.

The day before, he had been taken to William de Bouden, the Queen’s Comptroller.

‘We shall be leaving in two days. Prepare your men to be in the New Palace Yard at dawn with all their instruments packed
for a journey.’


‘Where are we going?’

De Bouden was a square-set man for a clerk. He had a gruff manner, with steely eyes that brooked no nonsense. ‘You honestly
mean to say you’ve been walking about the palace with your ears closed? The whole place is discussing the Queen’s mission
to her brother. Are you deaf?’


‘I just wasn’t sure where in France we’d be going.’

‘To see the King. But perhaps I was mistaken. Have you been to France?’

‘Um. Well, no.’

‘But you can read a map of the land? You know where towns are?’

‘Um.’ Ricard grinned helplessly.

‘Then why do you want to know? You will be travelling with the Queen, that is all. And you will be careful to ensure that
your other musicians are well behaved and don’t misbehave on the way. We have letters of safe conduct, but they won’t protect
a randy stallion who tries to mount a French filly. Is that clear?’


Ricard could still remember that freezing stare, as though the man was gazing through his flesh at all his innermost desires.
Someone must have told him about the way the men had behaved last time they’d played before the Queen. He could kick Peter
for what he had tried. Poor bastard. ‘They’ll be—’


‘Good. Now go! I have a thousand little matters to sort before we leave.’

Ricard shook his head now at the memory. The man had dismissed him with a wave of his hand and turned away instantly as though refusing
to become concerned with any matters relating to the musicians. Hardly surprising. The fate of Ricard’s motley little group
was irrelevant to him. He had provisions, travel arrangements and route planning for a group of thirty to forty men and women
to see to, as well as the headache of all the horses, wagons and carts which would be needed to transport the necessary victuals
and other supplies to Dover or wherever they were going to sail from.


There was nothing much else for them to do just now. All their instruments were here with them, as usual. His old citole was
beside him, ready to be wrapped first in a soft cloth, then in an oiled blanket to protect the strings and the wood.


He had always been inordinately proud of the device, ever since he had first seen it. It had been in a small workshop back
in his home town of Bromley, and his eyes had been drawn to it immediately. The wood had a lovely sheen to it, giving the
body a golden glow. It had the shape of a young woman’s figure, with the broad hips at the base, with a slender waist and
narrow upper section. From here the neck projected, leading to the large head in which the four keys holding the strings were
inserted. He stroked the neck gently. The instrument had been with him for almost fifteen years now, and it was still his
proudest possession, which was why he would never take it to a tavern like the Cardinal’s Hat. Too much risk of some drunken
arse trying to break it in a place like that.


Carefully setting Charlie down on the bench beside him, he picked it up and started to strum. He always found that music aided
his thoughts, and just now his thoughts were black – as he knew his friends’ were.


Peter the Waferer had never been a particularly close companion of his. The man was always a little over-arrogant about his position in the King’s household – a man who could command an income with the kitchen staff and still earn a little
more from his ability on the tabor was, so he thought, a man of some substance. He didn’t make too much of it, but every so
often he would make some little comment or other, and Ricard usually felt that it was directed at him. It pained him to hear
it.


A man shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but Peter was, truth be told, probably the one from the band whom he would miss least.
He was always thinking of his family – fair enough, true, but no good for a team like theirs. And he wasn’t that essential.
There were only a couple of tunes where they needed his kind of drumming.


‘What’s that tune?’ Janin asked, eyes narrowed as he listened, his head set to one side like a hound.

Ricard hesitated. In truth, he didn’t know what he was playing. Perhaps a mixture of songs he had heard or played in his life,
or something he’d heard so long ago it was outside his memory. ‘Call it “Peter’s Tune”, or “The Waferer’s Biscuit”,’ he said
with a grin.


‘That’ll do for me,’ Philip said, tapping his knee in time to the music as Ricard began to play again.

Janin eased his hurdy-gurdy out of its leather bag and set the rosin to the wheel. Soon the three were playing, and Adam drew
a grimace and reached inside his tunic, pulling out his little whistle to join in.


As usual, a small gathering formed about them as they played. Music was always a comfort to those who had little else to help
them relax. A pair of young women lifted their skirts and started to dance to the music, and one carter held out his elbows
to them both. They linked arms, and were soon swinging around together, laughing and shouting as they whirled about.


One man in particular was lounging near the alehouse at the gate, Ricard saw. He watched them all for some while as they played, and then strolled towards them as the dancing fragmented,
one girl giving up and tottering away breathlessly, dropping exhaustedly on to a stool.


When Ricard felt that they had played enough and exhausted that tune, he glanced over at the others, indicating it was time
to end. Janin nodded back at him, Philip closed his eyes in acknowledgement, and Adam grinned, his lips still about his little
whistle. After one more round of the tune they all stopped together.


There was a sudden burst of applause, and Ricard stood to take a bow. He swept off his hat, intending to hold it out for a
collection, but folk saw his move and began to leave hurriedly before they could be asked to donate. All except the man Ricard
had noticed. He remained, although he ignored the proffered hat.


‘Very good. You lot play well together. You could do with another drummer, though.’

‘We had one. He died.’

‘Oh, that was your friend, was it? I heard about a man found up at the London ditch.’

‘Someone killed him up there.’

‘He was drowned in the shite, wasn’t he? Why’d someone do something like that to a fellow?’ the man wondered aloud.

Ricard didn’t like this conversation. He replaced his hat on his head and turned away to put his citole back in the bag.

‘Have you found anyone to replace him?’ the man asked.

Ricard gazed at him. He had an odd accent. He certainly wasn’t from round here, not from London – and not from Surrey or Kent,
as far as he could tell. The fellow was not overly tall. He had calm grey eyes, a pleasant smile, and crows’ feet that showed
he was a man who enjoyed life. His grey hair was cut short in the old fashion, and he was cleanshaven. His clothes were clean,
his linen shirt so spotless it was almost painful to look at. ‘Why are you so interested?’


‘I was thinking, if you needed another drummer, perhaps a bodhran player could come along with you?’

Ricard eyed him up and down, considering. He was about to answer when he heard a call from the hall behind him, and they were
called to the Queen’s presence.



Chapter Eight

Queen’s chamber

Baldwin smiled as he was introduced to the other men in the chamber, but inside he was still anxious. If only he had been able, he
would have remained at home with his wife and their children.


But no man could refuse the King’s summons with impunity. He had demanded Baldwin should come here, so Baldwin had complied.
At least he had Edgar, his sergeant from those far-off days when he had been a Knight Templar, to stay in his manor with his
wife and ensure that she was safe. His son was causing him concern, though. The lad would not suckle as children should, in
Baldwin’s experience. Like any other rural knight, he had bred many animals, and he knew as well as any other husbandman what
a young creature needed. A boy like Baldwin needed plenty of milk, and while he refused to suckle from both breasts he was
not gaining as much as he ought. While Jeanne was reluctant to admit that her son was not feeding enough, she accepted that
he might be able to do better, and Baldwin had instructed Edgar to enquire as to whether there was a woman in Crediton who
would be willing to act as nursemaid and wet nurse to his little boy. That way, perhaps he could ensure not only that his
son received adequate sustenance, but that his wife was given some time to rest and would suffer less from exhaustion.


He should be there, though. It was ridiculous that he should be drawn over to London now, with the likelihood of being sent to France to escort the Queen, when his duty meant remaining at the side of his wife.

Except no man had any duty which could take precedence over the interests of the King, of course. All were the King’s subjects,
and owed their lives and wealth to him.


The others here were a mixed bag, though, he thought as he studied them.

William de Bouden he knew by reputation. The shortish, thickset and glowering ginger-haired comptroller was, so far as he
knew, honourable and reliable. He had been the Queen’s Comptroller before, and Baldwin had heard that she was furious when
he was removed from his post. However, all her friends and servants were taken away from her at the same time, so her rage
at his departure was probably only an indication of her general discomfiture, rather than at this specific man’s removal.


One of the King’s better generals was going to lead the Queen’s diplomatic party: Lord John Cromwell. Tall and dark-haired,
with narrow features but bright, intelligent black eyes, he had been Lord Steward to the King’s household for some while,
and although he must have felt the same concern as barons like Mortimer before the supposed rebellion of the Lords Marcher
three years ago, he had remained true to the King. Baldwin wondered at that. He had himself stayed constant, but the doubts
had been terrible.


There were three other knights in the room being granted their brief audience with the Queen, and one was familiar: a tall,
fair, handsome man with the haughty blue eyes of one who knew that the world existed to amuse and satisfy him – Sir Charles
of Lancaster.


Baldwin had met him with Simon while they were travelling on pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, and he had been with them
on their return when they had been shipwrecked off the island of Ennor. Sir Charles had been a loyal vassal of the Earl of Lancaster, but when the Earl had been killed after his ill-conceived opposition to the King, Sir
Charles had been left without a master. Like so many other homeless and rootless knights, he had left the country to travel
abroad, seeking fame and fortune in the only way a chivalric man could, at the point of sword or lance. But even there his
attempts to gain some prestige and honour failed. Now, however, he had clearly become less a mercenary, more a respected household
retainer of the King. He wore the King’s own badge at his breast.


The other two, so Baldwin learned as they were introduced, were Sir John de Sapy and Sir Peter de Lymesey. Neither was known
to him. Sir John was a man of middle height, with a square face and calm grey eyes, while Sir Peter was a little taller, more
of Baldwin’s own build, but with a strangely rectangular face and dark eyes under heavy brows. Both stood with their hands
on their swords, and bowed only cursorily. At least Sir Charles bowed like a knight honouring a lady, Baldwin thought as he
also bent at the waist. However, when he straightened up again, he saw that amusement in Sir Charles’s eyes, and wondered
whether the ostentatiousness of his reverence was purely to conceal his cynicism about the lady’s position. All knew about
Despenser’s hold on the King.


‘Ah, Sieur Baldwin de Furnshill, n’est-ce pas?’ the Queen was saying, and Baldwin urgently bowed again, returning his attention
to her.


‘Your highness,’ he responded, also in French. It was fortunate that he, like almost all knights, was multilingual. Every
man who served the King must learn the King’s first language, French, as well as the common English tongue. In Baldwin’s case
he must also speak some Latin for conversations with the clerks in his courts and with the men of the Church, and he had been
forced to pick up some of the old language that was still so common about the west of Devon and Cornwall. In comparison with that, the French of this lady was a great deal easier.


‘You are alone here? Your friend the bailiff is not with you?’

‘My lady, I came here alone, I fear.’

It was true enough. He would have given much to know that his old companion Simon Puttock was at his side. There were so many
dangers he could conceive during this mission to France. It would have been comforting to know that Simon was with him.


‘You should have asked him to join you, sieur.’

He bowed without answering. When he glanced about him, he was pleased to note that Sir John and Sir Peter were muttering quietly
to each other as they looked at him. Clearly they were wondering who this stranger might be.


It was curious, he felt, that when there were so few knights up and down the country – perhaps two thousand all told – it
was possible to be met at every turn by a fresh face. For his part, he was sure that he had never met these two, but that
was little surprise. After all, he was a rural knight from the wilds of Devon with no interest in the goings-on at court.
He spent his days seeing to his livestock, hunting, and increasingly being involved in the day-to-day affairs of the local
courts, both as a Keeper of the King’s Peace, and as a Justice of Gaol Delivery. That was enough to keep him busy.


More recently, and against his will, he had been elected as a representative of his county in Parliament, although he had
been forced to attend only one meeting so far. When he was coming up to London more regularly he would be forced to get to
know many more men like these, no doubt.


As the introductory audience finished, and Baldwin was able to leave the room, he reflected on that fact. The idea of meeting more of his peers was not comforting.

As the men left her, Queen Isabella eyed them closely. That keeper, Sir Baldwin, was known to her after the investigation he
had conducted into the deaths in the palace earlier in the year, and if she didn’t trust him totally, she was at least as
sure as she could be that he was an honourable man.


It was the others about whom she was nervous. Her comptroller, William, was well known to her, of course. He had been with
her for many years before the King removed him. Now she had demanded his return, and she felt fairly comfortable that he was
loyal still. He was her man. The same could not be said for Cromwell and his other three knights. De Sapy, she thought, looked
shifty – the sort who would change allegiance as the wind changed; de Lymesey she did not like. He had a directness of staring
that made her feel as though he was undressing her. Not quite disrespectful enough for her to complain, but there was that
sexual note in his eyes. She would not dare trust him alone. Lancaster himself she was quite certain of. He was a mercenary,
and entirely untrustworthy. So, if she were to offer a bribe to de Sapy, he might be reliable enough for a while, she thought.
And that was the best she could say about them.


Now the lower orders were being trooped in to her. The cooks, the clerks under de Bouden, some guards, and finally a band
of musicians.


These last were a shockingly scruffy lot. Their leader was clad in a tabard with her insignia, but although the material was
clean and fresh he managed somehow to make it look ancient. This man, Ricard, introduced a tubby, younger man called Adam,
fair-haired and tousled; then a slender fellow with bright eyes and the manner of a sparrow; then a heavier-set drummer with
lowered, suspicious eyes, and finally a tall fellow with the delightful lilt of the Irish. He bowed most graciously, and she
honoured him with a smile and slight nod of her head.


His tones reminded her of Mortimer. That poor man had been successful in Ireland before he had fallen from grace. He’d been sent
there to stop the ravages of the Scottish, and it was largely because of his efforts that the Gallowglasses had been thrown
into the northern seas.


‘Blaket, I am glad you shall join us on this,’ she said to Richard.

He nodded, his eyes reflecting his pride in her words. Alicia was just behind her, and she saw his gaze go to her. But then
Isabella saw how his eyes darkened as he took in the sight of the musicians.


It was enough to make her smile. The group was careful to avoid looking at Alicia, she noticed, and there was no surprise
there. After the way their companion had insulted her the last time they had played in the palace, it was wonderful that they
had dared to return here. But they were reliable. Not only were they competent as musicians (though not as good as some of
the singers she was more used to), they were also known to her. The fact that they had behaved rather disreputably on the
last occasion meant that this time they would be sure to be more cautious in their manners. She did not wish for any bad feeling
to be caused by fools who were supposed to be there for entertainment just because they grew lecherous towards some French
girls.


No, she was content. Blaket might be unhappy to see them – Alicia must have told him how the man had attempted to molest her
– but they would serve her purposes.


‘Is that boy with you?’ she asked suddenly.

The leader of the musicians reddened and grunted that yes, he was a little lad whose mother was dead, and they had—

‘No, that is enough. Bring him here to me.’

She studied the little fellow with a heart that felt taut and painful. ‘He is a handsome little man. I like his face. He reminds
me of my brother when I was a child myself.’


‘Your majesty, would you mind if I brought him with me? There is no one I can leave him with in safety, and I would be anxious for
him all the time.’


The Queen considered, then nodded. ‘And if you have trouble arranging transport – for he will not be able to walk all the
way – you have my permission to put him into one of the carts. He is very young.’


She had thanked them all for joining her on her journey, and now she watched them depart to prepare for the start.

‘Well, Alicia? What do you think?’

‘The musicians could do with a good clean. De Bouden promised me that he had seen them washed.’

‘He lied,’ Isabella said. She looked about her. Eleanor was at the far end of the room, briefing the ladies-in-waiting who
would be travelling with her, and was for a moment out of earshot. ‘Which was the man who tried to rape you?’


‘He was not here.’ Alicia smiled. ‘Perhaps he was too nervous to come with them.’

‘Maybe,’ Richard Blaket said. He had approached them from the doorway, and now he stood gazing after the men as they left.
‘He is not there. The Irishman has replaced him.’


‘Good,’ the Queen said. As she spoke, she saw her chaplain in the doorway and beckoned him. ‘I am thankful you too will join
me, Peter.’


‘I am glad that my presence comforts you,’ he responded. ‘Although whether there can be a happy conclusion to the embassy,
I doubt.’


‘Let us hope that there may be,’ she said.

Thorney Island

Baldwin was glad to be out of the little chamber, and as he walked along the corridor which led to the great hall and out
to the palace yard before it, he was aware of Sir Charles’s footsteps behind him.


‘Sir Baldwin, a moment, sir.’

‘It is a pleasure to see you again, Sir Charles.’

There was a laziness in Sir Charles’s eye that betrayed his mood. He was amused to see how Sir Baldwin had hurried from the
room. ‘You are as easy in the presence of royalty, I see, as you always were in any other company.’


‘I don’t know that I understand you,’ Baldwin said. He was reluctant to consider their last meetings on Ennor. During his
time there, to his shame, he had committed adultery with a lonely woman, and the memory was still painful – especially the
aftermath when he returned to England and his wife once more. ‘But tell me, how is it that you are now a household knight?’


‘When the last time you saw me I was a desolate renegade, you mean?’ Sir Charles said sharply – and then laughed aloud at
the sight of Baldwin’s face. ‘Don’t take me too seriously, Sir Baldwin. I am permitted a sense of humour, I think.’


‘There is much about you which appears to have changed,’ Baldwin said.

‘It is some little while since we were thrown up on the beaches of Ennor, is it not? One year and a half, and yet it could
be a decade for me. We parted in Cornwall, did we not? I made my way to London, hoping that I might find some position which
would be not too arduous, while not attracting too much attention from any enemies – such as men in the King’s employ! But
when I was discovered by one of them, to my astonishment I learned that I was not considered a dangerous enemy of the King,
as I had expected, but was fully pardoned.’


‘Why would that be?’

‘Ah. Well, I happened upon an old friend. Do you know Sir John de Somery? He is a knight banneret in the King’s household.
There are few enough of them, in God’s name. Time was, back in the tenth year of the King’s reign, when there were some fourteen or fifteen. Now there are three. At the same time the King has reduced his knights from almost fifty
to about half that.’


‘I am surprised.’

‘So was I. But he had so many who proved to be unreliable. Men who agreed to serve him in exchange for clothing, food and
drink, and living at his expense, are fewer than those who seek money. Why, Sir John de Somery receives two hundred marks
for his service, along with thirty men-at-arms. It is a better way for the King to remain armed and stable.’


‘You mean that a man will be more loyal to a mark than to his oath?’ Baldwin asked.

‘Ach, you are one of the old breed, Sir Baldwin. Believe me, this is the way of the future. Kings cannot expect men to fight
and die at their side just because of the past. A man will fight when he can see that his service will enrich him, though.’


‘Not I.’

‘So you have no need of money. I envy you. Me, I need a new horse. And when I find one, I shall require a good saddle for
him. And a decent courser must have the best provisions. Some the King will provide, of course, but for the rest, well, perhaps
I shall have to buy it myself. And now I can.’


‘Tell me, though, what of your service to Thomas of Lancaster? Did that not give the King some pause for thought? Surely a
man who was the loyal retainer of an enemy – for that was how the King viewed his cousin – would have been viewed askance?’


‘Not today, old friend. No, you saw the man beside me in there? Sir John de Sapy? He was a member of the household six or
seven years ago, but during the Lancaster rebellion he was on my side. We were companions in the Earl’s host. Yet he too has
been received with a welcome back into the King’s fold. It helped him that he was ever a friend of Sir Hugh le Despenser, of course.’


‘Oh. Any friend of Sir Hugh’s is to be received with honour into the King’s service, then?’ Baldwin said with a sinking feeling.

‘Afraid so. Personally, I dislike the man intensely, but it has to be said, he has the kingdom clenched in his fist. There
is nothing that happens in the realm without his approval.’


‘What of the other knight? Sir Peter?’

‘Lymesey? Did you never hear of the lady in Warwickshire? Forget her name, but it was Sir Peter who took all her lands, and
when she tried to have her case heard in court, he prevented it. It’s the first time I’ve heard of an assize of novel disseisin
being abandoned because a knight threatened all concerned that they’d be burned, maimed or murdered if they continued. One
has to admire the determination of a man like that.’


‘No,’ Baldwin said with determination. ‘I fear I cannot agree with you.’ To himself he added that such dishonourable behaviour
was the mark of a thief, not a noble.


‘No matter. I refuse to argue with you, old friend. Yet you will have to respect them both, for we are all bound to protect
her majesty on the way to meet the French king.’


‘Tell me about this journey,’ Baldwin said, glad to move the conversation away from the behaviour of other knights.

‘Ah. That. Yes. It may be a challenging duty, I fear. The Queen’s task is to persuade her brother to give up all the lands
he’s just managed to take from our king. Yet short of planning a full-scale invasion of Guyenne, there is little our Edward
can do to regain them. King Charles must know he has the whip hand.’


‘Yet he will surely not wish to leave his own sister with egg smeared on her face?’

Charles shrugged. ‘He is a man – she is a woman who’s married his enemy. What would you do?’

‘She is the mother of the future king of England too,’ Baldwin pointed out. ‘Surely King Charles would not wish to deprive
his nephew of his inheritance?’


‘If he could force the boy to pay homage for them, he’d probably be glad of the chance to have the English prince bend the
knee to him. But it’ll be a while before the prince becomes king. He is still young, and so is his father. There is no sign
of the good King Edward suffering an early death.’


‘So her mission will be a challenge. What of our duties?’

‘There are we knights, also Lord John, of course, and the men-at-arms. I think that we will present enough force to guarantee
our safety on the way. However, it is rumoured that many, including the traitor Mortimer, could be preparing a welcome for
us. That is what I fear more than anything: the attacks of our king’s enemies while we are abroad.’


‘I see. But as you say, we shall be a strong enough force to defend ourselves from most attacks.’

‘I do so hope.’


Chapter Nine

Alehouse at gateway, Thorney Island

Ricard and the others gladly agreed to the stranger’s suggestion that they might repair to the alehouse. It was always one of their
favourite meeting houses, and the weather was growing cold, so they all trooped into the alehouse and ordered ale, before
sitting and talking.


His name, so he said, was Jack of Dublin. His story was short enough: he had been a loyal servant of the King in his homeland,
fighting the murderous bastards from Scotland who served under the Bruce, and when they had succeeded in destroying the invaders
Jack had returned to England to see a little of how the world worked. There was more to life than living in a provincial city
like Dublin, he said with a smile.


‘There’s also more to being a musician than talking about it,’ Ricard said. ‘Or impressing a queen with a bow. How good’s
your playing?’


When Philip and Adam grunted their agreement, he led them out to their cart. From it he pulled his gittern, listening to the
tune of the strings. His citole he left wrapped. It was too valuable to him to keep wrapping and unwrapping. Better to leave
it. The gittern was a cheaper instrument, the one that he took into taverns and alehouses. Janin had already begun to crank
the handle of his hurdy-gurdy, and now Adam started to pipe a tune, while Philip tapped out the beat. Charlie stood watching
them all open-mouthed.


When they re-joined the Irishman, Jack set his pack on the floor and took up a large cylinder of leather. Grinning, he untied a buckle and withdrew a large bodhran and stick. He set
it on his knee, his head bent as he listened to the tune, and then nodded once and began to beat the drum. Yet he didn’t use
the simple rhythm of the others, but instead beat at double the pace, thundering on the skin as though he was galloping while
the others ambled. And he could vary the sound by pressing on the back of the skin, so that it sounded more firm and powerful,
or taut and crisp.


‘You’re called Jack, you say?’ Ricard said as they finished.

‘Yes. What do you think?’

‘I think we need to talk before making a firm decision,’ Ricard said, glancing at the others as he spoke.

Jack nodded and told them he would wait to hear their decision – he would be outside. He stood and walked from the room without
once looking back, to Ricard’s annoyance; he would have preferred even a brief sign of doubt. This man appeared to have the
arrogance of a bishop.


‘Well?’ Philip asked.

‘He can play,’ Ricard admitted.

‘Play? He beat the shite out of Peter’s playing. I miss Peter, but God’s teeth!’ Adam contributed. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, but
I can’t lie. I miss Peter, but Jack is better than Peter would ever have been. Did you see how fast his drumming was? I could
hardly see the stick in his hand, it was moving so quickly.’


‘Why is he suddenly here?’ Philip wondered.

‘Who cares? We could do with a decent drummer.’

‘Meaning?’

Adam suddenly realised what he had said. ‘Sorry, Philip. No offence meant; I was thinking of him compared with Peter.’

‘You should remember not to speak ill of the dead,’ Ricard said quickly before an argument could erupt.

‘For my money, we shouldn’t take him,’ Janin said.

‘Why?’ Adam demanded. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, but he’s easily the best I’ve heard in a while, and we could do with someone who can pick up
a tune that quickly.’


Janin shook his head slowly. ‘I don’t think it’d show much respect for our old companion if we were to replace him so soon
after his death. It hardly shows much feeling for him, does it?’


‘Marg would understand,’ Ricard said. Margaret, Peter’s widow, was sensible enough. She had a good head on her shoulders,
and she would know the sort of pressures that were being exerted on them without her husband’s tabor.


‘Marg may, yes – but the problem is not her. It’s him. Jack. Who is he? Where did he come from? He saw us playing, and suddenly
appeared. Just when we lost our main drummer. That to me seems a bit too much of a coincidence.’


‘Oh, come on, Janin!’ Adam scoffed. ‘You trying to tell me that he had some part in killing Peter to join us? Look at us!
Who’d want to join in with us unless he was keen on the music? And I have never heard of a man killing a musician to join
a band, have you? It’s more normal to join in with some music and see if you fit – just as Jack did just now. No, I say we
let him join us. We could do with him, and he’s keen.’


‘Janin?’ Ricard asked. He was watching the hurdy-gurdy player closely.

‘I’m not happy about him. He looks the part, yes, but I just have this odd feeling that he’s not all he makes out to be.’

‘So do I,’ Philip said with a glower at Adam.

‘So it’s two for, two against,’ Adam said.

‘No,’ Ricard said. ‘I agree with Janin. I think we shouldn’t have any new member. And I don’t like the way he just appeared
today, one day before we leave with the Queen’s party. It seems odd, that. Just think, were something to happen, if he turned
out to be an assassin or something, and tried to kill her, we’d all be taken and tortured as a matter of routine. I don’t want to be crippled because we took a drummer in a hurry.’


‘But he’s the best I’ve heard!’ Adam protested.

‘If he’s so keen to join us, he’ll wait for us to get back. In any case, he may not even want to travel to France. Why should
he? He’d probably be more than happy here.’


‘You’ve already introduced him to the Queen,’ Adam pointed out.

‘No. He tagged along while we introduced ourselves. There’s a difference,’ Ricard said. But he hoped the Queen would appreciate
it.


Jack the Irishman was waiting outside as they all trooped out, and eyed them briefly before his gaze settled on Ricard.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ricard said. ‘The trouble is, you see, we’re off tomorrow, and the idea of taking on someone new just now is
a bit hard. When we’re back, maybe? Look, tell us where we can find you, and we’ll look out for you when we’re back.’


‘Oh, don’t worry. I can find you,’ Jack said, smiling. He shrugged. ‘It’s a pity, though. I like your music. You play with
a sense of fun – there aren’t many musicians can do that.’


‘Aye, well. Sorry.’ Ricard was suddenly uncomfortable. This man had the most penetrating gaze of anyone he’d ever met. ‘Right,
well, we’d best be off, then. Packing the last odds and sods.’


‘Oh? I thought this was all your stuff,’ Jack said, glancing pointedly at their packs. When his gaze rose to Ricard again,
there was a small smile at the edges of his mouth.


‘Goodbye. Godspeed, and maybe we’ll see you when we’re back,’ Ricard said uncomfortably.

Baldwin saw the little group of musicians and a small boy crossing the yard, but thought nothing of them. He was considering
Sir Charles’s words and trying to find any comfort he could. There was little enough, he had to conclude. He was riding to a dangerous foreign land with a lord whose
allegiance was probably to the King alone, with two knights who were simple mercenaries who were most likely in the pay of
Sir Hugh le Despenser, an evil man whom Baldwin had cause to despise, and with Sir Charles, who would sell his mother, if
he hadn’t already done so. And all these were with him to protect the Queen, a lady who clearly needed all the aid Baldwin
could provide, but was the undoubted enemy of Despenser and was presently as good as estranged from her husband. The only
reason she was being entrusted with this embassy was that her brother was the French king.


He grunted to himself. It was not the most cheerful of reflections, he told himself. And there was one other aspect to this
litany of woe: his position as a renegade Templar.


In his early years he had been as devout as any pilgrim, and when he was old enough he took a ship and sailed to the Holy
Land to protect the last Christian toehold: Acre. He nearly died there, and it was the Templars who rescued him and saved
his life. For that, as soon as he was fit again, he had willingly given his life to the service of the Order. When the Order
was rounded up on Friday 13 October during the first year of the King’s reign, he had been away on Templar business, and escaped
the mass arrests and torture. As such, he was a renegade, and if found he could be executed immediately.


Ach, it was little enough risk. The Templars had been disbanded eleven years ago; the actual arrests were seven years before
that. It was very unlikely that anyone would still be about in Paris who could recognise him. The chances were he ran the
same risk of being seen and recognised here in London as in Paris. And if the worst came to the worst, he could rely on the
protection of his letters of safe conduct.


Yet it was true that if a priest in the Church recognised him and denounced him, those letters would become useless. Even if he were to escape arrest in France, he would no longer be safe
in England. There was nowhere where the long arm of the Church could not reach him.


With that grim thought, he turned to make his way back to his room to prepare for the coming day, only to find himself confronted
by a tall man with laughing dark grey eyes set in a face burned brown by the wind and sun. At first, he could only gape. Then:
‘Simon! What on earth are you doing here?’


‘The same as you, old friend. I’ve been summoned to aid you in the journey to France.’

Queen’s cloister, Thorney Island

Blaket was already in the little alcove near the gate when Alicia reached it. In her arms she held a lamb’s shank and a skin
of good dark wine, and she proffered her gifts before allowing him to take her in his arms again.


With his face buried in her neck, he said, ‘I hate to think of those musicians being near to you.’

‘I could wish I hadn’t told you about them,’ she replied. ‘It makes you so grim, my heart.’

‘If anyone tries to harm you, I shall stop them,’ he said firmly.

‘Do not worry. The man who tried it wasn’t there.’

‘No?’

‘Apparently he was drowned in the city ditch. De Bouden told me just now. The musicians were considering finding a man to
take his place.’


He cuddled her closer, but even as he did so he grew aware of a stiffness about her body. ‘What?’

‘The man in the ditch – that wasn’t you, was it? You didn’t kill him because of what he did to me?’ She stood upright, her
eyes fixed on him with an immeasurable concentration. He had killed before, as she knew.


‘You think I did that?’

‘Did you?’

‘No. It was not me,’ he said.

‘Good,’ she said, and appeared to melt into his embrace again.

‘Perhaps it’d be best if they stayed behind?’ he wondered.

‘Why, love, are you jealous because they can wind an instrument? Would you prefer that to me? Because you have me, don’t you?’

He grunted and placed his hands on her backside, pulling her nearer. ‘In that case, they can do what they like,’ he said.
‘I’m content!’


New Palace Yard, Thorney Island

It was some little while later that Ricard and the others separated for the afternoon. They each had different tasks to undertake
before they left in the morning. For his part, Ricard wanted to make sure that he had provisions – smoked sausages for the
journey, some dried meats, and plenty of gut for his strings. A musician never knew where he’d be able to pick up the next
supply. And now he had an extra mouth to think of, he thought to himself, glancing down at the boy.


‘You the musician?’ a man asked.

Turning to him, Ricard found himself confronted by yet another messenger in the King’s livery. ‘Yes? What now?’

‘You are to come with me.’

Sweet Mother of Christ, these flunkies always think that their business is so bloody vital, Ricard said to himself as he took
the boy’s hand and followed the man round the side of the great hall and in through a small door. He was taken through another
hall, through a little door and up some stairs until he had no idea where he was inside the palace complex. The place might
have been designed to confuse a body, he thought. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Here.’

A door was opened, and he found himself thrust inside.

‘Sir William?’ he said with some surprise.

William de Bouden was seated at a broad table, his fingers steepled before him. ‘Ah, Ricard de Bromley. And you . . .’ he
added, looking pointedly at Charlie. ‘Well, good day to you. Are you prepared for your departure tomorrow?’


‘Well, there are one or two matters. Mostly ready, yes.’

‘I have heard you were speaking to a servant. A drummer.’

‘The Irishman? Yes, we made some music with him.’

‘He is very good, I understand.’

‘Good enough,’ Ricard agreed, thinking of the rapid drumming of the bodhran. But then he frowned. What was this about? Why
would de Bouden wish to speak about the Irishman when he had so many other matters to concern him, not least the safety of
the Queen?


He was answered immediately. ‘The Queen liked the look of the man. She knows he is respected as a drummer, and would enjoy
listening to him during the journey. If you have space, you could bring him with you. Do you have too many men already?’


‘Well, no, I suppose . . .’

‘That is settled then. The whims of a queen are not to be lightly disregarded, man. You may go now.’

And Ricard found himself outside the door. With a perplexed, ‘Well, ballocks to that!’ he shook his head, wondering why de
Bouden wanted the man with them. He certainly did not believe the story about the Queen asking for him. There must be another
reason.


And then he remembered – he hadn’t the faintest idea how to get back outside from here.


Chapter Ten


Feast of Piranus10


Louvre, Paris

The King of France sat back on his throne as the cardinal entered, his robes hissing as the fur trimming swept over the floor.
He stopped near the King, bowing but holding the King’s eye as he did so.


There was an arrogance in these men of God that no other would dare display before him, King Charles thought to himself, keeping
his features devoid of all emotion. It took an effort sometimes, in God’s name.


This one, Thomas d’Anjou, was one of the worst. Others would at least make some civil display as a matter of courtesy, but
this one was full of piss and wind. He had few of the attributes of a diplomat, and believed that anything he said would automatically
be taken as the word of God. Arrogant fool! Well, kings could be arrogant too. And Charles was not of a mind to give up his
own position in the world just for a man in holy orders who wanted to pretend to have authority over him.


The cardinal looked about him at the knights and dukes surrounding the King, and King Charles gave a shrug of agreement, waving
the men aside.


‘Your highness, I bring word from your Holy Father in Christ. The Pope has asked me to communicate his thoughts to you.’

Controlling his impatience, King Charles nodded. ‘Speak.’

‘He believes that the present state of affairs between your kingdom and that of the King of England is a canker that affects
the whole of Christianity.’


‘Then he should aid me in my desire to see the king of the English become more reasonable.’

‘The Holy Father would like to see the English and French burying past disputes and coming to an agreement.’

‘I agree.’ King Charles wondered where this could be leading.

‘The Pope will be happy. There is an urgent need for a fresh crusade to wrest the Holy Land from the heathens who have overrun
it. We must unite in our love of God to smite them and recover Christ’s birthplace.’


A crusade! That would be a marvellous undertaking. To lead his armies across the seas to Palestine was the height of a king’s
aspiration. ‘I would be delighted to join such an undertaking.’


‘It would permit both you and the English to join together in love of God to do His will. But first there must be peace between
your nations.’


‘There will be peace – as soon as my brother-in-law agrees to come and pay homage for the lands he holds from me. He must
come here and kneel before me and swear his allegiance.’


‘Perhaps he will. But you should also make allowance for the fact that he is a king in his own right. He deserves respect.
Especially if he makes the effort to come here and make his peace with you.’


‘For his realm, I have no ambition. For the lands of mine which I allow him to administer and rule, I expect him to show me
the same respect as any knight, any marquis, any duke. Just as he expects of his barons and earls. We are of a similar mind.’


‘Perhaps another embassy would aid the negotiations?’

The King pursed his lips. ‘And who would you have me send? Or do you suppose to tell me whom the English should send to me?’

‘I am sure that you will have heard that the Pope has requested the English to send your sister to you. That way, you would
have a friend with whom to discuss this affair.’


‘It is entirely up to the English king whom he decides to send to me.’

‘I know that, naturally. But, if he were to send the Queen, would you be comfortable to negotiate with her?’

‘I have already indicated to the English king that I would.’

‘In that case, I am pleased. Perhaps we can hope to see a successful resolution of this matter before long. And then we may
hope to begin to plan for a crusade.’


King Charles nodded and the audience was over. The cardinal bowed again, this time walking backwards all the way to the door
out of the hall, showing considerably more respect than he had on the way in.


In the past King Charles’s father, King Philip the Fair, had been able to rely on several well-trusted advisers, but one in
particular, William de Nogaret, had been especially dependable. There were few of his stature now, sadly, since his death.
It was William to whom Philip had turned when he needed a pretext to expel the Jews and take over their wealth; it was the
same William who had written up the accusations against the Knights Templar which had seen them persecuted, tortured, killed,
and their wealth confiscated to the benefit of the Crown.


But Charles had some advisers of his own, whose loyalty was beyond doubt. He looked around him now, and beckoned François
de Tours.


‘What did you make of that?’

François was older than the King by a decade. He was a lean, tall, ascetic man who spent much of his time, when the King was
travelling, in the Île de la Cité, the ancient palace that had grown to become the centre of all administration for the French
state. Now he stood and bent respectfully at the King’s side.


‘He plainly wished to see how you would react to the idea of Queen Isabella’s coming here to meet and treat with you in her
husband’s place.’


‘So that means that the Pope himself already knows that the English are likely to send her, then.’

‘I should think it likely.’

‘And he is concerned as to how I may respond to her.’

‘I would assume that would be because of her part in the affair of the Tour de Nesle, my liege.’

The mere mention of that episode was enough to make King Charles forget to maintain his equanimity. His face flushed, and
he had to clench his jaw a moment to prevent his angry words from spilling out, but then he regained control, his features
lost their angry colour, and he could breathe a gentle sigh.


‘I have forgiven her that.’

‘I was analysing the situation, your highness. If I gave offence, I—’

‘No, François. You were correct to mention it. You must always feel free to advise me without fear. I cannot trust your judgement
if you are anxious about raising certain matters before me.’


But it was a difficulty, as both men knew. King Charles still had no children. His father had died eleven years ago, and King
Charles was the fourth king since then. He was the last in the male line of the Capetian blood. If he were to die without
a son, his family would have failed.


If only that slut Marguerite de Burgundy, his brother’s wife, had not been so promiscuous. The bitch took delight in all things,
and her position as the wife of the future king of France gave her leeway unavailable to others. But when she was discovered
in her adultery her fall was devastating. She was dead within the year – but the damage was already done. It broke his father’s
heart, and Philip the Fair was dead a twelvemonth later.


Blanche, Charles’s wife, was found to be guilty along with Marguerite. She was taken from him and thrust into a foul dungeon
to rot. She deserved her fate – they both did – because they had put cuckolds’ horns on the two princes, but it was a desperate
position for the royal family. Suddenly both heirs had lost their wives. And without a wife, neither could breed.


Blanche’s marriage to him was not annulled for some time. At last, three years ago, it was, and immediately Charles remarried
– this time the lovely Marie of Luxembourg. She conceived and bore him a son, but mother and child both died in the birth.
Louis, the boy had been named. His second son. The first, poor Philip, had died aged only eight in the year his mother’s marriage
to Charles was annulled.


‘Your highness – would you like some wine?’

‘François, no. I am fine,’ the King said. ‘I was remembering my sons.’

‘I am sure that your wife will bear you many strong and healthy boys,’ François said soothingly.

‘I hope so.’ Jeanne d’Evreux was as beautiful as she was young. At only fifteen years old, she was perfect for producing a
child. Or so he hoped.


It was odd to think that he was about to marry his third wife; that he had already fathered four children, but all were dead.
He mourned them all, but he had a duty as king, and that was to leave his realm in the capable hands of a boy.


Still, it made the visit of his sister poignant. After all, if she had not denounced his first wife, Blanche would probably have
whelped more boys for him. His line would be secure. Instead here he was, fighting to find a woman who could bear him his
heir and save the line of Capet.


François bent a little nearer. ‘There is one other matter, my liege. The Château Gaillard. The lady has been removed, and
all is taken care of.’


The King looked at him with eyes that glittered with anger. ‘All is taken care of?’

There was an edge to his voice which François had never heard before, a thrilling of hatred. ‘As you say, my liege. The lady,
and all those who could have told the story.’


‘Good. And now you will never mention that place nor her to me again.’

François nodded and walked from the room.

The cardinal was waiting outside when François arrived. ‘Well?’

‘He is happy that all proceeds.’

‘You told him all?’

‘Only about the garrison.’

‘Did you tell him one man escaped?’

François said nothing, merely stared at him.

‘You know it as well as I.’

‘Cardinal, the man will die. Already men from Les Andelys search the roads between there and his home in the south. No matter
where he goes, he will be found. And destroyed.’


‘Good. A heretic like that must be removed, like a rabid dog, before he can infect other good people.’

‘Never fear. He will.’

The cardinal nodded. He felt only an increasing glow within his breast. This embassy would be the culmination of so much effort, with good fortune, and then the hosts could be collected and men and arms would sail once more for the Holy
Land. The king of France would command the combined forces of Christendom, and at last Jerusalem would return to the control
of Christ’s people.


And the man who had orchestrated all this would, perhaps, be granted the post of papal representative in God’s holy city.
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Ricard grunted to himself, head huddled down under his hood as the rain began to fall again. ‘Sweet Jesus, this bloody weather
is enough to make a duck pissed off!’ He pulled his cloak tighter about him and Charlie.


Janin at his side was protectively shielding the bag containing his hurdy-gurdy under his heavy cloak. ‘I don’t know about
that, but I’m certain sure it won’t do my strings any good.’


‘Rain is the one catastrophe that helps none of us. We’ll just have to rely on Adam’s piping and our singing if we’re called
on to entertain the party.’


‘Philip’s singing?’ Janin asked doubtfully.

‘Hmm.’ Ricard looked over at Philip. He was standing with a scowl of such ferocity, Ricard was surprised the rain had the
temerity to continue to fall.


They had been up before the dawn, all ready and prepared to leave, but then when they were about to depart, although the Queen
had arrived, the King had not. It seemed that he and Despenser were huddled together in the palace discussing some matters
of great importance. Either that, or they were still lying abed, Ricard thought grimly.


Their new companion was a little distance away from them. He had a slight smile on his face, but then, Ricard had always heard
that the land of the Irish was as wet as a vill’s pond. He was probably used to it.


‘What about you, Jack of Ireland? Can you sing a tune or two?’

‘Me? I suppose I know a few.’

‘Good. We may need you to save us from Philip’s voice, then,’ Ricard said.

As Philip protested his ability, Ricard narrowly studied Jack from the corner of his eye.

Janin had summed it up when Ricard told the others last night.

‘Well, he can play. Perhaps it was just that – the Queen’s Comptroller wanted a good musician to replace Peter.’

‘And perhaps cats can fly,’ Philip had said. ‘Our friend Peter dies, and then this new drummer is foisted on us? Too much
of a coincidence, I’d say.’


‘Look, maybe you don’t like him, but I think his playing is still a lot better than Peter’s used to be. Sorry, I know none
of us likes to admit that, but there it is. I think it’s better to be honest about things.’


‘Shut up, Adam,’ Philip had said sharply.

‘What do you say, Jack? Will you sing?’ Ricard asked now.

‘Ah, now you should hear my voice, Ric. I have the purest notes this side of the mountains.’

So saying, he walked away, whistling. Philip and Janin exchanged a look, and it was Janin who glanced at Ricard with a vaguely
confused expression on his face. ‘What do you suppose that means?’


‘I reckon it means I’ll be getting the bastard to sing most of the songs on the way,’ Ricard said. He huddled more closely
inside his cloak, feeling a drip work its way down at the back of his neck and trailing on to his shoulder. Charlie wriggled
and grunted, and Ricard was tempted to snarl.


He hated hearing his name shortened.


Saturday next after the Feast of Piranus9


Dover

Simon Puttock was relieved to arrive at Dover, although there was a strong sense of revulsion at the thought of once more being
forced to board a ship and cross the sea.


It was not an irrational fear that he held of seafaring. He had experienced all aspects of sailing, and he disliked them.
Ships rolled and bucked alarmingly, he had discovered. Even when a man stood up on deck, running the risk every few minutes
of a soaking, the fact that the horizon rotated about the prow made him need to heave. Any food he consumed would immediately
return and have to be discharged over the side. And when all this was endured with moderate patience, the next disaster would
be either an attack by pirates or a shipwreck. Having suffered all of these more or less natural calamities, Simon was not
keen to explore the delights of sailing once more.


‘There they are,’ he said, pointing to the group nearer the harbour.

Baldwin looked where he indicated. It had been noticeable that the King and Despenser had travelled much of the way together,
while the Queen and her ladies and knights had been kept towards the rear of the long column of travellers. Now, at last,
the three were standing together, while Lord John Cromwell listened near the Queen’s shoulder. ‘Lord John is taking his duties
seriously, I am glad to see.’


‘He would, wouldn’t he? The man is honour bound to protect her, after all.’

‘I suppose so,’ Baldwin said. ‘But I wonder who picked him? It was unlikely to have been her Majesty.’

‘I hope it wasn’t Sir Hugh le Despenser, then,’ Simon muttered. Both knew how poisonous relations had grown between Sir Hugh and the
Queen in recent months.


The sound of laughter came to them, and they both peered at the group.

‘Is that the Queen?’ Simon asked.

‘I believe so,’ Baldwin said. ‘And she is kissing Sir Hugh!’

‘I don’t think I can believe what I’m seeing,’ Simon said.

Queen Isabella was chuckling and exchanging pleasantries with the King’s favourite, and as they watched, she rested her hand
on his arm and spoke to him again. Then she was away, kissing her husband respectfully, and curtseying to him before walking
off with Lord Cromwell. The King and his friend watched them as they made their way down to the harbour.


‘Perhaps all is well again now,’ Simon ventured. ‘She is travelling in some style, after all. She must have money from the
King. Maybe he’s realised her value to him?’


‘And maybe it was all a ruse to lull his suspicions,’ Baldwin said. ‘There is something else in her mind, I am sure. She loathes
Sir Hugh. I am quite certain of that. The two men in the world whom she hates more than any other are him and our friend the
bishop of Exeter. It is inconceivable that she could have so changed her feelings in the last weeks.’


‘Well, how has she been when you have spoken to her recently? Are you sure there has been no difference?’

‘Simon, you have been with me at every moment on this journey. When have you seen me with her?’

‘Never?’

‘No. She has been with her women at all times and has avoided being with me or any of the other knights.’

‘Why should that be? Perhaps she wishes to remain alone so that she can consider what she must say to her brother?’

Baldwin looked at him. ‘What is she likely to want to say? She has advisers and clerks aplenty. The only things which they will not be privy to are the loving things which a brother
and sister will say when they are meeting for the first time in some ten years or so.’


‘Ten years?’ Simon was quiet for a moment. ‘To think of leaving your own land and not seeing it for ten years . . .’ He looked
at the ships in the harbour with a reluctance that bordered on terror.


‘Simon, do not panic! We have among the best shipmen in the world here to take us over the sea.’ Baldwin laughed. ‘I do not
think that it will take them very long to carry us over the little puddle that separates us from France.’


‘It was not only that which worried me,’ Simon said. ‘It was the thought of what is waiting for us at the other side.’


Chapter Eleven


Friday before the Feast of St Edward the Martyr11


Poissy

Jean had reached this town on his way homewards, before realising that there was nothing for him there. Where was there anything
for him to find? His old home was burned to the ground, his wife and child were dead, his father and his brother had both
died in the wars trying to defend the honour of his comte – and now that he had failed in the simple task he had been set
by his comte, helping to guard an old fort, there was nowhere for him to go. He was homeless, and unless he could persuade
his comte that the slaughter of the guards was not his fault, he would be thrown into gaol himself.


After hurrying to Les Andelys and hearing the comments, escape to Paris had seemed the best option. He should tell someone
that Arnaud had gone mad and killed all the other guards. But when he looked at himself, he realised that when he had picked
up Guillaume much of the man’s blood had drained on to him. Suddenly, he wondered how another would look at him, a stranger
to this area, telling a wild story about someone else who went mad and butchered all the guards, while he alone survived –
although smothered in the gore of the dead. It would not look good. Especially since his accent was so different. He spoke the beautiful dialect of the Languedoc, while all the people about here had the harsh twang of
Norman French. He was an outsider again, and here he must be viewed askance.


No, rather than that he would return to his lord and report to him, direct. But in so doing, he would again be open to criticism.
Why had he not reported to the nearest town, sought out the King’s officers and ensured that the murderer was found? Explaining
that he was terrified would not serve to protect him. He had a duty to perform, and his cowardice had ensured that the criminal
had escaped. There was no excuse for that.


So here he was, in a small town to the north-west of Paris, wondering what he should do to extricate himself from this mess.
The more days passed, the more trouble he faced. If he had sought out his lord on the first day, perhaps he would be all right.
As it was, he was now a thief himself. At the first opportunity he had stolen a fresh shirt and hosen, while his leather jack
had been carefully washed in a stream to remove all the blood. So now he was condemned no matter what he tried.


At least he had a place to rest his head. The other guards had no heads to rest. And Arnaud was perhaps still on the loose.

There was one possible silver lining to the cloud, though. Perhaps, if people had found the château and all the bodies, they
might think that he was one of the victims as well. They could assume that he had been slaughtered along with Guillaume, Pons
and the others. Yes, that was a thought: maybe Jean had died in the eyes of the officials, and was no more. Could he be free,
at last, from the taint which had been with him for so long?


Was it possible? Were the crimes of his past finally laid to rest?

Boulogne

It was mid-morning when Simon gratefully followed the suit of all the knights and climbed into the saddle once more.

Dear Christ in heaven! They’d reached France within hours of leaving England, making landfall at Wissant, and the same day
the Queen had commanded that they should make their way to Boulogne and give thanks for their safe and swift journey. Well,
Simon wouldn’t argue with that. They had arrived in one piece, which was more than he had hoped for when they set off. Almost
as soon as the ship pulled the sails up, or whatever the blasted shipmaster called it, there had been a dreadful crack and
one of the sails had simply burst. One minute it was a whole sheet, the next there was this almighty report and the thing
was in shreds. Apparently it happened quite often. In his post as representative of the Keeper of the Port of Dartmouth, he
had heard of such things, but this was the first time he had witnessed it, and he did not enjoy it.


Still, it was the only disaster on the journey. The sailors ran up and down the lines at either side of the cog, and soon
the sail was replaced, and then they were making their way quickly enough, with just a little bucking and rocking to unsettle
his belly. He only had a chance to throw up four times before they reached the French shore.


As soon as they made landfall, he expected to unload the ship and set off to meet the French king’s representatives, but no.
Instead Queen Isabella had been determined to see the church of Our Lady in Boulogne, where she made offerings and devotions.
The whole town seemed to turn out to meet her and her entourage, and all thirty or so were invited in and given a royal welcome,
lodging and food. There the party remained for five days, with no one showing the slightest inclination to get a move on,
other than Simon and Baldwin.


It was not until the sixth day that they received the order to gather up their belongings and leave the town. At last they would make their way to meet the king of France’s representatives.

Simon was unhappy. ‘Baldwin, you’re perfectly comfortable here, aren’t you? But the people seem . . . different. Is it their
clothes?’


‘It is everything, Simon. It’s the clothes, the language, the countryside. Do you not feel that it is special? I think it
feels cleaner, more wholesome somehow, than England.’


‘What, you mean Devon?’

‘No – I was thinking of England near here. London and Kent. They are curious places compared with this lovely landscape.’

Simon looked about him. ‘What is so lovely about this?’

Baldwin snuffed the air. ‘The scent of garlic, of grilled fish, of lavender, of wine . . . all these things and more.’

‘You can get all those things in England.’

‘True enough, but in this country they seem more natural, in some way. Look about you!’

Simon did. He huddled his chin down against his gorget and shook his head to resettle his hood over his ears. ‘Yes. It’s very
pleasant. Except just now I would prefer to be at home in Lydford with a great fire roaring on the hearth and the smell of
woodsmoke and spiced wine to warm my heart.’


Baldwin said nothing, but smiled to himself for a few moments. Then a picture came to his mind of Jeanne sitting at his own
fireside, with Richalda and little Baldwin nearby, and suddenly the vision brought a lump to his throat.


Pontoise

Le Vieux was feeling sick again. He had to stop at the side of the road and throw up. That was all his lunch wasted, then.

‘Come, Vieux! We have to—’

‘Shit! You go on, Arnaud. I am too old for this.’

‘You? I never thought I’d see the day you said that!’

Arnaud was staring down at him with a mirthless grin on his face. He wasn’t bothered by the sight of the dead men. No reason
why he should be – as executioner as well as torturer, it would have been a surprise if he had been. Yes, Arnaud was a hard
man, certainly, but so was le Vieux. He would not submit to this sudden weakness. He’d seen dead men often enough before.
‘Very well, but I’m exhausted and hungry. You go on. I’ll follow and get myself some plain bread. I’ll see you at the baker’s
outside his house. You know it?’


‘Of course I know it. I will be there as quickly as I may.’

Le Vieux nodded and slowly made his way to the bakery. It was some little way from the town’s gate, and there was a bench
not far away where the older men of the place were wont to sit in the sun during the warmer months. At this time of year it
was mostly deserted, but that was all to the good, so far as le Vieux was concerned. A man had a brazier nearby on which he
was roasting small pastries, and le Vieux bought one, breaking it open to let the steam burst out and cool it, eating it quickly,
mouth open, to save his lips and tongue from scalding. It was delicious. He sat back contentedly, his mouth full of the flavour
of nuts and spices, his belly comfortable, for a while.


His head was still hurting appallingly, but there was nothing to be done. He would have to wait until it was cured. Perhaps
it would help to have his blood let out a little. Maybe he ought to seek a physician or barber in the town.


There was a thump at his shoulder, and he was startled awake again, finding himself looking up into the eyes of Arnaud.

‘Well enough rested, eh? We have much to do.’

‘What? Why?’

‘To catch that bastard Jean, naturally. If he escapes, there will be trouble for us. We have to catch him, silence him.’

‘What do you mean?’

Arnaud sighed. ‘Look, do you remember anything?’

‘Of course I do! Just because I was knocked on the head doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten what happened! I remember everything! We were guarding the King’s bitch, but when she’d gone, we were all sitting about, and then . . .’


‘Yes. And Jean escaped, and he knew all that happened in the castle. So we have to catch him or kill him as soon as we can
before he can tell anyone else about us.’


Le Vieux nodded with a grimace. Jean knew too much about their actions.

Arnaud looked up at the sky, then to the north. ‘This weather is going to break soon. It’ll be snow in a couple of days, you
mark my words. We have to move fast to tell him.’


‘Who?’

‘The Comte de Foix. Our master has ordered us, Vieux.’

Boulogne

Fortunately there was much to distract them as they began to make their way on horseback down through the steep old streets,
and out into the open countryside.


‘Christ’s bones!’ Simon gasped as they passed under the city gateway, and Baldwin could see that he was not alone in shock.
Among the English party many were just as surprised to see that there was a large gathering of people here to see the Queen
off. Many were knights and squires, all mounted and caparisoned, with gaily coloured flags fluttering in the cold breeze.
It appeared that many wished to honour the sister of their king, and the knights and other nobles were to join Queen Isabella’s
party.


Their leader was a tall, powerful knight with the bearing of a man born to command: Pierre d’Artois, a senior member of the
French nobility, to whom the other knights and counts submitted. Greying, he was plainly not a young man, but the blue eyes in his brown face were shrewd and confident.


For the English, to see so many war-like Frenchmen was somewhat alarming. True, they had papers promising safe conduct, but
all too often such papers could be ignored. Although there was some pride in the Queen’s face at the sight of such an honour
guard, Baldwin was less happy. Poor Queen Isabella had suffered the indignity of having all that made her life pleasant removed
from her in recent months, and one thing she had sorely missed was the respect that she had been used to since birth. Under
Despenser’s rule, even her children had been taken from her. Now, here in her homeland, she was being treated as a queen once
more.


However, where there were many warriors there were equally many threats. In theory the first was the threat to the Queen herself,
but looking about him Baldwin judged that she was safe enough. With the small force of Englishmen surrounding her, any enemy
would have to cut through a ring of steel comprising not only Lord John Cromwell and his knights, but also the men-at-arms.
Richard Blaket in particular was glowering about him ferociously at all the French as though longing to wield his bill. Except
the French were all behaving with impeccable courtly manners. There was no possible danger to the Queen from these people.


No, it was not she who was in the most danger. It was he himself, Sir Baldwin de Furnshill, the renegade Templar. He must
look to his own defence before almost anything else. Thus, while quickly glancing about him for any possible danger to Queen
Isabella, he was also careful to study all the faces for any which might seem familiar. He had no wish to be arrested by the
Church for supposed past offences.


There were none. Some fellows looked a little suspicious of these English knights, as though considering them little better
than supplicants come to beg alms from their king. One in particular was especially haughty in his manner. He looked over the Queen’s entourage with simple disdain, and Baldwin
was sure he made a comment – something about it being no surprise that his king had taken back his Gascon lands if this little
band was the best the English could produce to serve his own wife.


The man’s arrogance irked not only Baldwin. He could see that others, even Sir Charles, were eyeing the fellow closely. Baldwin
jerked his head to Simon, and spurred his mount to close the distance between them and Lord John Cromwell. If that man was
a threat, he was already nullified if all had spotted him. The menace Baldwin feared was the one that had not been seen.


Lord John was riding with his own squire and a groom, and as Baldwin drew nearer he saw that Sir John de Sapy and Sir Peter
de Lymesey were also already close to hand. It was in the way of things that men of war would automatically look to the security
of their charge.


For Simon, seeing such a gathering was petrifying, and he knew only gratitude for the presence of Baldwin and the other knights
and Lord John. If there was a threat to the Queen, these men would soon quell it. They certainly looked the part, with their
armour shining, and the rattling and clanging of their weapons a constant accompaniment.


All had brought their own horses, of course. Each knight had brought a destrier with him, and for the beginning of this journey
to Paris all were mounted upon their mightiest beasts. Now Simon could see why. The Queen’s company might number only some
thirty-one people, but with four knights and one lord sitting high over all others on their great horses, haughtily looking
about them grim-faced, few would have been bold enough to attempt any sort of action against the Queen.


However, even as he considered that, Simon realised that one face was missing. Although Sir John and Sir Peter were already with Lord John immediately behind the Queen, Sir Charles
now was not. When Simon looked for him, he saw the knight over at the flank, as though riding along in parallel with the Queen’s
party, but not a part of it. It made Simon wonder again about the man.


Simon and Baldwin had first met this handsome, tall, elegant knight while the battle at Boroughbridge was still a painful
memory. Earl Thomas of Lancaster had been accused of treachery by the King, his armies chased about the country until he was
forced to surrender. And after that came the appalling retribution.


In the past, men who committed the disgraceful crime of raising arms against their king tended to be punished with a degree
of tolerance. They might be imprisoned in the Tower, then forgiven, so long as a fair ransom was paid and a fine against their
lands imposed. This was not so in the case of the King’s cousin, Thomas of Lancaster. He had not merely raised an army with
the intention of subduing his lawful king, he had deliberately insulted the King’s best friend and adviser, Sir Hugh le Despenser.
The two men, Lancaster and Despenser, were determined to snatch whatever power and money they could. And Thomas lost.


Earl Thomas had been the richest and most powerful man in the country save only the King himself, and the King was determined
to make an example of him. The Earl was executed shamefully, without consideration of his position, and before his body had
cooled the reign of terror began.


Any men-at-arms, knights or even barons who were thought to have been allied to Earl Thomas were hanged, drawn and quartered,
bloody sections of their bodies boiled and tarred before being despatched to all parts of the kingdom to be put on display
at the gates to the King’s cities as a permanent reminder of the punishment that would be meted out to any who dared challenge his authority. The country was filled with the stench of rotting corpses.


And one of the good earl’s senior knights was a certain Sir Charles of Lancaster.

Sir Charles had been a most devoted knight of Earl Thomas’s household, so he clearly had no place in the England that was
ruled by the men who had executed his master. He had fled to France, and eventually come to rest in Galicia. When Simon and
Baldwin returned homewards, he had joined them, hoping to find some new lord to serve. He declared himself heartily bored
with foreign lands. There were not enough tournaments and wars to pay his expenses. Better to give up the mercenary life.


It was that aspect of his career which had given Baldwin the most concern, Simon remembered. Baldwin had always had a powerful
dislike of men who served for cash. He had been brought up to believe in a life of service and duty. Mercenaries who would
go wherever the money took them were the enemies of all that was good and honourable.


Now, Sir Charles looked like a man who was at the edge of the company so that he would be able to ride off at a moment’s notice
if danger presented itself. But then, when Simon cast a suspicious look over the crowds again, he noticed that Paul, Sir Charles’s
man-at-arms, was not near his master but instead towards the rear of their column, and on the other side of it. So one was
at each flank, ready to warn the lord of any threat to them all, and probably in a better position to protect the Queen than
many of the others who huddled nearer her.


After all, Simon told himself, Sir Charles was one of the King’s household knights now. His days of mercenary warfare were
over.


Or so Simon hoped.


Chapter Twelve


Feast Day of St Edward the Martyr12


Pois, France

Ricard was no nearer even liking the man as he sat frowning in the pre-dawn greyness. All about them there was the noise of men striking camp, knocking down
   the great beams that supported the tents, pulling up the pegs, some shouting for more trunks to store the blankets and drapery,
   others bellowing for help to fold the heavy canvas, while grooms saw to the horses. Donkeys brayed their protests, dogs barked,
   and only the Queen’s tent was an island of calm as she ate a sedate breakfast and prepared herself for the continuing journey.

‘He can bloody sing, though,’ Janin said placatingly.

‘I don’t think that’s all there is to it,’ Ricard countered. ‘Look at the way he behaves! Disappearing like that just when
   we were supposed to be entertaining the Queen.’

‘Look, truth is, I never really liked him much,’ Adam said. ‘I think we ought to try to get on with him now, though.’

‘You never . . .’

Ricard was too shocked by the blatant dishonesty of the comment to do much more than gape, and it was left to Philip to snort:
   ‘You are a prick, Adam. You know that?’

‘Sod you, Philip!’

‘Shut up, both of you. The fact is, we were all asked to go and play yesterday, just for the Queen and Lord John, and he wasn’t
   here.’

He kept himself very much to himself, this Jack of Ireland, and wandered off at the worst possible times. Ricard would have
   dearly loved to know where he came from, and why it was that William de Bouden had wanted him to join their little group.
   There must be some reason for it.

Last night was the worst, though. They’d all been summoned to entertain the Queen because there was some local dignitary visiting
   whom she had wanted to impress, and Jack had just – gone! He could have melted into the surrounding countryside, except there was bugger all for a man to melt into. Hardly even any
   trees just here, where they were camped. That was why they’d picked the site, of course, but it still made things that much
   more confusing.

Not only confusing. Bloody irritating! Ricard and the lads had played their fingers raw, so it felt, with a good few tunes
   which the Queen declared she had never heard before, and there were some knights there who’d been tapping their feet rather
   than chatting as they usually did, the heathens, and smothering the sound of any music with their laughter. No, last night
   they’d listened, as though they couldn’t help it. In some way, Ricard wondered whether it was partly the first tune he’d struck up – the one
   they’d called ‘The Waferer’ in honour of Peter. It seemed suitable, somehow, as if they were bringing a bit of Peter with
   them on this great journey of theirs. Not that it was the happiest of occasions for them. They were hemmed in by dangers,
   so he felt.

So he’d gone to see William de Bouden as soon as he’d had a chance, and what had he said? Only ‘The man is a member of your
   troupe. Nothing to do with me. You brought him, so you deal with him. If you’re unhappy with his performance, you should discuss it with him. I have enough on my plate.’

But there had been no sign of the man.

It was full dawn when Adam looked up and pointed. ‘There he is.’

‘Where the hell have you been?’ Ricard demanded as Jack strolled casually towards them.

‘I found a lovely, lively little French whore. Why?’

‘We were supposed to be singing to the Queen last night, and you weren’t here.’

‘I am sure you will have done well without me.’

‘Perhaps we’d have done better with a drum-player,’ Janin said irritably.

‘You had Philip there.’

Ricard saw that this was not productive. The man was not exactly laughing at him and the others, but neither was he giving
   way or apologising. Instead he appeared to be preparing himself for a fight. Yes, he was! He was happy to fight them all,
   from the look of him, rather than submit to responding to their questions. The fellow must be demented!

‘Where were you?’

‘I have told you.’

‘No, you just said you were with a French wench. Who? Where did you find her? Where did you go to lie with her?’

‘These are all interesting questions, but I’m afraid I have much to do. I haven’t packed my things yet.’

‘It’s all right. I packed your stuff,’ Adam said, and had the decency to look ashamed as all the other men of the group turned
   to stare at him. They’d agreed Jack would have to do it himself. It wasn’t as though he’d tried to endear himself to them
   even remotely since their first meeting with him.

‘Why, thank you, Adam. That’s good to hear. You are a real friend.’ Jack smiled at Adam, and when the smile was not reciprocated,
   it broadened until Jack looked close to outright laughter. ‘Well, lordings, I’d best be preparing myself, eh? I’ll see you on the road.’

‘That bastard,’ Philip snarled. ‘Why don’t we just push him under a cart’s wheels?’

‘Because if we tried to, we’d have to explain his death to William de Bouden. You want to do that, when we’ve enough problems
   already, what with those two dead in London?’ Ricard returned. ‘No? Then get your gear together. I don’t like it any more
   than you, but we’re stuck with the shit.’

They stopped late in the morning to rest their beasts and take a brief meal, and Baldwin and Simon found themselves near to
   the Queen’s favourite guard, Richard Blaket.

‘How is the Queen?’ Simon asked. All knew that Blaket was wooing one of the Queen’s maids, the blonde called Alicia.

‘She grows ever more keen to see her brother, I think. Nothing will give her greater satisfaction than meeting him and feeling
   that for once she’s truly secure,’ Blaket said, his dark eyes moving over the men around them. His air of lowering truculence
   had not diminished.

The other two nodded. There was no need for any of them to suggest that she was safe enough with the knights provided for
   her escort. Only Baldwin was sufficiently independent to be determined to protect her no matter what. The others were all
   creatures of Sir Hugh le Despenser.

Simon nodded towards a man walking to the woods at the side of the clearing. ‘He one of her musicians?’

‘Yes.’

‘Friend, you sound less trusting of them than you do of the French,’ Baldwin chuckled.

‘One of them once molested my Alicia.’

‘He would be a brave man, who tried that against her will,’ Simon said lightly.

Baldwin was about to laugh, but something in Blaket’s expression made him hesitate. ‘She was all right, though? There was no rape?’

‘No. She assures me that she was perfectly all right. It doesn’t make me look on them with a joyful spirit, though.’

‘Naturally.’

‘The one who did it is dead now, anyway.’

‘Really?’ Baldwin asked sharply.

‘Yes. He was drowned in the ditch outside the city. In London, I mean.’

Baldwin winced. ‘A nasty way to die.’

‘Ach, a man like that, he probably deserved it. Climbed into some girl’s bedchamber, I expect. Her father found him there
   and did it to him.’

‘When was this?’

‘Day or two before we set off. Why?’

‘Just curiosity.’ Baldwin smiled.

It was that same afternoon that Baldwin had his argument.

At first it was little enough. He had been riding along gently, his mind wandering slightly, as any rider’s will after several
   days in the saddle, his hips automatically swaying with the horse’s gait, his body fully accustomed to the dip and roll, when
   there was a sudden explosion of noise behind and to his left.

His rounsey, a dependable, stolid creature generally, was as startled as himself. The large bay jerked to the right, almost
   unseating Baldwin, and was about to plunge when Baldwin jerked his head back into line. If a horse the size of this one decided
   to charge off through all the people in the column, his steel-shod hooves could kill someone.

Hearing a laugh, he turned to see a knight grinning amidst a small cloud of evil-smelling smoke. Even from here Baldwin caught
   the whiff of brimstone. About the man were his men-at-arms, a couple of ostlers, a short, smiling priest and some others. All appeared hugely amused by his reaction
   and near-fall from his horse.

It was that same Frenchman whom Baldwin had noticed at Boulogne. He was strong and well muscled, with a neck that was almost
   an extension of his head, it was so thick. Like Baldwin, he too was bearded, and he had a scar that reached down from his
   ear to his jawline. When he laughed, Baldwin could see that his front teeth were little more than stumps. The man had been
   a fighter, and had taken powerful buffets, from the look of him.

‘Mon sieur, you have me at a disadvantage.’ In the past Baldwin had always felt that the French language lent a certain air of gaiety
   and elegance to what might otherwise have been tedious discussions. Just at this moment he was less convinced. It felt a barbarous
   language if this fellow was born to it.

‘That is true, Sieur Baldwin,’ the man said, and made a mocking bow, one hand at his breast. ‘I am Enguerrand, the Comte de
   Foix. Pardon me if I respond slowly, but it is a little difficult to comprehend the words as spoken by you English. Your dialect
   and the pronunciation, they make it very hard, you understand?’

Baldwin felt his face blanch. He was too angry to be cautious. At his age, insults were seldom received, and even more rarely
   noted, but this man had deliberately snubbed him, and now he chuckled again with his friends. More, Baldwin had lived in Paris
   for long enough to recognise a provincial accent. He affected his best Parisian tones.

‘Perhaps so, mon sieur. I understand your difficulty perfectly. I also find your dialect hard. Perhaps that is because I am unused to rural language?
   Or possibly it is your teeth,’ he added more quietly. He did not wish to provoke the man too harshly.

‘Nom d’un chien!’ The Comte de Foix flushed a deep mauve colour, and spurred his horse to join Baldwin, but even as he did so, Sir Charles
   of Lancaster suddenly appeared between them.

‘Sir Baldwin, I do believe you are taking over my responsibilities here. Isn’t it my duty to be the cantankerous, disputative
   fellow, and yours to be the rational, sensible justice from the country?’

‘Mon sieur!’ de Foix cried with genuine anger. ‘I must insist you apologise for that ill-thought comment!’

‘Mon sieur, what ever can you mean?’ Baldwin said with icy calm. ‘I thought especially carefully before speaking. I would not wish to
   think that I could upset you unintentionally.’

‘Caution, Sir Baldwin,’ Sir Charles muttered. He looked over at Lord John Cromwell, who was watching with keen interest. Cromwell
   nodded and motioned to Sir John de Sapy.

De Sapy was an arrogant fellow at the best of times, but he was undoubtedly a good fighter. Still, Baldwin had no need or
   desire for others to join in a battle on his behalf. ‘I can manage this man,’ he hissed at Sir Charles.

‘I am sure you can. However, I am less certain that the Queen’s party can cope with the whole of France, old fellow. You can
   scrap as much as you like, and as far as I am concerned you can wipe out the whole of France. Yes. But beforehand, please
   wait until I’ve reached a safe location, eh?’

De Foix was still riding alongside, but, prevented from reaching Baldwin by de Sapy and Sir Charles, he gave a sneering gesture,
   and trotted back to his companions, as though to say that Baldwin was not worth fighting.

‘Ignore him, Sir Baldwin,’ Sir Charles said. He spat over his left thigh, from where he could keep an eye on the French knights.

Baldwin had fought often enough, but he did not like to be forced to retreat from an insult. He held de Foix’s eye for a while, keeping his face expressionless. Looking away at last, he caught sight of Pierre d’Artois, who was watching them closely.
   Baldwin inclined his head stiffly, and Artois did not acknowledge him, but pulled his horse’s head about and trotted away

‘Yes. That is fine, Sir Charles,’ Baldwin said quietly. ‘I can do my best to avoid him, but he may be able to do even better
   at seeking me out. And I shall not surrender to a man such as he.’

Sir John de Sapy trotted alongside Sir Charles of Lancaster. ‘What was all that about?’

‘I think the fellow over there enjoys unsettling Englishmen. He had a hand gonne of some sort, I think, and set it off as Baldwin rode past. Nearly had Sir Baldwin on the ground.’

‘A gonne, eh? I’ve seen them a few times. Interesting toys.’

‘Aye. Damned noisy, though. It was foolish to set it off as a man was riding past.’

‘Unless he wanted to provoke.’

‘Why should he?’ Sir Charles frowned.

‘I don’t know. But he seemed to know Sir Baldwin’s name, didn’t he?’

Simon was blissfully unaware of the altercation. He too had heard the noise, but had no idea what could have caused it. It
   sounded like a hammer striking an anvil very hard. No: worse than that. He had once been in a smithy when the old devil had
   wanted to shock him. The man spat on to his anvil when Simon wasn’t looking, then held a red-hot bar over the spittle, and
   hit it with a six pound hammer.

The resulting explosion had been much like that noise: an enormous crack which had almost made Simon leap from his own skin.
   But there was no anvil here on the march, and Simon was wondering what could have made such a loud noise when he saw Paul, Sir Charles’s man-at-arms. Paul had been with
   Sir Charles from very early on, when the knight was still with Earl Thomas of Lancaster.

‘Paul – how goes it?’

‘Well enough.’

Paul was an unlikely-looking warrior. He was shortish, and plump, and had almost black hair with white feathers at either
   temple. From the Scottish March, he spoke with a soft Scots accent, a lilting, pleasant sound, which did not match the quizzical
   expression he commonly wore.

‘So, tell me, what are you and Sir Charles doing in the King’s service again?’ Simon said. It was the question he had been
   burning to ask. The last he had seen of Sir Charles, the knight was returning to England with a view to trying to beg pardon
   for his crimes as a loyal supporter of Earl Thomas of Lancaster.

‘We never raised pennon or steel against the King,’ Paul said. He kept his eyes fixed ahead as though musing to himself, rather
   than speaking to a companion.

‘But you were thought of as an enemy. We all saw the devastation of the country after the death of Earl Thomas. Knights from
   every county were hanged or beheaded . . . I heard there were more than two hundred, all told. And the killing carried on
   for months. Yet you are back in the King’s service?’

Paul tilted his head and shot a look around him. ‘Look, you see that knight with my master and Sir Baldwin? Sir John de Sapy?
   He was a household knight along with us in Earl Thomas’s castle at Pontefract. Listed as a rebel in ’22, he was. Now look
   at him. You know what got him his position here? He’s a friend of Despenser. That’s got him back in the King’s favour. And
   Peter de Lymesey? He was one of Earl Thomas’s men too. Now, though, he’s a respected man in the King’s household.’

‘But how?’

‘You think the King has so many loyal knights, he can afford to lose men like these? They may not be the most reliable compared
   with some others, but while the King dispenses largesse, they’ll be there with him.’

‘And you?’

‘I’m easily pleased. All I crave is a bed at night and enough money to fill my belly.’ Paul grinned and patted his belt. ‘It
   takes some filling now.’

Simon laughed aloud. ‘So does mine. At least during this journey we appear to have access to the best victuals in the land.’

‘Aye, that’s true enough.’

Paul was a good companion. For some while he and Simon spoke of matters that concerned them, from the sudden chill that both
   felt, perhaps a precursor to snow, to the best means of protecting leather from the ravages of a journey like this. If a scabbard
   was to protect the sword within, its leather needed good and careful treatment. It was as easy to be silent in his company,
   though, and soon the two men rode along without speaking, content to let the countryside pass by them.

Not until much later did Simon see the man who strode onwards so forcefully, and wonder about him. He had not noticed the
   musicians specifically since his talk with Richard Blaket – they were merely a band of men who happened to travel in the same
   part of the column as the servants, and were not particularly relevant to him – but now he watched Jack of Ireland with some
   puzzlement. The man moved like a man-at-arms, not a musician, for all that he carried a drum wrapped in leather and waxed
   linen on his back. There was no sword at his belt, only a long knife like the ones the Welsh men carried, but he looked the
   sort of fellow who would be adept with either sword or axe. ‘Paul – do you know who that man is?’

Paul followed his pointing finger, and gave a dry smile. ‘You miss little, Bailiff. I have seen him, yes.’ He stopped and studied
   Simon speculatively for a moment. ‘There are men you get to recognise after a while. Some, the more honourable ones, are the
   men you see in the King’s service and in his hall. Others, though, you see on the outskirts of things always.’

‘I don’t understand you.’

‘Oh, I think you do, Bailiff. The King has one household. There are others near him who have their own. And if a man didn’t
   trust the Queen, he’d want a spy in her camp, wouldn’t he?’

‘I see,’ Simon said coldly. Clearly the man was one of Despenser’s.


Chapter Thirteen

Arnaud was in little doubt when he saw the van of the column that this must be the party in which his master was travelling. ‘Look!’

Le Vieux lifted his eyes to the horizon, squinting into the bright sunshine. ‘Yes, I see them.’

There was no need to hurry. The Comte would soon be with them. Men on horseback were trotting along easily, their ladies rocking
   along in a group together behind them on their specially trained amblères, while the provisions and essentials were brought along behind them in the great wagons and carts. It was a magnificent sight.
   To see the richest people from the two kingdoms, all displaying their wealth in their bright clothing and the quality of their
   wonderful dresses and tunics, was something that not even le Vieux had experienced before, and the two men stood quietly,
   a little overwhelmed, as the great party drew nearer.

It was when the first third of the column had already passed them that Arnaud saw their master and darted in amongst the people
   and horses to reach him. He pushed a donkey from his path, making the fellow leading it snarl at him, but Arnaud was used
   to the attitude of others towards him. No one ever showed him any sympathy, which was part of the reason why he never gave
   it to anyone else. He was content with his own company, and had no need of companions. He could sit back with pleasure with
   a knife and some wood, and whittle. His delight was to invent, especially tools that would aid him in his chosen profession – torturer and executioner.

‘My lord? Comte de Foix. I have news from the château for you.’

His lordship was not happy, from the look of him. His dark eyes were flashing with rage, and he was pale, which was never
   a good sign. Arnaud looked up at him with interest. The Comte was usually so cool and collected – this temper might mean that
   Arnaud would have a job to do for him soon, with any luck.

‘Follow on with the baggage. See me in my tent this evening. I won’t talk now.’

Woods south-east of Pois

Jean shivered in the cold night air. This was the worst night of his life, he was convinced.

At first, he had been content to spread his blanket under the stars, well wrapped in a thick cloak with a heavy second blanket
   over the top, but then the dampness had started to fall. At first it was only the light drizzle that would irritate but not
   kill a man. Now, though, light, soft flakes of snow were slipping through the air, their very touch a stinging threat.

He had lived through worse. When a lad, he’d been a shepherd in the mountains back in his homeland of Languedoc, and there,
   in the winter, he had been accustomed to the dangers of the snow. On occasion he had seen the aftereffects. It was not unusual
   to find a man huddled into a foetal shape in the morning, all warmth gone from him, all life fled. Sad, but it happened every
   year, especially among the youngest and the oldest.

Jean had been lucky. His father had been a sensible man who had taught him how to make himself safe in the worst of weathers.
   There was no point in having a son and then leaving him to endure a Spartan existence on the mountainside without allowing him the most rudimentary protection. A little knowledge went a long way to secure a man’s life, after all.
   That was his father’s opinion. Later, when they went to war together, when there was nothing left for them in their home town,
   that education was very useful. Now it was still more so.

He rose and looked about him. He was on a hillside. A short way up the hill was the roadway which led from Beauvais to Pontoise
   and on to Paris, but he had chosen this hillside because it was well covered with small trees. Ideal for a man who needed
   fire and shelter.

Grunting reluctantly, he rose, folded his blankets, and began to hunt around. Soon he had selected two little saplings which
   were standing close together. If he’d been less lazy earlier he could have saved himself this grief now, but there was little
   point in reminding himself that he had grown lax. Better to simply get on with things.

He gathered up a long pole and set it to rest on corresponding branches to form a lintel. Then he started collecting more
   branches. These he set aslant on his lintel to form a lean-to roof, the open doorway facing away from the wind and safe from
   the snow. More boughs leaned against this roof to form walls, and finally he could gather some leaves and throw them over
   the top. He didn’t need too many – there was no need for the roof or walls to be waterproof or insulated. The snow itself would soon achieve that. However,
   he was not going to suffer frostbite unnecessarily. Looking about, he persuaded himself that no one else would be foolish
   enough, or desperate enough, to be out in this weather, and began to gather up twigs and dead branches. It took him a little
   while to gather enough, and then he had a stroke of luck when he stumbled over a length of wood. It was a sapling which had
   fallen, dead, and was well dried. Pulling it back to his shelter, he began to break it up into sticks and constructed a small fire. He took out flint and tinder, and soon had a tiny flame, which he tended assiduously. It took an age, or so
   it seemed, but at least the act of fetching and carrying the wood had kept him warm, and now he could sit back a little and
   enjoy the flames that licked up from his improvised hearth.

Yes. His father had taught him well. But then, all those who were condemned heretics had to learn to survive. This was just
   one of the sets of skills he had been forced to learn as a follower of Waldes.

Peter from Oxford, the chaplain, had finished his last service of the day, and was cleaning his portable altar when he saw
   the cloaked and hooded figure wandering about the place.

‘You are the chaplain?’ the man asked.

‘To the Queen, yes,’ Peter said warily. He didn’t know this man. His face was unfamiliar, and any sensible man of God was
   also cautious. There were enough footpads who were prepared to break into a church to steal what they might. A bold one could
   easily knock a man on the head and take his plate and silver.

Not that this little fellow looked too dangerous to him. He had the appearance of a mild monk. Small in stature and amiable
   in appearance, the chubby fellow was all smiles. ‘I wonder, would you welcome the companionship of another priest on your
   way?’ Opening his cloak and bringing out a large skin, he added, ‘I have a warming drink of burned wine, if that will aid
   your decision, Father.’

Peter smiled and set aside his little altar. ‘Father, it’d be a pleasure to have you with me. What may I call you?’

‘Pierre. Pierre Clergue.’

‘That little arse wants his backside leathered,’ Baldwin grumbled as he rolled himself in his blanket in their tent.

‘I think you have made your feelings perfectly clear,’ Simon said with a low snigger.

‘You didn’t see his face, Simon.’

‘I don’t need to. I saw yours,’ Simon said. ‘Talking of faces, did you see William de Bouden’s today?’

‘What of it?’

‘He was like a man who’d eaten a bowl of sloes.’

Baldwin winced at that thought. ‘Why should that be?’

‘I think he’s chewing through the money faster than he had hoped.’

‘The Queen was given a large sum, I think. The King finally gave in and allowed her a decent sum for this embassy.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t think so to look at her comptroller.’

‘Maybe so. At least he’s a decent fellow, not like this Comte de Foix.’

‘Him again?’ Simon grunted despairingly.

‘He was thoroughly dishonourable,’ Baldwin muttered. ‘I should have allowed him to challenge me. It would have saved much
   time.’

‘Baldwin, from what you’ve told me, the fellow was twenty years younger than you – possibly more. I don’t think that it would save much time to seek out a suitable site for your burial, and it most assuredly
   wouldn’t have made my journey any faster to have to go to your home to explain to Jeanne how it was that you died.’

‘Oh, so now you don’t think I can protect myself against a young brute like him?’

‘What was it made that noise, anyway?’

‘The noise? I don’t know. I have never heard an explosion like that before. It was a curious thing – like a small cannon.’

‘I did see some smoke,’ Simon said thoughtfully. ‘But that was all. It reeked.’

‘Yes. I smelled brimstone,’ Baldwin said. ‘Ach, there’s a root under me.’

‘Move, then,’ said Simon, content in the knowledge that his own bedspace was comfortable. At least they had the benefit of good tent
   canvas overhead. It was considerably better than being stuck out in the open. He could hear the tiny pattering of snow hitting
   the material. It was like the sound of individual grains of sand . . . no, it was quieter, softer, more soothing.

‘I do not expect much in the way of sympathy, luckily,’ Baldwin grumbled.

‘That may be as well.’

‘However, you are fortunate to be younger. A man of my decrepitude also has to contend with the tribulations of old age. Such
   as a weak bladder!’ Baldwin said, rising. He eyed his sword, but it seemed foolish to strap on his war belt. Still, he did
   not like to wander about a camp without any means of defence. After pausing, he took his dagger and held it in his hand as
   he ducked beneath the awning, then stuck it, sheathed, into his belt.

It was darker than he had expected. This late in the evening, only a couple of fires were lighted still. The others had been
   put out for safety. Some years ago, when the Queen was here with her husband on another diplomatic visit, her tent had caught
   fire, and she had been badly burned about the arms as she tried to rescue some trinkets –jewellery and other valuables. The
   injuries had affected her for years afterwards, and she had been most insistent on camp safety during this journey. Which
   was why Baldwin kept stumbling into discarded items of camp trash or almost tripping over guy ropes in the dark.

The area he was heading towards was a ditch between two fields. There were bushes and trees on the farther side of the ditch,
   which gave a useful marker to him now as he made his way somewhat unsteadily over the rough ground, icy and snowy as it was.
   Then he found himself at the lip, and lifted his tunic to make his own mark in the snow before sighing, hitching up his hosen again, pulling down his tunic, and setting
   off to return.

A small cry made him pause. There was a short gurgling sound, rather like a mill’s leat chuckling over stones, except there
   was none here. The river was at the other side of the camp. Baldwin looked about him sharply, wondering if it was another
   man writing in the snow, but he saw no one.

That noise was all too much like another he knew well: a man trying to shout when his throat was filling with blood from severed
   arteries. Baldwin had heard it too often ever to be able to forget it. He felt his scalp move with the atavistic fear that
   affected any man, no matter how old, when hearing another slain in the darkness. But Baldwin had been well trained. Although
   he wanted to return to the tent, to Simon’s companionship and safety, he was a knight, and, more than that, he was here to
   protect his queen. He would prefer to be damned for eternity than submit to night terrors.

He gripped the hilt of his dagger and pulled it free of the sheath, then started to make his way towards the place from which
   he thought the sounds had come, although the going was tough, and reaching the place quietly would be extremely difficult.
   Rather than fall over guy ropes again, he took a wide berth around the tents and made for the source more cautiously.

The noise had seemed to come from the small stand of trees that marked the edge of a little stream. Baldwin had noted this,
   as he had noted the lie of all the land as they arrived. One aspect of his military training while in the Knights Templar
   was always to make careful observations of the ground near a camp, and never had it proved so useful.

Beaten into the soil here, was a pathway, and he followed along the track until he came closer to the trees. Once there he
   slowed, listening intently.

There was little to hear. From all about there came the muffled snores and grumbles of a camp at night. In the short pauses between,
   when the wind blew from the north and took all such sounds away, there was nothing at all, only the soft, insistent sussuration
   of snowflakes settling on the ground, like a gentle hissing. A horse whinnied, a dog barked, and a man muttered, cursed and
   rolled over, trying to get warm, but there was nothing else.

Baldwin closed his eyes to hear the better. The clouds were so thick and low, there was no light from the moon whatever. Not
   a stray gleam shone in the midst of the clouds. His eyes were all but useless. Slowly he crouched down, frowning, wondering
   whether he could have been mistaken when he had thought he had heard something. He took a step, his foot crunching on a patch
   of ice, slipping into the puddle beneath, the mud squelching, and stood utterly still.

There was a sound there . . . there! He set off more quickly. The man was moving quietly, but his passage would conceal Baldwin’s approach. And then he saw something
   ahead. It was a man, bent down, so he thought, and there was a little spark of light in his hands. He called out, and ran
   on, but the man was up and away in the darkness, and Baldwin saw a short flash, a sizzling burning, and then there was an
   appalling explosion, a vile gout of fire, like raw energy. Flames gushed towards him from the ground, searing his eyes and
   leaving him blinded, and he screamed as he turned away, falling to the ground, his hands over his eyes, trying to squeeze
   out the vision of hell leaping towards him.

The screams woke Charlie first, and he shot upright, staring about him wildly, adding to the noise with his own shrill cries
   of terror.

‘Jesus and all the saints! ’ Janin burst out, springing from his bed. ‘Ricard? Are you all right?’

All the musicians were together in the one tent, and as Ricard held little Charlie close to him Philip stared about him blearily,
   gathering tinder and striking a spark. As it glowed, he was able to light a taper, and then looked round at the other faces.

Looking at Jack’s bedding, Ricard summed it up for them all. ‘So where has the little shite got to now?’

In his tent, Peter of Oxford woke gradually. The screaming and shouting on all sides was enough to startle him, but he had
   been so deeply asleep, ready to wake before dawn to celebrate Prime, that it was hard to gather his senses.

‘Do not panic,’ came a voice, and he was about to bellow for help when he realised it was his guest, Pierre Clergue.

‘Father! Do you know what has happened?’

‘No idea, my friend,’ Clergue said. He was at the tent’s flap, and now he turned to peer out. ‘An alarm of some sort, but
   probably just a squabble over a game of merrills.’

Simon heard the detonation and the scream from his friend, and threw off his blankets. He tugged on his boots, pulled a cloak
   over his shoulders, and grabbed his sword before hurtling from the tent.

There were some men already standing in a group, talking loudly, and Simon made his way to them quickly. ‘Let me through!
   Baldwin? Baldwin!’

‘Simon, my Christ, but that flame seared my eyes!’

‘What flame?’ Simon asked. Peering closely, he saw that Baldwin was sitting hunched, his face frowning, eyes squeezed tightly
   shut. Simon took his hand, and helped him up. Peering closely, Simon could see that there were black powder marks on his friend’s
   face, and his beard looked as though it had been singed. ‘You reek of the devil, Baldwin! Can you see me?’

‘I don’t . . . yes. Yes, I can. Thanks be to God! I saw flames coming towards me, Simon. Huge yellow flames which scorched my
   face. I was blinded for a moment . . .’

‘You are sure you are all right?’

Baldwin put out his hand shakily and took hold of Simon’s arm. ‘Help me walk, Simon. My legs feel as though they’re made of
   aspic! I do not think they will support me. In Christ’s name, I never thought I should be so . . .’

There was a muttering behind Baldwin, and Simon saw torches approaching. Men were gathered together in a group, and Simon
   was alarmed to see that the men were bending down over something. ‘Christ’s ballocks, Baldwin! What have you done?’

‘Me? What do you mean?’ Baldwin demanded, blinking wildly, but he could hear the footsteps approaching solemnly.

‘Sieur Baldwin, what explanation do you have for this?’

‘Sieur Pierre?’ Baldwin asked. ‘Is that you?’

Sieur Pierre d’Artois peered at him. A servant with him was gripping a large flaming torch, and he held it up as the ageing
   French knight stooped slightly. ‘What has happened to you?’

It was left to Simon to try to explain. ‘He was attacked by a flame. . . they burned his face, look.’

‘He has been attacked by something,’ d’Artois agreed. He looked up as a heavy tread announced the arrival of Lord John Cromwell
   with Sir Charles and Sir John de Sapy. ‘My lord, mes sieurs. We have an embarrassment.’

Lord John bent to peer into Baldwin’s face. Baldwin was still blinking furiously to try to clear his eyes of the stinging
   grittiness. It felt as though someone had thrown a handful of hot sand in them. He had been fortunate, he knew, but he wasn’t
   prepared to let anyone else know that.

‘I agree. This is an outrageous state of affairs. When an English knight, here to guard the Queen, with plenteous letters
   of safe conduct, is assaulted within the camp, it makes for a grave situation indeed.’

‘It must have been the Comte de Foix,’ Baldwin grated. ‘The flames; I am sure that they were his black powder. He set it off
   as I drew nearer him. He wanted to embarrass me!’

‘You see?’ Lord John said. ‘Where is this comte?’

Sieur Pierre looked at him. ‘You are right. It is very grave. Especially since the Comte is dead.’


Chapter Fourteen

Robert de Chatillon stared down at the body with mixed feelings. This had been his master, his mentor and the source of his
   livelihood, and although he was never a greatly affectionate lord, yet he was the man who had taken on Robert and maintained
   him. Without Sieur Enguerrand, Robert was unsure what might happen to him.

However, it went further than a lack of affection. The Comte de Foix was a powerful magnate, a man fully aware of his importance
   and his place in the world. He had provided food and clothing for Robert, and in return Robert had given him his service,
   but there was no love in the relationship. Theirs was the companionship of a feudal lord and his servant, nothing more.

Still, it was hard to lose a master, even when he had not been kind or particularly generous. There was a void in his place,
   a void in which all was uncertain. Robert had no family to which to turn, and he was not convinced that the Comte’s wife would
   want any reminders of her husband. He had been cruel to her, too. Thus it was that even as he bent a leg at the side of the
   corpse, he was not certain what his feelings were for this man, who had provided for him during his life, but without grace
   or gratitude. His tongue had been harsh, and, when he found a fault or a weakness, he took pleasure in exposing it to all.

‘Stand aside!’

Pierre d’Artois was behind him, and Robert scrambled to his feet as the great lord peered down, motioning to men to bring their torches lower that he might study the body more closely.
   ‘Did any man here see what happened?’

Beside him was the Englishman, the Lord John Cromwell, and he gazed suspiciously at all the men present, rather than staring
   down at the body, his cold, grey eyes as keen as a hawk’s as he studied the expressions of those nearby.

No one answered, and soon Pierre’s attention left the body and rested on Robert. ‘You were his escuier. What was he doing out here in the middle of the night? Did he have to rise from his bed each night?’

‘No, my lord. He was never wont to get up. He would sleep through the night without difficulty.’

‘Then what was he doing here?’

‘I don’t know. I was asleep. But I am not aware of any reason for him to come here.’

‘Very well,’ Artois said, and turned his attention back to the body, shaking his head and grunting. ‘So perhaps someone bethought
   himself that this was a stranger, possibly a danger to the Queen, and killed him.’

He would have continued, but now there was a soft voice from behind Robert, and he bowed low even as he turned to face her:
   Isabella, queen of England.

‘My Lord Cromwell? There has been a disturbance?’

‘This man has died.’

‘And it would seem,’ Pierre d’Artois added silkily, ‘that one of your knights may have had a part in his death. I noticed
   earlier today that Sir Baldwin and he had been arguing, and now, within a few hours of their cross words, one is dead.’

The Queen gazed over to where Simon and Baldwin stood. ‘I know this knight personally. He would not be guilty of an underhand
   or dishonourable action, of that I am sure.’

‘My Lord Cromwell, would you have him come here, please?’ d’Artois asked.

Lord Cromwell nodded and beckoned to Simon, who brought his friend with him.

Baldwin was still shaky. His legs were unreliable, and he felt as though he had been riding in a tournament, his heart had
   been pounding so hard. Now it was calming a little, and he could look down at the body dispassionately, noting the position
   of the arms and legs, the relaxed expression on the dead man’s face. Nothing odd there. Most corpses had the appearance of
   calmness. He thought it was the way that the muscles loosened and settled once the energy of the soul had left the body. His
   eyes passed over the face to the throat. In the flickering torchlight, the pool about his neck looked black on the snow. He
   had been right: de Foix had drowned in his own blood as his throat was cut. Then, from the look of it, he’d been stabbed as
   well. A dagger protruded from his breast. And then his eyes locked on the hilt of the knife, and his hand shot to his belt.
   With some disbelief, he looked down at the empty sheath.

The dagger planted in the man’s breast was Baldwin’s.
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It was a cold, cold morning. The sky was leaden with the heavy clouds covering it, and all looked up, fearing more snow.

Robert had not slept well. Since the discovery of the body, his mind had been unable to disengage from the overriding consideration
   that his own future was in the balance. Ideally he should ride back to Foix with the body, but in the absence of a murderer,
   he thought that he should ride with the Queen’s party to the King with the body. If nothing else, the matter could be discussed before the King.

No one had confessed to the murder, but Robert was sure that there was something shifty in the English knight’s eyes when
   he was questioned by Artois. Artois was considered one of the King’s most intelligent knights, a man with courage, but also
   a shrewd mind. Often he could read a man’s heart and see what lay within. And today Robert wanted him to study Sir Baldwin
   and see what he uncovered. There had to have been something. Robert had not been with his master all that day, but he had
   witnessed the anger and heard the brief but sharp exchange between the two on the road. He’d asked Baldwin about that the
   night before, in front of Artois.

‘The argument? Yes, we had some words, but it was nothing that could justify my slaying him. He did something that made a
   noise and scared my horse. That was all.’

‘What did he do?’ Artois had asked.

It was Robert who had been best placed to respond. ‘My lord, the Comte had been demonstrating his new hand-cannon. He fired
   it and the sound disturbed this noble knight’s horse. But I believe this knight was significantly discommoded by the sound.
   Perhaps he sought to take revenge on the man who had so scared his mount?’

Artois had nodded, his eyes on Baldwin. ‘Do you know whose dagger that is in his breast?’

‘It is my own. Someone must have stolen it earlier.’

‘You expect us to believe that?’

‘Yes.’ Now it was the other man, Lord John. ‘You do not forget that we travel under the protection of your king? This man
   is as safe and as free as he ever has been. He knows that, and there is no need for him to dissemble. If he says it was taken
   from him, you have to believe him.’

Artois had ignored the lord. He had gazed fixedly at Baldwin.  ‘I saw you with this man earlier. I ask you: did you have any part in his death?’

‘I did not. He disturbed my horse, and we spoke briefly, but there was no threat in me.’

‘He did not fire his cannon at you?’

‘My lord, I do not know what this hand-cannon is. We do not have them in England, so far as I know.’

‘Really?’

The disbelief in his tone had been plain to all about them. Robert, though, was intrigued by the detail which no others appeared
   to have noticed. ‘Was there not a loud report here tonight?’

‘I was scorched by the flames he threw at me,’ Baldwin had admitted.

‘You certainly have the appearance of a man who has been burned by a cannon’s flames,’ Artois had agreed.

‘You say his cannon was here?’ Robert had asked. ‘But where is it now?’

That was a question which no one had answered last night. It was not lying near Enguerrand’s body, that was all anyone would
   say. Now Robert looked over at the racks of weapons at the rear of the tent. The gonne was there, on its long pole.

There was a scratching at the tent’s opening, and he turned to see a pair of scruffy churls waiting. He was ready to shout,
   but the bellow died as he recognised them. ‘What do you two want?’

Arnaud smiled. ‘Is that any way to welcome us back?’

Neither Simon nor Baldwin had slept since returning to their own tent late in the middle watches.

‘Simon, I swear I do not know how my dagger came to be in his breast,’ Baldwin said again as the sun rose and the walls of
   their tent lightened. He was lying back on his rugs, a cloak over him as he worried at the problem.

‘You are safe, anyway. Even Artois accepted that while you are a member of the Queen’s retinue, you are safe from prosecution.’

‘Yes. Even if all consider me guilty of murder in the middle of the night.’

‘I am sure the Queen doesn’t.’

‘No. She did graciously confirm her trust in me.’ Baldwin nodded. ‘But how did my dagger come to be used to kill him?’

Simon grunted. ‘I suppose you are sure that it was yours? Not merely a similar one?’

‘I took my dagger before leaving the tent, and the sheath was empty when you found me. No, there is no doubt.’ Baldwin scowled
   again with the effort of memory. ‘I remember that I had it with me – I took it out when I first heard the noise. And then
   there was the flash . . . the cannon . . . and I was blinded. I covered my eyes . . . I believe I must have dropped it then,
   but I cannot remember.’

‘So the man took your dagger and stabbed the count as he came closer.’

Baldwin could hear the doubt in his voice. ‘Either Foix was dead already and my knife thrust into him to throw suspicion on
   me, or he was not there, and hurried up after hearing the cannon go off, only to be stabbed.’

‘It seems unlikely. You always say that you dislike coincidence – here you propose that you and he, the only two men who have
   argued on this journey, should have met by chance in the middle watches, and a murderer happened by and fired a hand-cannon
   at you, then took your dagger and killed de Foix. He took your dagger only because you happened to drop yours after his gonne was fired. And he missed you, although he was close enough to singe your beard.’

‘Worse than that – the killer had no reason to guess that I would be up from my tent in the night. I do not believe it myself. If I was sitting in judgement over my own case, Simon, I would
   not consider my evidence credible either.’

‘No. It means someone knew you had a problem with de Foix, that he saw you get up from your tent, and already had the gonne prepared. He discharged it, scorching you, grabbed your dagger when you dropped it, and could then go and stab de Foix.’

‘Put like that, it hardly makes more sense,’ Baldwin said heavily. ‘It’s light, Simon. Let us go and see whether there is
   anything else we can learn.’

Simon nodded, and followed his friend outside. In the chilly light, he sucked in his breath at the sight of his friend’s face.
   ‘In Christ’s name, Baldwin! You have been speckled with flame.’

‘It feels as though someone has flung a panful of cinders at me,’ Baldwin said ruefully, gingerly touching his cheek, his
   brow and his nose. ‘The effect was most disconcerting.’

‘Yes. That I can easily believe,’ Simon said. His friend’s face was raw in some places. ‘It’s a miracle your eyes are all
   right.’

‘There is a little residual pain, but not much,’ Baldwin said. He squared his shoulders and set off towards the place where
   de Foix’s body had been the night before.

Under the orders of Artois, the body had been gathered up last night to protect it from marauding animals. Baldwin had been
   too tired and fractious to argue, although he did bitterly point out that any evidence in the area was likely to be lost in
   the dark. Artois had given him a not friendly stare for that comment, and Simon had hurriedly led him away.

Now it was plain that his words had been all too accurate. The whole area about the body was trampled into a mess of mud and
   broken stems of grass. Baldwin looked at it all in silence, before grunting in disgust. Still, he crouched down and peered
   at it closely for some little while.

‘Nobody found the gonne last night, did they?’

‘I don’t think so. I didn’t see it myself, but I’m not certain what it would look like.’

‘It was a cylinder of metal set atop a length of wood. Probably ash or beech, I would think. The pole was thrust into the
   rear of the cylinder, so it looked like one long staff, thicker at one end than the other.’

‘How long was the length of wood?’

‘About two and a half feet. And the cylinder itself was another foot or so long, I think. I saw it only the once, when he
   was discussing the explosion with me. Then I had no idea what it was, but a hand-cannon makes sense. It was like that.’

‘And it went off, burning you like that?’ Simon asked dubiously. ‘Surely, even if it was only a tiny cannon, there would have
   been a small stone or something in it. Shouldn’t it have hit you when it went off? Did it just miss you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Baldwin said. He could remember the scene again. ‘I saw the man as though crouched on the ground, and then
   there was a flash and flames were rushing towards me.’

‘That is all you recall?’

‘I seem to . . .’ He closed his eyes to aid his memory. ‘Perhaps there was a small glowing ember of some sort.’

Now he thought about it, he was almost sure he had seen a little red glow before that enormous burst of flame. And a sizzling
   line, like an incandescent, spitting snake. ‘Come with me!’

‘This is where you found me last night?’

They had stopped at a slight hollow in the ground. Nothing much, and in the snow it would have been hard to see, but there
   was a muddy puddle at the bottom which showed its curvature, and Baldwin could see where he had stood, then fallen, his hand prints showing distinctly in the mushy snow at the upper lip. And then he saw the blackened mess.

‘There was no gonne, Simon. The fellow simply set fire to a pile of black powder on the ground,’ he said. ‘That was why I was uninjured.’

‘But why would someone have done that?’ Simon said, hunkering down and prodding at the black residue.

It had lain on a flat board, a half-inch-thick plank of some light wood about three feet long. Simon ran his finger over it.
   There appeared to be a groove cut into it from one end to the other, and where the black residue was thickest there was a
   distinct hollowing, like a shallow dish.

‘This board would keep the powder away from the damp,’ Baldwin said musingly. ‘And the depressions would hold the powder in
   one place to be fired.’

That would make sense, so far as Simon was concerned. He had heard of black powder, the strange, explosive material that was
   used to fill the lethal cannons that hurled rocks at walls. Siege trains in the hosts of any king must always have their cannons
   now, no matter the fact that the damned things seemed to be the invention of the devil. From all he had heard, they were more
   dangerous to the labourers who loaded and fired the hellish things than to the enemy. But the powder was as temperamental
   as a girl on the cusp of puberty. Like his own daughter – although now she was a little older, thanks to God, she seemed to
   have calmed a little . . .

No. He must concentrate on the matter at hand.

Baldwin was frowning with perplexity, he saw. ‘Baldwin? What is the matter?’

‘Look at this, Simon. Whoever put this here was intending some mischief. What was it, though? Did he intend to disturb the
   camp, and perhaps put the Queen in fear of her life, or did he intend to waylay someone?’

‘And when you stumbled into him, he saw an opportunity, took your knife, and when someone else came to see him, stabbed him to death?’ Simon guessed.

‘It is more likely than someone trying to harm me personally,’ Baldwin admitted. Then he straightened and gazed about him.
   ‘Although I think the Comte was already dead. I guess he was met here, killed, and then set down. When I turned up, I made
   the killer panic. He set off the powder, and then saw me lurch away and drop my knife. He took it and thrust it into the Comte’s
   chest.’

‘Why the powder, though? What was it doing here?’

‘Let us go and talk to de Foix’s servants. Perhaps a little of his spare powder had been mislaid? If not, who else might have
   some of it here?’


Chapter Fifteen

Janin was pouring some water into a dish preparatory to washing his face, which still felt sticky and rough from the previous
   day’s journey, when he heard the soft footsteps behind him. Turning, he saw the Irishman. He gave a short, piercing whistle,
   and Ricard and Philip both stirred and grunted themselves awake.

‘So you decided to come back, then,’ Ricard said grimly. ‘Where were you last night? Another French bint?’

‘I am lucky to be popular,’ Jack said easily.

‘There was a murder last night. You hear about that? Strange how things happen when you aren’t around,’ Philip said.

‘Coincidences. I find them refreshing. Your boy. He is not here – you haven’t lost him, have you?’

‘Never mind him. He’s safe enough,’ Ricard spat. ‘What do you mean, refreshing? You realise . . .’

‘You realise that the man responsible is an English knight called Furnshill? He was there, his dagger was found in the man’s
   breast, and it was only his position as a guardian to Queen Isabella that saved him from arrest.’

Ricard glanced at his companions. ‘That true?’

Janin shrugged. ‘How would I know?’

‘Well, just stay back with us, so we don’t have to be suspicious about you at least,’ Ricard said flatly. ‘We don’t need all
   this shite. It’s bad enough we were forced into coming away.’

‘Forced into coming here? You were persuaded to bring me, but someone made you come as well? Who did that, then?’ Jack asked. There
   was a smile on his face, but no reflection of it in his voice. That was as cold as the ground all about.

Janin shivered. ‘It was before we met you.’

‘And it’s none of your business,’ Philip added.

‘No problem. I was only interested. After all, we musicians need to keep together, don’t we?’

As he smiled and moved away, his feet as quiet as a cat’s, Ricard exchanged a look with Janin. ‘I really, really don’t like
   him.’

Robert de Chatillon knew he had to prepare the tent to be taken down. His eyes were drawn all too often to the shrouded body
   on the table, considering all the messages which must be composed and sent hither and thither. He managed to persuade the
   two churls to leave the place at last, and could begin to start work.

No sooner were Arnaud and the old man gone than he heard someone else scratching at the canvas.

‘This is the tent of Enguerrand de Foix?’

‘What do you want, Sir Baldwin?’

‘You know my name?’

Robert gave a dry smile. ‘I think that there will be few people in the camp who don’t recall your name by now, sir knight.
   Now, if you don’t mind, I have to strike camp and prepare my dead master’s body for the journey. There is much work for a
   man whose master has been murdered.’

His shot hit the mark, he saw. The bearded knight coloured slightly. Not with anger, but a kind of shame.

‘When your master died last night, I had been fired on by a charge of that powder you use for gonnes and cannons.’

‘You have my sympathy. Was that an excuse to kill him?’

‘I killed no one. I was attacked. Someone tried to kill me, then took my dagger and stabbed your master while I was blinded.’

‘So you say someone was out there to kill him and waited until you happened by? I don’t think—’

‘Or, more likely, they set the charge and only fired at me because I came by at an inopportune moment.’

Robert stopped at that. ‘Why would they do that?’

‘Tell me about this charge, and maybe I can find out why – and who!’

‘They aren’t the same, you know.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The powders. You couldn’t use cannon powder in a device made for your hand. It would burst out of the barrel without exploding.
   I have seen it. For a smaller gonne, you need smaller grains of powder.’

Baldwin was holding the board on which the charge had been laid. ‘Which was this?’

Robert decided there could be no harm in telling him. ‘It was the finer type.’

‘You can tell that without even looking at the board?’ Simon snapped.

Robert had kept his eyes on Baldwin. Now he looked at Simon without emotion. ‘Master, it is easy to see. I can see each flake
   marked on this knight’s face.’ Still, he took the board and studied that too for a short while.

‘Can you see anything on the board that could help find the man responsible?’ Baldwin asked.

‘Well, it’s possible, I suppose. Certainly the grain was fine, just like our own stores. When the charge went off, did you
   see it go up, or just out in one large puff of smoke and flame?’

Baldwin gave a half-grin. ‘All I remember was the flash. It was like a gush of hellfire rushing towards me.’

‘I think you are lucky, then. The man who set this did not know what he was doing, if he intended to kill. He should have set the charge in a pot, or a small barrel. Then the explosion would
   have been constricted, and that would have given it more force.’
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