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About the Book


The reign of Richard II is troubled, the poor are about to become poorer still and the landowners are lining their pockets. It’s a case of every man for himself, whatever his status or wealth. But in a world where nothing can be taken at face value, who can you trust?


The dour wool merchant?


His impulsive son?


His stepdaughter with the bewitching eyes?


Or the raven-haired widow clutching her necklace of bloodstones?


And when people start dying unnatural deaths and the peasants decide it’s time to fight back, it becomes all too easy to spy witchcraft at every turn.




By Karen Maitland


The White Room


Company of Liars


The Owl Killers


The Gallows Curse


The Falcons of Fire and Ice


Liars and Thieves (novella)




‘The children born of thee are sword and fire,


Red ruin, and the breaking up of laws.’


The Idylls of the King, Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809–92)


‘So hideous was the noise, a benedicite!


Certes he, Jack Straw and all his meinie,


Ne made never shouts so shrill


When that they would any Fleming kill.’


A reference to the Peasants’ Revolt in The Canterbury Tales Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1340–1400)


The scrupulous and the just, the noble, humane, and devoted natures; the unselfish and the intelligent may begin a movement – but it passes away from them. They are not the leaders of a revolution. They are its victims.


Under Western Eyes, Joseph Conrad (1857–1924)




Cast of Characters


Lincoln


Robert of Bassingham – wool merchant and landowner in Lincoln


Jan – Robert’s eldest son and steward


Adam – Robert’s twelve-year-old son


Edith – Robert’s wife


Maud – Edith’s cousin


Beata – Edith’s maid


Tenney – Robert’s manservant


Catlin – a wealthy widow


Leonia – Catlin’s thirteen-year-old daughter


Edward – Catlin’s adult son


Diot – Catlin’s maid


Warrick – Widow Catlin’s late husband


Hugo Bayus – elderly physician


Father Remigius – Robert’s parish priest


Fulk – overseer at Robert’s warehouse


Tom – Robert’s rent-collector


Hugh de Garwell – member of the Common Council of Lincoln and former Member of the Parliament


Thomas Thimbleby of Poolham – Sheriff of Lincoln


Matthew Johan – Florentine merchant in Lincoln


Master Warner – Adam’s schoolmaster


Henry de Sutton – a boy at Adam’s school


Sister Ursula – nun at the Infirmary of St Mary Magdalene


Godwin – a seafarer


Greetwell (a village on the outskirts of Lincoln)


Gunter – a river boatman


Nonie – Gunter’s wife


Royse – Gunter and Nonie’s fourteen-year-old daughter


Hankin – Gunter and Nonie’s twelve-year-old son


Col – Gunter and Nonie’s four-year-old son


Martin – rival boatman


Alys – Martin’s wife


Simon – Martin’s son


London


Thomas Farringdon – leader of the Essex men


Giles – rebel from Essex




Proem


Legend tells that seven hundred years before our story begins . . .


. . . in the days of the Saxons, in the kingdom of Lindsey, there was Ealdorman who had a beautiful daughter, Æthelind. She was famed throughout all her tribe not only for her knowledge of herbs and healing, but for her ability to tame animals. There was no bucking horse that would not grow calm when she fearlessly laid her hand upon its flank, or a savage dog that would not roll over like a puppy when she approached.


One day when she was out in the forest gathering herbs, the men were hunting a wild boar that had killed several villagers and trampled their crops. As their hounds trailed after it, they saw to their horror that it had changed course and was charging straight towards Æthelind. When she grasped its lethal tusks, it laid its great head meekly in her lap, and there remained until the huntsmen came to slay it. In gratitude for her bravery, her people gave her an amulet for her cloak in the form of a golden boar’s head studded with red garnets.


Æthelind’s reputation spread far and wide and many noble Saxons came to ask for her hand in marriage. Her father finally agreed to give his daughter to the son of the king himself, a match that would bring great honour to his hall, peace and prosperity to the tribe.


But the day before the wedding, Æthelind fell asleep in a grove of oak trees and a snake crawled into her mouth, slid down her throat and coiled itself inside her. When she returned to her father’s mead hall, her belly was swollen as if she was great with child. The king’s son, who was being entertained in the hall, was seized with rage that his intended bride should have shamed him by taking a lesser man to her bed.


Before all the company he drew his sword and struck off her head, but as her body fell to the ground, the snake slithered out from between her legs, like a newborn babe, and transformed into a beautiful human child, who cursed the prince. At once, the ground that was stained with Æthelind’s blood fell away and the prince plunged through the dark earth into a pit of vipers. As the earth closed over him the serpents stung him to death, then instantly revived him that he might be tormented to death again. And thus he will suffer night and day throughout the ages until the great wolf Fenris breaks the chain that binds it, heralding the end of the world.


Meanwhile, Æthelind’s kin sorrowfully gathered up her head and body and burned them on a great funeral pyre. They placed her ashes in an urn with the golden boar’s head they had given her. The urn was inscribed with the ouroboros, the snake that devours its tail, a symbol of the eternal cycle of death and rebirth. That night, when the moon rose, they carried the urn in a torchlight procession to the top of a cliff, close to the walls of a ruined city the Romans had called Lindum. There they laid it in a cave with the burial urns of her elders.


And they say that when lightning flashes from the sky and thunder roars, Æthelind rides out over the cliff, her hair streaming in the wind, leading the wild hunt. But woe betide any man who witnesses that fearful sight, for she will hunt him down until he can run no more and his body lies broken at her feet.




Prologue


A killing ointment made of arsenic, vitriol, baby’s fat, bat’s blood and hemlock may be spread on the latches, gates and doorposts of houses in the dark of night. Thus can death run swiftly through a town.


River Witham, Lincolnshire


‘Help me! I beg you, help me!’


The cry was muffled in the dense, freezing mist that swirled over the black river. As his punt edged upstream, Gunter caught the distant wail and dug his pole into the river bottom, trying to hold his boat steady against the swift current. The shout seemed to have come from the bank somewhere ahead, but Gunter could barely see the flame of his lantern in the bow, much less who might be calling.


The cry came again. ‘In your mercy, for the sake of Jesus Christ, help me!’


The mist distorted the sound so Gunter couldn’t be sure if it was coming from right or left. He struggled to hold the punt in the centre of the river and cursed himself. He should have hauled up somewhere for the night long before this, but it had taken four days to move the cargo downriver to Boston and return this far. He was desperate to reach home and reassure himself that his wife and children were safe.


Yesterday he’d seen the body of a boatman fished out of the river. The poor bastard had been beaten bloody, robbed and stabbed. Whoever had murdered him had not even left him the dignity of his breeches. And he wasn’t the first boatman in past weeks to be found floating face down with stab wounds in his back.


‘Is anyone there?’ the man called again, uncertainly this time, as if he feared he might be speaking to a ghost or water sprite.


Such a thought had also crossed Gunter’s mind. Two children had drowned not far from here and it was said their ghosts prowled the bank luring others to their deaths in the icy river.


‘What are you?’ Gunter yelled back. ‘Name yourself.’


‘A humble Friar of the Sack, a Brother of Penitence.’ The voice was deep and rasping, as if it had rusted over the years from lack of use. ‘The mist . . . I stumbled into the bog and almost drowned in the mud. I’m afraid to move, in case I sink into the mire or fall into the river.’


Now Gunter could make out dark shapes through the billows of mist, but the glimpses were so fleeting he couldn’t tell if they were men or trees. Every instinct told him to ignore the stranger and push on up the river. This was exactly the kind of trick the river-rats used to lure craft to the bank so that they could rob the boatmen. The man they’d found in the water had been a strapping lad, with two sound legs. Gunter had only one. His left leg had been severed at the knee and replaced by a wooden stump with a foot in the form of an upturned mushroom, not unlike the end of one of his own punt poles. Although he could walk as fast as any man, if it came to a fight, he could easily be knocked off balance.


But the stranger on the bank would not give up. ‘I beg you, in God’s mercy, help me. I’m wet and starving. I fear dawn will see me a frozen corpse if I stay out here all night.’


The rasping tone of the man’s voice made it sound more like a threat than a plea, but Gunter had been cold and hungry often enough in his life to know the misery those twin demons could inflict and the night was turning bitter. There’d be a hard frost come morning. He knew he’d never forgive himself if he left a man out here to die.


‘Call again, and keep calling till I can see you,’ he instructed.


He listened to the voice and propelled his punt towards the left bank, eventually drawing close enough to make out the shape of a hooded figure in a long robe standing close by the water’s edge. Gunter tightened his hold on the quant: with its metal foot, the long pole could be turned into a useful weapon if the man tried to seize the boat.


The friar’s breath hung white in the chill air, mingling with the icy vapour of the river. As soon as the prow of the punt came close, he bent as if he meant to grab it. But Gunter was ready for that. He whisked the quant over to the other side of the punt and pushed away from the bank, calculating that the man would not risk jumping in that robe.


‘By the blood of Christ, I swear I mean you no harm.’ But the man’s voice sounded even more menacing now that Gunter was close. The friar stretched out his right arm into the pool of light cast by the lantern. The folds of his sleeve hung down, thick and heavy with mud. Slowly, with the other hand, he peeled back the sodden sleeve to reveal an arm that ended at the wrist. ‘I am hardly a threat to any man.’


Gunter felt an instant flush of shame. He resented any man’s pity for his own missing limb and was offering none to the friar, but he despised himself for his distrust and cowardice. It couldn’t have been easy for the friar to pull himself free of the mire that had swallowed many an unwary traveller.


Gunter had always believed that priests and friars were weaklings who’d chosen the Church to avoid blistering their hands in honest toil and sweat. But this man was no minnow and he was plainly determined not to meet his Creator yet, for all that he was in Holy Orders.


Gunter brought the punt close to the bank, and held it steady in the current for the friar to climb in and settle himself on one of the cross planks. His coarse, shapeless robe clung wetly to his body, plastered with mud and slime. He sat shivering, his hood pulled so low over his head that Gunter could see nothing of his face.


‘I’ll take you as far as High Bridge in Lincoln,’ Gunter said. ‘There are several priories just outside the city, south of the river. You’ll find a bed and a warm meal in one, especially with you being in Holy Orders.’


‘It’s close then, the city?’ the friar rasped. ‘I’ve been walking for days to reach it.’


‘If it weren’t for this fret, you’d be able to see the torches blazing on the city walls and even the candles in the windows of the cathedral.’


Gunter pushed the punt steadily upstream, trying to peer through the mist at the water in front. He knew every twist and turn of the river as well as he knew the face of his own beloved wife. He didn’t expect other craft to be abroad at this late hour, but there was always the danger of branches or barrels being swept downstream and crashing into his craft.


‘So what brings you to Lincoln?’ he asked, without taking his gaze from the water. ‘You’ll not find any of your order here. I heard tell there was once a house belonging to Friars of the Sack in Lincoln, but that was before the Great Pestilence. House is still there, but none of your brothers has lived in it for years.’


‘It is not my brethren I seek,’ the friar said.


They were passing between the miserable hovels that lined the banks on the far outskirts of the city and the mist was less dense. Gunter was anxious to drop off his passenger as soon as he could: he was impatient to get home, but there was something in the man’s voice that unnerved him. There was a bitter edge to it that made everything he said sound like a challenge, however innocuous the words. Still, that was friars for you, whatever order they came from. When they weren’t shrieking about the torments of Hell, they were demanding alms and threatening you with eternal damnation if you didn’t pay up.


‘So,’ Gunter said, ‘why have you come? I warn you, Lincoln’s going through hard times. You’ll not find many with money to spare for beggars, even holy ones. You’d have done better to make for Boston. That’s where all the money’s gone since we lost the wool staple to it.’


The friar gave a low, mirthless laugh. ‘Do you think I walked all these miles for a handful of pennies? Do you see this?’


Using his teeth and left hand, he unlaced the neck of his robe and pulled it down. Then he lifted the lantern from the prow of the punt, letting the light from the candle shine full upon his chest. What Gunter saw caused him to jerk so violently that he missed his stroke and almost fell into the river. He could only stare in horror, until the man dragged his robe into place again.


‘You ask what I seek, my friend,’ the friar growled. ‘I seek justice. I seek retribution. I seek vengeance.’




September 1380


September pray blow soft, till fruit be in the loft.




Chapter 1


To guard against witches, draw the guts and organs from a dove while it still lives and hang them over the door of your house. Then neither witch nor spell can enter.


Lincoln


While I lived I was never one of those who could see ghosts. I thought those who claimed they did were either moon-touched or liars. But when you’re dead, my darlings, you find yourself amazed at what you didn’t see when you were alive. I exist now in a strange half-light. I see the trees and cottages, byres and windmills, but not as they once were to me. They’re pale, with only hints of colour, like unripe fruit. They’re new to this world. But I see other cottages too, those that had crumbled to dust long before I was born. They’re still there, crowded into the villages, snuggled tight between the hills, old and ripe, rich with hues of yellow and brown, red clay and white limewash. They’re brighter, but less solid than the new ones, like reflections in the still waters of a lake, seeming so vibrant, yet the first breeze will riffle them into nothing.


And so it is with people. The living are there, not yet ripe enough to fall from the bough of life into death. But they are not the only ones who pass along the streets and alleys or roam the forests and moors. There are others, like me, who have left life, but cannot enter death. Some stay where they lived, repeating a walk or a task, believing that if only they could complete it they might depart. They never will. Others wander the highways looking for a cave, a track or a door that will lead from this world to the one beyond, full of such wonders as they have only dreamed of.


Many, the saddest of all, try to rejoin the living. Sweethearts run in vain after their lovers, begging them to turn and look at them. Children scrabble nightly at the doors of cottages, crying for a mother, any mother, to take them in and love them. Babies lurk down wells or lie under sods, waiting their chance to creep inside a living woman’s womb and be born again as her child.


And me? I cannot depart, not yet. I was wrenched out of life before my time, hurled into death without warning, so I must tarry until I have seen my tale to its proper conclusion for there is someone I watch and someone I watch over. I will not leave them until I’ve brought their stories to an end.


Robert of Bassingham gazed at the eleven other members of the Common Council, slouching in their chairs, and sighed. It had been a long afternoon. The old guildhall chamber was built across the main thoroughfare of Lincoln city, and the bellows of pedlars, the rumble of carts and ox wagons, the chatter of people clacking over the stones in wooden pattens meant that the small windows of the chamber had to be kept shut, if the aged members were to hear the man next to them.


As a consequence, the air was stale with the sour breath of old men and the lingering odour of the mutton olives, goat chops and pork meatballs on which the councillors had been grazing. It being a warm day, they’d been compelled to wash down these morsels with flagons of costly hippocras, a spiced wine, which had already worked its soporific magic on several. Three of the sleepers had carefully positioned a hand over their eyes so that they could pretend to be concentrating, while a fourth was lolling with his mouth open, snoring and farting almost as loudly as the hound at his feet.


Robert was inordinately fond of hippocras but had deliberately refrained from imbibing, knowing he, too, would doze off. He was painfully conscious of the heavy responsibilities he had now assumed as the newly elected master of the Guild of Merchants, the most powerful guild in Lincolnshire and still the wealthiest, even though it was not as prosperous as once it had been.


Robert was a cloth merchant of the city of Lincoln, well respected – at least, by those who measure a man’s worth by the size of his purse and influence. He made a good living selling wool and the red and green cloth for which Lincoln was justly famed. Having only recently been appointed to serve on the Common Council he was one of its younger members, still in his early fifties.


He had acquired his wealth painstakingly over the years, for though he was a numbskull in matters of love, he was shrewd in business. He’d bought a stretch of the land on the bank of the river Witham from a widow after her husband’s death, having persuaded her it was worth little, which you could argue was the truth: the ground was too marshy even for sheep to thrive on it. But a Lincoln merchant must have boats to send his goods to the great port at Boston and boatmen must have somewhere to live close to the river: Robert had built a few cottages on the wasteland and earned a good sum renting them to those who carried his cargoes. If ‘earn’ is the right word for money that a man demands from others but never collects in person. And, believe me, there were many men in England that year who had cause to resent all such landlords . . .


Robert banged his pewter beaker of small ale on the long table. The slumbering members jerked upright, glowering at him. Had not the newcomer the common courtesy to let a man sleep in peace?


‘I say again,’ Robert announced, ‘we must petition King Richard to give us leave to raise an additional tax in Lincoln to rebuild the guildhall.’ He gestured to the ominous cracks in the stone wall, which were almost wide enough to insert a finger in. ‘If another wagon should crash into the pillar below, it will bring us all tumbling down into the street.’


‘But the townspeople will never stand for it,’ Hugh de Garwell protested. ‘Thanks to John of Gaunt whispering in the young King’s ear, the commonality have already been bled dry to raise money for these pointless wars in France and Scotland.’


Several council members glanced uneasily at one another. It was hard to determine how far you could criticise the boy-king in public without being accused of treason, and while King Richard might yet forgive much, his uncle, John of Gaunt, had spies everywhere and was known to deal ruthlessly with any man who so much as muttered a complaint in his sleep. And since Gaunt was constable of Lincoln Castle, no one in that chamber could be certain that one of his fellow council members was not in that devil’s pay.


Robert regarded Hugh sourly. They were, for the most part, good friends, but it irritated him that Hugh seemed convinced a city could be run on pennies and pig-swill. He heaved himself from the chair and paced to the small window, trying to ease the cramp in his legs, as he stared down at the crowds milling below.


‘See there! Three carts trying to barge through the arch at the same time and none of them willing to give way to another. The people may not want to pay, but if this building collapses on top of them, dozens will be crushed in the rubble. Then they’ll be demanding to know why we didn’t do something sooner.’


‘So tax the guilds to pay for it, not the poor alewives and labourers,’ Hugh said. ‘The Guild of Merchants alone is wealthy enough to build a dozen new halls, if they were to sell some of the gold and silver they have locked away. They’ve grown as fat as maggots on the carcass of this city, so they . . .’


But Robert wasn’t listening. His attention had been caught by a woman standing quite still among the bustle of the crowd, staring up at the window. She was clad in a dark blue gown, over which she wore a sleeveless surcoat of scarlet, embroidered with silver threads. Even at that distance, Robert could tell from the way the cloth hung, accentuating her slender figure, and from the vivid, even quality of the dye that it was of the best. His thumb and fingers twitched as if they itched to feel the weave.


Ever the merchant, Robert always took more notice of the cloth a woman wore than her face and he probably wouldn’t have taken another glance at her, except that she was gazing up at him intently. He stared back. He couldn’t distinguish her features clearly enough to determine her age, though the gleaming black hair beneath her silver fret suggested youth.


She seemed to make up her mind about something and, with a nod towards him, she threaded her way through the jostling pedlars to the door that led up to the council chamber and disappeared.


A merchant who prides himself on his calm and calculated reasoning is not a man to act on impulse but, to his surprise, Robert found himself striding rapidly to the door and out onto the staircase, leaving Hugh staring after him open-mouthed.


Robert, descending the steep spiral stairs with care, fully expected to encounter the woman on her way up, but he reached the bottom without passing anyone and found only the watchman squatting in the doorway, picking his teeth with the tip of his knife blade. On sensing Robert behind him, he hauled himself upwards against the wall, and made a clumsy half-bow.


Robert eyed him with disgust. His tunic was open and covered with the stains of ancient meals and his hairy belly was so large that it hung over his breeches. Robert was portly, but a wealthy man was expected to look sleek and well-fed. A watchman, on the other hand, was supposed to be as fit as a battle-hardened soldier, ready to defend his betters against danger. This blubber-arse looked as if he’d collapse if he was obliged even to lift his pike, never mind fight with it.


‘Did a woman come to the door a few moments ago?’ Robert demanded.


‘A woman, you say?’ The watchman scratched his navel, gazing absently at the passing crowd. ‘Aye, there was a woman. Matter of fact, she were asking for you, Master Robert. But I told her, I says, Master Robert’s an important man. He’s in council, and he’ll not thank you for disturbing him and the other gentlemen.’


Robert frowned. It was not unheard of for women to buy or sell in the cloth trade, especially if their husbands were absent, but why should she come to the guildhall, rather than his place of business? Robert’s son, Jan, who was also his steward, would still be hard at work in the warehouse at this hour, which was why Robert could afford to waste an afternoon on the city’s affairs.


‘Did this woman leave a message, her name? Where am I to find her?’


He had asked the man three questions at once, which was like throwing three sticks for a dog: it wouldn’t know which to chase first. The watchman pondered for an age, then admitted he couldn’t answer any.


‘You should have asked her business,’ Robert snapped.


The watchman gave Robert a resentful look. ‘They pay me to keep people out as shouldn’t be in there, not to ask their business, which is their own affair.’


Frustrated, Robert lumbered back up the stairs, steeling himself to re-enter the stuffy chamber.


The debate had not moved on by a jot or tittle since he’d left. He wondered, not for the first time, whether the Common Council ever managed to reach agreement about anything. He pictured them still sitting round that table in a hundred years, their beards grown to the floor, cobwebs hanging from their ears, wagging their gnarled fingers and repeating for the thousandth time what someone else had said not five minutes before.


Robert had never been accustomed to consulting others. Once he had made up his mind to do something, he began it at once. He’d no more patience for these endless discussions than he would have to stitch a tapestry. Perhaps that was why he found his thoughts constantly wandering to the still figure who’d stared up at him so intently. He couldn’t drive her image from his head.




Chapter 2


If you fear that you are in the presence of a witch, clench both your hands into fists with the thumbs tucked under your fingers. Then she cannot enchant your mind.


Mistress Catlin


I did not intend to fall in love. In truth, I had not set eyes on Master Robert before that hour when I stood outside the guildhall. I didn’t know then that he was the man looking down from the window. But on that sultry September afternoon, Robert of Bassingham and I were about to find ourselves both pieces and players in a game of romance, both slayer and sacrifice. But of all the players who were to be drawn with us into that dangerous game, none could have guessed who would finally call checkmate.


Although I did not know Master Robert, I knew well his reputation and had come to the guildhall that day for the sole purpose of speaking with him. My children and I were newly arrived in Lincoln and I had no kin in the city to whom I could turn. Many men, and women too, delight in seeking out the vulnerable to gain their trust, only to rob them of all they have. I was determined not to become their prey.


But if I had believed the gossip of my neighbours, as they waited for the butcher to slice a piece of cow’s tongue or the fishmonger to knock a live carp on the head, I would have concluded there was not a single man of sound character left within the city walls. A woman called Maud, who lived in the same street as I, was the worst of the tale-bearers, with a tongue as sharp and malicious as the devil’s pitchfork. Before long I knew which men drank, who beat their wives and who had a string of whores. I learned the name of every feckless husband who’d lost his money in wagers on the fighting cocks, and all the miserly fathers who made their children wear splintered barrel-staves on their feet to save on shoe-leather.


But I knew how to sift the words of others and so it was that, in spite of what the witch, Maud, had said about him and his little weaknesses, or perhaps because of what she had said, I came to believe that of all the men in Lincoln the one I should seek out was Robert of Bassingham.


I thought carefully about how I should approach him. A merchant like Master Robert would be pestered by all manner of people begging for his precious time and I feared I might be brushed aside. But if you want to capture the attention of a thief you flash a gold coin, if a scholar a rare book, so I had taken care to dress in a gown that would gladden the heart of any cloth merchant.


I’d meant to wait patiently outside until the meeting of the Common Council ended and ask someone to conduct me to him, so we might speak in the privacy of the empty chamber, but as I waited a man came to the window and stared down at me so fixedly that I was ashamed to be seen loitering and approached the watchman to ask if Robert was within. I was dismissed as though I were a stew-house whore.


A weaker woman might have given up. Not I. I’d already discovered that Robert of Bassingham had a warehouse on the Braytheforde harbour so I made my way there, hoping he might return.


The banks of the Braytheforde were crowded with warehouses and taverns, chandlers and boatyards. The screams of the gulls mingled with the shouts of the workers, the hammering and sawing of the boat builders. Men strode past, carrying long planks on their shoulders, and women hurried by, with panniers of fish on their backs. Everyone was scurrying about, so it was hard to find anyone who would stop long enough to point out Robert’s warehouse. Finally a boatman gestured towards the largest and busiest building on the quayside, a great wooden structure facing the jetty where little boats were moored.


A man with red-gold hair was standing with his back to me in the doorway, directing the men who were offloading bales from a nearby boat and hefting them into the warehouse. He turned as I approached and his mouth stretched into an easy smile, as if he was always ready to call any stranger ‘friend’. I realised he was far too young to be the man I sought.


‘Forgive me for disturbing your work,’ I said. ‘I’m looking for Master Robert of Bassingham. Is he within?’


‘My father? No, mistress. He’s one of the Common Council and they’re sitting this afternoon, but he’ll probably call here before returning home. He usually does, to be sure I haven’t burned the place down or struck some ruinous deal.’ The young man grimaced. ‘I may be his son and his steward, but he watches me closely.’


I couldn’t help smiling. ‘I’m sure he trusts you, but a good merchant keeps his eye on every detail. No doubt that was how he became successful.’


The young man laughed, showing fine white teeth. ‘You know my father well, mistress. That is exactly what he says.’


‘I know him not at all, but that was what my own late husband used to tell me.’ I hesitated. ‘Do you think your father would spare me a few words on his return? I seek his advice in matter of some investments. I’m told there is none better, unless, of course, you can assist me.’ I touched his sleeve. ‘I’m sure you must know as much as your father.’


He flushed with pleasure. I had no intention of taking counsel from such a callow youth, but men are always flattered to be trusted. Compliment them on their handsome appearance – as I might have done now without a word of a lie – and they grow suspicious. Ask a man for his advice and he purrs and preens like a tom-cat.


Robert’s son gave a modest shrug. ‘I’ve worked with him since I was a boy and have run his business for some time now. And I do know—’


‘And what is it you know, Jan?’ a voice boomed.


Jan’s chin jerked up and a flicker of annoyance crossed his face.


I turned to look at the man standing behind me and saw the expression of surprise on his face that was undoubtedly on my own, for he was the man who had stared down at me from the guildhall window.


There was no mistaking that he was Jan’s father. Master Robert’s hair, though greying, showed the same red-gold threads as his son’s. Both were tall and broad-shouldered, but while Jan had the trimness of youth, his father’s waist had thickened. Maturity enhances the features of some men’s faces, though, and it had done so for Master Robert. He carried himself with the confidence of a man who knows he has achieved more than most in his life.


He inspected me as if I were a bale of cloth or a fleece to be graded and priced. ‘Mistress, I believe you came earlier to the Common Council and were refused admission.’


‘Please forgive me,’ I said, ‘I’d no wish to interrupt. I merely hoped to speak to you once your discussions were ended, but your loyal watchman—’


‘An idle cod-wit and an oaf. He’ll not be watchman by tomorrow. That I can promise you.’


Several of the men carrying loads quickened their pace as if they feared the same fate.


I clutched at his arm. ‘I would not have any man lose his post because of me. It’s his duty to see the council is not interrupted. You’ve many important matters to discuss.’


Robert gazed down at my hand. I withdrew it at once, but not before I saw a movement of his own hand towards mine as if he had meant to touch it.


Jan must have noticed it, too, and frowned. ‘Mistress . . . I don’t believe I know your name.’


‘Catlin. Widow Catlin.’


Jan nodded. ‘You mentioned your late husband.’ He turned back to his father. ‘Widow Catlin came seeking advice on investments. I was telling her I can certainly advise—’


‘Mistress Catlin was seeking me,’ Robert said firmly. ‘Where investments are concerned, it’s the mature, sober mind that’s needed, not the hot head of youth. You’ve a lot to learn yet, my boy, before you may advise others, except on where to buy the best ale or find the prettiest girls. That’s what you’re expert in, lad.’ He gave his son a playful thump on the back and winked at me.


Jan clearly didn’t appreciate the joke and seemed on the verge of snapping at his father, when his gaze was arrested by something behind me. ‘Fulk!’ he called.


A short, stocky man scuttled across, his legs as bowed as if they were straddling a barrel. He pulled his cap from his greasy hair and bobbed obsequiously several times to me and to Robert.


Jan clapped a hand on his shoulder and turned him to face the side of the warehouse. A man in a long robe was waiting, motionless, in the shadows. ‘How long has that friar been standing there? We don’t want him preaching and distracting the men, or begging alms from them. Tell him to try his luck with the rest of the beggars in the markets.’


‘He’s not been begging, Master Jan, leastways not since I noticed him. I’d have sent him off with a boot up his backside if he had. He’s staring at you, Master Robert. I thought you must know him.’


‘What business would I have with a friar?’ Robert said indignantly. ‘If you saw him loitering here, why didn’t you send him packing straight away? He might be a spy for one of the robber gangs on the river, watching for likely cargoes to steal. God’s blood, must I do your job, man, as well as my own? Here, you!’ he shouted, taking a pace towards the friar.


Then he stopped, confused: the place where the friar had been standing was empty, leaving only the long, dark shadows cast by the sinking sun. We all scanned the bustling crowd, but there was no sign of the man anywhere.


Robert drew a deep breath. ‘Too late. We’ll not get hold of him now. If either of you see him here again, tell the men to seize him and ask him what he’s doing. Shake it out of him, if you must. And the watch is to be doubled on the warehouse tonight. See to it, Jan, a man within and two to patrol outside.’


Jan nodded, but I could see he was irritated. Clearly, he had not exaggerated when he said his father didn’t trust him.


Robert, seeming oblivious to his son’s scowls, looked down at me, his expression softening. ‘Now, Mistress Catlin, these matters you wish to discuss with me. Shall we go somewhere we can speak in private?’


‘It’s growing late, Father,’ Jan protested. ‘I can help Widow Catlin. Mother’s expecting you early tonight. Sheriff Thomas is coming to dine.’


‘I’m not in my dotage yet, Jan!’ Robert snapped. ‘Instead of telling me things I know perfectly well, you’d be better occupied making sure that thieves don’t empty the warehouse while you stand around picking your nose.’


So saying, he offered me his arm and led me past the warehouse, but as I glanced round, I was certain I saw someone moving in the shadows and had the uneasy feeling that Master Robert was still being watched.




Chapter 3


A child’s fingernails should never be cut in the first year. The mother must bite them off or he’ll become a thief. But when they are first cut at a year old, they must be buried under an ash tree so that witches can’t take them and cause the child harm.


Lincoln


Mavet, my ferret, is not in the best of moods. A dog that was stabbed to death defending his mistress’s honour has taken to chasing rabbits in the warren where Mavet has his sport. The rabbits are alive, of course – when did you ever hear of a ghost rabbit? – but all the more fun for that, as far as a dead ferret is concerned. If you’ve ever seen a rabbit shoot out of a burrow when a living ferret is put down it, you should see the panic that ensues when a ghost one chases them: he can be behind them at one moment, then pop up in front of them at the next.


The ghost of the dog seems to regard the warren as its territory and refuses to be intimidated by Mavet’s snarls. But at least the wretched hound keeps the villagers awake by howling all night, and terrifies travellers by springing right through them, which affords me some amusement, even if it annoys Mavet.


But give me the choice between a ferret in a bad mood and a woman in an ill humour and I would choose the ferret every time. A ferret’s bite is nothing to that of a woman when the supper’s been spoiled, as Master Robert of Bassingham was about to discover.


He had talked with Mistress Catlin far longer than even he intended. She had money, a good deal, and was naturally fearful: first, of leaving gold in the house, but also of investing with unscrupulous, scheming rogues. There is nothing like knowing a woman has complete trust in him to make a man glow with confidence. Robert had intended to suggest a few safe investments and recommend a broker he used, but instead he found himself leaning back in the chair expanding at length about his own business.


He had even mentioned the ship, St Jude, that would shortly set sail from the Low Countries, with exotic new fabrics and spices. It had been jointly leased by several of Lincoln’s leading merchants including the former Member of the King’s Parliament, Hugh de Garwell. At some point during their conversation, though he couldn’t now remember how or why, he had agreed to invest some of Mistress Catlin’s money in the ship, and had arranged to call upon her the following day to collect it.


He had had no idea how long they had been talking until the ringing of the church bell shocked him into realising how many hours had passed. But, though he remembered guiltily that Edith would be waiting for him, he had insisted on seeing Mistress Catlin safely to her door. She had protested that she didn’t want to put him to the trouble but he knew he had been right to do so. Several times he’d thought he heard footsteps behind him, keeping pace with their own, and had turned, glimpsing just a flicker of movement, then nothing but the shadows cast by the guttering torches on the walls.


Now that he was walking back alone, he had the same uneasy sense that he was being followed. He was annoyed with himself for feeling nervous as he walked in his familiar city but, nevertheless, he was relieved when he reached his street.


Robert’s house, a fine stone building, stood within the stout walls of the city. He was satisfied that it reflected well upon his status and justly proud that he had been able to provide such a comfortable home for his family, a considerable improvement on the timber house in which he had been raised. The fear of fire spreading through the city had been a constant anxiety for his parents.	


The hall of Robert’s house was nothing like as large as that of a manor. The long table that occupied most of its length would seat no more than a dozen people, five on either side and one at head and foot, but Robert still referred to the modest chamber as the great hall, for indeed it was as great as any merchant’s in the city.


The finest English oak panels lined the walls, painted a fashionable green with a red trim that reminded visitors of the colours of the cloth that had paid for them. The sumptuary laws that prevented merchants, though they might be wealthier than many noblemen, from wearing sable, velvet, damask or satin had not stopped Robert employing generous quantities of these luxurious fabrics to adorn his chairs, cushions and casement seats.


His pride and joy hung on the wall directly opposite the main entrance, where all those of sufficiently high rank to be admitted through that door could not fail to see it. It was a tapestry woven in Flanders, where the best in Europe were made, depicting huntsmen on the edge of a forest of dark and twisted trees. In the heart of the forest a giant savage boar, with a golden band about its neck, meekly laid its great head in the lap of the Saxon virgin, Æthelind.


Every night, when Robert returned home from his warehouse, he would pause in the doorway, looking up at the tapestry. If he returned late, as now, when the candles were already lit, his pleasure increased as the light caught the gold threads in the boar’s collar and in the coronet that adorned the girl’s flowing hair.


That evening, Robert was denied this pleasure, for his manservant Tenney had scarcely closed the door behind him when his wife pounced.


‘Where have you been, husband? A fine host you are. Thomas has been waiting this past hour.’


‘I’ve had business to attend to, my dear, the new cargo from Boston. I couldn’t get away sooner.’


Robert wasn’t sure why he hadn’t told Edith the truth. There was nothing to be ashamed of in giving financial advice to a widow. It was a respectable and worthy thing to do, yet the lie had sprung from his mouth.


Edith snorted. ‘I dare say Thomas also has business to attend to and a great deal more than you, seeing he is sheriff of this city, but he still manages to arrive in time for supper. It will be quite ruined. The beef will be as dry as kindling.’


For the first time in many years Robert looked at his wife and saw that she was no longer a shy, slender little bride of fifteen, but a stout matron in her fifties. Her greying hair hung in looped braids on either side of her face and was dyed a fashionable saffron yellow, which served only to emphasise the sallowness of her skin.


And what had he been thinking, having that gown made for her? It was the latest fashion, of course, but it didn’t flatter a woman of her age or girth. The low-cut top revealed a neck and bosom that were puckering with age, and the narrowness of her white surcoat, which hung like a tabard over her scarlet gown, drew attention to the thickened waist and hips that bulged out on either side beneath it. Edith was not given to over-indulgence in food or any other pleasures of the flesh, but having given birth to six boys – and lost all but two – she no longer possessed the proportions of a maiden.


Thomas rose from a chair set next to the blazing hearth, a sheepish grin on his florid face.


‘Don’t scold him, Edith. As we all know, when Robert is at his ledgers a week may pass and he thinks it an hour. You should be used to that after all these years.’ He winked at Robert. ‘You should have married me, Edith. I merely send out the men-at-arms to see to my business, then retire to my dinner without another care.’


Robert’s irritation mounted. ‘Well, you should care, Thomas. Those men-at-arms need sharpening up. The streets are full of vagabonds and beggars and no one moves them on. They should be rounded up, the pack of them, and whipped out of the city at the cart’s tail. Word would soon get round that this is not a city for easy pickings.’


Thomas frowned. ‘Has there been trouble?’


Robert hesitated. He could hardly call it trouble. ‘It’s nothing . . . Coming home this evening, I thought I was followed by someone who’d been at the warehouse earlier.’


Edith gave a little cry. ‘How many times have I begged you to hire one of the linkmen to light your way home? It isn’t safe to walk the streets at night without an armed man. But, of course, if you came home at a decent hour . . .’


Robert ignored the last little dagger thrust. ‘I’ll not waste money hiring men to keep me safe in my own city. I’m already paying a king’s ransom in taxes for the watch to patrol the streets.’


‘It’s money well spent if it keeps you from robbery or worse,’ Thomas said. ‘Edith’s right. You shouldn’t be walking abroad alone, especially in clothes that tell every cutpurse and thief in the shire you’re a wealthy man. My men can’t be everywhere at once. Most of their time is taken up with the taverns and cockpits. I’ve not the money to put a watchman on every street corner. As one of the Common Council, you should know that better than most.’


‘What I know—’ Robert began, but was interrupted by a clatter of footsteps on the stairs at the back of the hall and the crash of a door being flung open. A boy raced into the room.


‘I’ve told you a hundred times not to run in the house, Adam,’ Robert snapped.


The boy’s face fell and he edged nervously towards his mother, who placed a protective arm about him.


Thomas beamed at him. ‘Finished your Latin copy, have you, my boy? Nothing like Jan, is he? As I recall even if you’d nailed his backside to a bench, he wouldn’t study. Jan takes after you, Robert. The only kind of books you’ll tolerate are ledgers. But Adam here,’ he ruffled the boy’s curly head, ‘I hear he’s quite the scholar. Edith tells me he’s hoping to study at university.’


Edith gazed fondly at her son, who smiled shyly up at her. Robert gave a noncommittal grunt. He was gratified that the boy attended to his lessons – but as long as he could read, write and had mastered figures, what more education did any man need? Unless he was entering the Church, and Robert didn’t intend his son to waste his life as a priest, scraping a pittance from tithes and alms. But if Edith didn’t stop coddling the boy, it would be all he was fit for.


Adam was Edith’s baby. Jan had arrived after two stillborn boys. The two others who came after him had died in infancy and Edith had despaired that she would ever have another child. So when Adam mewled his way into the world, he was to her an Isaac, born to Sarah in old age and destined for great things. Edith had refused to allow any but herself to nurse him, day or night, certain that only constant vigilance would keep him safe.


Robert supposed it was only natural that his wife should cosset the lad. Not that his own mother had ever fussed over him, quite the contrary. He’d been raised on a diet of indifference, thrashing and hard work, and had convinced himself he was glad of it: at least he had been able to stand up for himself when he was sent to work as an apprentice. As soon as Adam turned twelve in a few months, Robert was determined that his son should learn a trade too, however much Edith protested. His own business was naturally entailed to Jan as the eldest and Adam would have to make his own way in the world.


But if the boy didn’t toughen up, a miserable time he would have of it. Apprentices and journeymen could spot a weakling the moment he walked through the door and would make him the butt of every cruel jest that young lads can devise. Barely a month went by without some young apprentice hanging himself in his master’s workshop to escape the torment. And for all that Robert did not dote on the boy, he would never want to see his son unhappy.


Tenney flung open the door at the back of the hall, which led to the courtyard and the kitchen, and bore in a great dish of beef stew. A rich steam, heavy with vinegar, cinnamon, cloves, mace, ginger, sage and onion, wafted through the room. Beata, the maid, followed with a basket of fresh bread. She gave Robert a reproachful look, as vexed as her mistress by his late arrival, but Robert knew it was more because he’d put Edith in a bad humour than for any fear that the stew would spoil. Beata took far too much pride in her cooking ever to allow that to happen.


The arrival of supper was a welcome diversion and the piquant steam sharpened their already keen appetites. They had barely swallowed a mouthful when the door from the courtyard was flung open and Jan strolled in. Adam scrambled from his chair and, heedless of his father’s earlier warning, ran across to him, jigging expectantly from foot to foot. ‘Did you get it, Jan? Did you?’


His brother grinned and, with a flourish, produced a small wooden model of a trebuchet, used to hurl stones at castles under siege. He held the toy high in the air, making Adam leap for it. Adam’s eyes shone as he whispered his thanks.


Robert’s elder son had lodgings near the warehouse on the Braytheforde harbour. It was an arrangement he and his father had come to by mutual consent. It was easier for Jan, as Robert’s steward, to keep a close eye on the business, but it also meant that if the lad came home drunk after a night with his friends at the cockpits or with some girl hanging on his arm, Robert, and more importantly Edith, wouldn’t know of it – at least, not immediately. Nothing happened in Lincoln that was not round the city by the following day. Even so, Jan usually called in each day to see his mother and reassure her that he was not lying dead in a ditch and had not contracted some fever in the night, which Edith would imagine, if a day passed without her seeing him.


With a friendly nod towards Thomas, he crossed to his mother, planting a kiss on her cheek as she lifted her face to him. She patted his shoulder. ‘Even later than your father,’ she murmured. ‘He works you much too hard.’


‘The last of the cargo arrived late from Boston and I wanted to check that the tallies were correct,’ Jan said, helping himself to a large measure of wine. ‘And don’t worry, Father, I doubled the watch on the warehouse.’


Edith’s head snapped round. ‘But I thought you said you were checking the cargo, Robert.’


Jan glanced sharply at his father. ‘He was, but I knew you’d want him home, so I said I’d finish.’


He slid into the chair next to his mother, who patted his hand affectionately. ‘You’re a good son to your father, Jan.’


‘Yes, I rather think I am, aren’t I, Father?’ Jan said, staring pointedly at Robert.


Robert avoided meeting his son’s questioning gaze and concentrated on the stew. He felt irritation mounting again. He had done nothing for which to reproach himself but he was annoyed to be caught out in a lie by Jan. The boy had always looked up to him, and he was proud of the way his son was shaping up to follow in his footsteps. Not that he would tell Jan so, for Robert did not believe in indulging his sons.


‘I trust the loads all tallied?’ he asked sternly.


Jan hesitated.


Robert lowered a sop of gravy-soaked bread that was halfway to his mouth. ‘Out with it, lad.’


‘One of the boatmen lost a bale overboard on the way back from Boston. He said he’d been rammed by another punt. It’s the third accident of this sort in as many weeks. But I got talking to a man in the inn last night. He’d just returned from Horncastle market. He swore he’d seen a bale of our cloth being hawked by one of the pedlars. The seal had been cut away, but he knew it for our shade of dye and reckoned it had never been near a drop of water.’


Robert’s face turned puce. ‘One of our own boatmen stealing from us? What have you done about it?’


Thomas looked equally furious. ‘Have you sent for the bailiff, Jan, had him arrested? I can assure you, Robert, if this is proved, he’ll be dangling by the neck from the castle walls after the next assizes.’


Jan refilled his goblet and drained it before he seemed sufficiently braced to answer. ‘It’s not just one boatman. These accidents are happening to different men, different boats. We can’t arrest them all – we’d have no men left to work the river. Besides, proving that any of them stole the bales rather than lost them will not be easy.’ Seeing the fury building on Robert’s face, he added quickly, ‘I reckon someone’s behind it, paying them to do it. That’s the man we’ve got to find. But I will find him, Father, and when I do, I’ll hand him trussed and bound to Sheriff Thomas. That I swear.’


Thomas nodded approvingly. ‘The lad’s right, Robert. They must be selling them on to someone, and once we have him in the castle dungeons, I’ll soon make him talk. Show him the gallows and he’ll be eager to turn king’s approver and name all those involved. We’ll winkle them out, Robert, don’t you fear. I’ll have my informers keep their ears flapping in the taverns and marketplaces. They’re bound to hear something sooner or later.’


‘It’s the talk of later that concerns me,’ Robert said. ‘I can’t afford to keep losing goods while your spies loll at alewives’ doors, drinking the city’s savings in the hope of hearing something. Between these thefts and the King’s taxes, money is running out of my coffers like sand through an hour-glass, and with the weavers in Flanders in rebellion, there is precious little going back in to refill them.’


He slammed his goblet onto the table. ‘At least this evening has resolved one thing. The rents on my properties must be raised. And this time I’ll not let you talk me out of it, Jan. This is your future as well as mine and your mother’s. I’ll not stand by and see my family ruined.’


‘But I’ve told you before, Father, they’re struggling already. I inspect our tenants’ cottages each year and I can see things are getting worse for a good many of them.’


‘Since the boatmen who are stealing from me are my tenants, they may think themselves well served,’ Robert said. ‘Thieves deserve no less.’


‘But it won’t fill your coffers if they can’t pay,’ Jan protested. ‘You can’t get water from a river that’s run dry.’


‘They can pay. When they’re stealing the cargoes I’m giving them money to deliver, they’re earning twice over. You’re too easily gulled, lad – isn’t that right, Thomas? They know you’re coming and spirit half their stock and belongings away to make themselves seem poor, then fetch it back when you’ve gone. It’s a game they’ve been playing for years.’


The same mulish expression darkened the faces of father and son. If only they were not so alike, they would lock horns less often. Robert would win, he always did, but Jan was right: it was the cottagers who would suffer.




October


If the October moon appears with the points of her crescent up, the month will be dry, if down, wet.




Chapter 4


A woman was carrying a little boy who was eating an apple. They met a neighbour on the road, who took a bite from the apple and returned it to the child. Until that hour, the boy had been strong and healthy. From that moment he began to waste away, and shortly after, he died.


Greetwell


Master Robert thinks he has troubles and so he has, for when you own much, you fear much too. And no man who’s spent a lifetime building his wealth fleece by fleece, bale by bale relishes the prospect of having it all snatched away before he can pass it to his sons. But such fears are not confined to the wealthy. The poor also dread losing what little they have and some have troubles enough to fill the nine lives of a cat, but without so much as a whisker of a cat’s good luck.


Gunter was one such man, who scratched out a living in Lincoln, or rather in a piss-poor village nearby, known as Greetwell, though Gunter, who’d never known better, counted the place home.


The sun hung low in the sky, as he hefted the heavy peats from his punt. He pushed them up onto the riverbank so that his daughter, Royse, and her brother, Hankin, could carry them to the lean-to shelter beside the cottage and stack them ready to burn through the long winter months. As usual, Royse was trying to outdo her brother, and they were piling them under the reed thatch with such haste that Gunter warned them to take more care. ‘Get a good steddle laid first, else the whole stack’ll tumble down.’


But he might as well have been talking to the wind. Royse, just coming up to fourteen, was a headstrong, wiry little lass. The first signs of womanhood were pushing out the front of her kirtle, but she still behaved more like a boy than a woman, never walking when she could run, never sitting still if she could climb. Hankin, a good year or so younger, was already taller than his sister, shooting up like a sapling and just as skinny. Ever since he’d managed to pull himself to his little feet and toddle after her, he’d been determined to prove himself tougher than her, but she’d never made it easy for him.


Gunter blew on his numbed hands to warm them. It was a raw day, the wind sharp and wet, the ground sodden after all the rain. He’d be glad when the frosts came. The damp ate deep into the bones. Great pools still covered the fields where the river had flooded. It had at last receded, but it would take longer to drain from the land. They’d waded through stinking river water inside the cottage for nigh on a week before it had gone, but they were used to that. It happened most years, and Gunter could read the river like the back of his hand. He knew when to shift kegs and barrels up to the hay loft, so little was lost.


With the last of the peats safe on the bank, he hauled himself out of the punt and picked his way down the muddy track, eager for something warm to fill his belly.


He was a short, stocky man, and the muscles of his arms and legs were thick and corded from years of punting. Despite the cold he wore only a sleeveless tunic of stained brown homespun, which reached to his thighs, and breeches so faded and grimy that it was hard to tell if they’d ever owned a colour.


He walked with a strange gait, heaving his left leg out in an arc until he could place it flat directly beneath him. On the water, his element, he appeared no different from other men, but on land the stranger’s gaze was immediately drawn to his leg. He had tried many different shapes of wooden leg over the years, spending the long winter evenings whittling whenever he had a fresh idea and could find a good piece of wood. But finally he had settled on this as being best for balancing on the punt as his body twisted, and for spreading his weight as he limped across the boggy ground around his home.


His cottage huddled close to the riverbank on one of the few firm patches of ground between the river and the Edge, a ridge of cliff that ran behind the fields and marshlands. The main village of Greetwell sat high on the Edge, safe from floods and the midges that swarmed over the bogs and mires below in summer, but a boatman couldn’t live up there: he’d lose hours each day traipsing to and from his punt, precious hours when he should be earning. Besides, Gunter had lived by the river all his life and couldn’t sleep without the sound of water rushing through his dreams.


He pressed down on the latch and pushed against the door, swollen and warped after the flood. The stench of damp and river mud rolled out. The bunches of dried herbs and onions hanging from the rafters rocked in the sudden draught as he stepped inside. He closed the door hastily behind him as a billow of smoke swirled up from the fire. The single-roomed cottage was a tight squeeze for five people, but Gunter had never known bigger. Two beds occupied the space against the walls on either side, with shelves above to store boxes and clay jars. The rest of the room was pretty much taken up with a table and stools, but they needed little else.


Nonie glanced up briefly as her husband entered and straightway spooned pottage into a wooden bowl from the pot hanging over the fire. She didn’t need to be told that her husband was hungry. There were no cargoes to fetch on a Sunday, but that meant work of a different sort, fetching fuel for the winter and fodder for the two goats.


In the fifteen years since they had hand-fasted, Gunter had never once returned home without feeling thankful to find Nonie there. As a child, he’d watched his mother stirring a pot over a fire, turning to smile at him, as Nonie did now. It had never occurred to him that his mother would not always be standing there when he returned from play. Even as the Great Pestilence swept through the land, he had not believed it could reach his cottage, until the day he had come home from gathering kindling to find his mother dead and his father dying. Ever since, it had been Gunter’s nightmare that one day he might return to find the fire cold and his family once again ripped from him.


Gunter glanced down at the beaten-earth floor where four-year-old Col, his youngest child, was sitting. The tip of his pink tongue stuck out in concentration as he tried to knot pieces of old cord together.


‘What you up to, Bor?’


When the boy didn’t answer, he looked at Nonie.


She shook her head in exasperation. ‘He’s making himself a net, says he going fishing. This is your doing, it is, telling him what you used to catch as a lad. A fish with a gold piece in its belly, indeed.’


Gunter chuckled, holding up his hands. ‘It’s true, I swear it. Didn’t you ever hear tell of St Egwin? He fettered his ankles with an iron chain, threw the key into the river, then walked all the way to Rome to see the pope. The pope ordered a fish for dinner and when he opened it, the key to the saint’s fetters was inside.’


Nonie snorted. ‘Well, you’re no saint and neither is your son. I don’t want you encouraging him. If he slips and falls into the river he’ll be swept away, like those poor children who drowned.’ She crossed herself hastily to prevent some passing demon turning her words into a prophecy.


Col glanced up anxiously at his father, but grinned when Gunter winked at him. They knew it was a mother’s job to cosset and fret over her sons, and a boy’s job to alarm his mother a dozen times a day.


The door groaned again as Royse heaved it open, sending the smoke swirling around the small room. She was not alone. A woman followed her, slipping quickly inside with a fearful glance behind her. Alys was the wife of a rival boatman, Martin, who lived further along the river towards Lincoln. She was no older than Nonie – they’d been childhood friends – but she seemed ancient enough to be Nonie’s mother, a rag worn threadbare and grey. That afternoon she looked worse than usual: her cheek was black and her eye purple and swollen.


Anger boiled in Gunter. Martin had hit her again, or that great lump of a son of hers, Simon, who used his fists on her just as his father did. Gunter knew that some men beat their wives, but the thought sickened him, especially when it was a great bull like Martin, against whom most men would have had a hard time defending themselves. Why would any man so ill-use his wife? Didn’t he realise how precious your family was, how easily it could be lost to you for ever?


Nonie hastened forward and put her arms round her friend, drawing her to a stool close by the fire. She shot a glance at Gunter, warning him to say nothing. It would only shame Alys to speak of the bruises and, besides, what could anyone do about it? She was Martin’s wife. Over the years he’d crushed her till she was old long before her time and now he lusted after any younger woman. There was scarcely a girl along the river on whom he hadn’t tried to force himself, and his poor wife knew it.


‘Will you have a bite, Alys?’ Nonie asked, reaching for a wooden bowl.


She shook her head. ‘Martin and the lad’ll be back soon, wanting their supper. They had some business . . .’ She faltered, darting a nervous glance at Gunter.


Whatever business a river-man conducted on a Sunday was hardly likely to be lawful. It wasn’t the first time Gunter had had cause to wonder what Martin was involved in. Several cargoes recently had been delivered short. Accidents were blamed, which happened, of course, but of late there had seemed to be far more. Still, it was none of Gunter’s affair. He prided himself on delivering his cargoes safely. Surely the overseers would have the sense to stop hiring the careless men and employ those who could be relied upon to do a good job.


Alys stared into the flames of the small fire, her brow furrowed with anxiety. It was plain she had come with something on her mind, but was finding it hard to confide. Nonie looked at Gunter and jerked her head towards the door. Alys had some woman’s problem she wanted to discuss and was embarrassed to mention in front of him. But Nonie had to repeat the gesture several times before her husband understood.


‘Goats want feeding,’ he said, making for the door.


‘Wait. There’s . . . summat I need to ask you,’ Alys said. ‘It’s my faayther.’


‘Is he sick?’ Nonie asked.


Alys shrugged. ‘Ailing, but no worse than afore. But thing is, the steward says he still owes money for last quarter’s rent. He reckoned Faayther’s not been taking care of his cottage. Threatened to throw him out. Martin says I’m not to give the old man so much as a farthing. I’ve managed to scrape together a little here and there. I’ve sold a few bits, but they didn’t fetch much – I could only sell what Martin wouldn’t notice had gone missing. I’ve enough to pay the rent Faayther still owes for last quarter, but I can’t pay someone to repair the cottage, like the steward says we must. Roof’s in a bad state and some of the daub’s fallen away. You can see straight through the wall near the door. It’ll only get worse, come the frosts. Faayther can’t manage it himself any more. I don’t know what to do.’


Tears slid down her cheeks, and she wept silently. Gunter guessed she had long since learned to cry without making a sound.


The animosity between Alys’s husband and her father was legendary in Greetwell. No one could recall exactly how it had begun, but each passing year had seen more wood heaped on the fire of their enmity. It was unheard of in the village for infirm parents not to live with their children, if they were fortunate enough to have family: who could afford to pay the rent on a cottage for themselves and another for the old folk? But Martin swore he would see the miserable old bastard begging in the streets before he’d offer him so much as a mouldy crust. And Alys’s father told any who would listen he’d sooner drown himself in the Witham than set foot across Martin’s threshold. Poor Alys was trapped between them.


The old man got by helping neighbours to move livestock, collecting kindling and scaring birds, jobs normally given to boys. In truth, what little food or few coins he received in exchange were given to him out of pity: he was so doddery that he was more of a hindrance than a help, but they knew he would not accept charity. When pride was the only thing a man had left, who would be so cruel as to take it from him?


Nonie gave Alys a rag to wipe her tears. ‘Don’t you fret, Alys. Gunter’ll see to his cottage, won’t you?’ She glanced at her husband, but there was no question in her eyes. She knew he would.


Alys stared down at Gunter’s wooden leg. He guessed what she was thinking: how would he clamber about on a roof?


‘I’m no thatcher, but I’ve patched this ’un up often enough. If the damage is not too bad, I reckon we can fix it. You should see Hankin on a ladder – like a squirrel up a tree, he is. I’d ten times sooner have that lad at my side than my leg grow back.’


The boy grinned proudly up at his father.


‘But the reeds for the thatch, I’ve no money to pay for them.’


‘Aye, well, there’s others’ll pitch in,’ Nonie said. ‘I’ll talk to the neighbours. We’ll find a way.’


Alys gave her a frail, anxious smile. ‘Martin’ll not be best pleased if he learns you’re helping Faayther.’


Nonie put her hands on her hips. She was wearing the stubborn expression that her children and her husband knew meant she would brook no argument. ‘Martin,’ she said, ‘had better not raise an eyebrow, never mind his fist, or he’ll have me to reckon with.’




Chapter 5


If a witch tries to bewitch you, spit at her so that the spittle lands between her eyes. That will break the spell.


Mistress Catlin


The door banged in the wind as my son Edward lurched into the hall. He sank into a chair and slumped across the table, almost toppling the jug of small ale. I didn’t need to ask if he’d been drinking. His clothes were stained and dishevelled, his eyes bloodshot. Little Leonia, still finishing her breakfast, looked up at her brother with amusement, but lowered her gaze demurely when she saw me watching her.


‘Where did you spend the night?’ I asked, trying to keep the anger from my voice. ‘I was concerned for you. We all were.’


‘Cockpit . . . tavern . . . Lots of taverns, as I recall.’


‘I suppose that means you lost heavily.’


He raised his head, licking his lips with a white-furred tongue. ‘As a matter of fact, sweet Maman, I won . . . then lost . . . at dice.’ He giggled, then winced, clutching his head. He pulled himself upright, came round the table and kissed me. His breath stank.


‘At least you know I wasn’t with a woman. You’re the only woman in my life, little Maman.’


I pushed him upright as old Diot waddled in, a platter of fat bacon clutched against her great belly. ‘Thought I heard you come in, Master Edward.’ She laid the platter on the table, and pushed a greasy lock of grey hair back under her cap. She folded her arms firmly across her massive breasts in the way she always did when she was vexed. ‘Mistress was right upset when you didn’t come back last night. Leaving two helpless women alone all night – anything could happen. Any man could’ve climbed in that casement and had his wicked way with us.’


‘Or you’d lean out of the casement and drag him in, kicking and screaming, you naughty old woman. Don’t think I haven’t seen you making cow eyes at the butcher.’


Edward lumbered over, caught Diot round her bulging waist, kissed her plump cheek and spun her round, while she roared with laughter. Edward could always charm his way round anyone, as I knew too well.


Flushed and still smiling, Diot pushed Edward into the chair and dragged the bacon in front of him. ‘You get that down you, Master Edward. It’ll sop up all that wine. When I worked at the inn I always used to serve that to my customers, come morning, after they’d had a hard night drinking. Plate of that inside them and they could ride all day.’


Edward, looking decidedly queasy, stared at the glistening white fat and tried to push the platter away. But Diot pushed it back.


‘I think you might regard that as penance, Edward,’ I said.


He glowered at me, but dutifully picked up a small piece and manfully chewed it. Diot waited until she was satisfied he was eating, then waddled back out of the hall towards her kitchen.


Even though his face was puffy from lack of sleep, Edward was still a handsome man, with eyes the colour of blue gentians, framed by long, thick lashes, and a streak of pure white in his dark hair – it looked as if he had thrust a jaunty feather into it. Women of all ages turned their heads to look at him whenever we went out together, giggling like tavern maids when he bestowed a smile on them. It made me uneasy. He could so easily fall prey to the wrong woman.


He took a swig of small ale, gagging as he tried to wash down the mouthful of fat.


‘Did you have any visitors last night?’ he asked, as if the answer was a matter of indifference to him. But I knew it was not.


‘Master Robert came, didn’t he, Mother?’ Leonia’s large brown eyes were wide and guileless. ‘He stayed for ages.’


‘We had much business to discuss,’ I said.


‘Of course you did,’ Edward said, with a smirk. ‘How is that business going? I trust the investment is paying off because I’m growing tired of living here. It’s too small and cramped.’ He waved the point of his knife about the narrow hall. ‘And you know how easily I get bored, little Maman.’


I glanced at Leonia who was watching us intently. Sometimes my daughter unnerved me, always watching, always listening, her expression revealing nothing of her thoughts. Like Edward, she could charm the fish from the sea when she chose. I thought of her as a child, but she was already twelve and I wondered how much she really understood.


‘Investments of this particular nature take time to mature, as you well know, Edward. I cannot—’


I broke off as a shriek echoed through the house. Edward leaped to his feet and bounded to the door. He only just avoided colliding with Diot as she came hurrying the other way, panting and sweating.


I held her arm to steady her – the old woman looked as if she was about to collapse. I dragged a stool close to her and steadied her as she sank onto it, fanning herself with her sacking apron.


‘Whatever’s happened, Diot?’


She was still too breathless to speak, but grunted, gesturing wildly out through the door. ‘Horrible . . . Who would do such a thing?’


Edward disappeared outside, and Leonia darted after him.


‘Stay here, Leonia!’ I shouted. But she ignored me.


Moments later Edward reappeared, looking as if he was about to vomit and firmly gripping Leonia’s arm.


‘Sack left hanging on the kitchen door,’ Edward said grimly. ‘Neighbour’s brats playing a trick, I should think.’


‘Thought it was the meat from the butcher,’ Diot wailed. ‘He sometimes sends a tasty portion, if . . . I opened it and nearly climbed out of my own skin.’


‘What was in the sack?’ I asked.


‘A fox,’ Leonia said matter-of-factly. ‘It was a fox with his head cut off.’


‘Disgusting little monster wanted to take it out and look at it,’ Edward said.


‘It was interesting!’ Leonia protested.


‘It was crawling with maggots,’ Edward retorted, giving her arm a savage pinch.


She flinched, but did not cry out or draw away. She grew more like me every day. We had both learned never to let others see they have wounded you, or they will know your weakness and attack even more ruthlessly.


‘That wasn’t all,’ Diot said, shivering. ‘There was a knot of periwinkle tied about the beast’s muzzle. It’s what felons wear when they’re dragged off to be hanged. Marks ’em for death. Evil, that’s what it is. The fox is the devil’s sign.’


‘Guilty conscience, you old witch?’ Edward said. He bent low to murmur into her ear. ‘The devil always comes for his own and you sold your soul long ago. I reckon it won’t be long before he comes to carry you off on his black horse.’


Diot squealed in fear and pushed him away. ‘I never kissed the devil’s arse, not once—’ She broke off, clapping her hands to her mouth, her frightened gaze darting to me, as I glared her into silence. With another terrified glance in my direction, she heaved herself up, tottering from the room. She knew the rule. Her past was not to be spoken of, not even between ourselves. Diot knew what the consequences would be if she broke it, and it amused Edward to try to trick the old woman into saying something she shouldn’t.


‘Stop tormenting her, Edward.’ I took his arm and drew him across to the small window. ‘I told you Robert was being followed. The dead fox is a warning to me to stay away from him. I know it.’


Edward shook his head, wincing: the movement was still too painful. ‘Why would anyone want to frighten you off? It’s just a typical boy’s trick. A gang of them probably came across a dead fox when they were out roaming the countryside and thought they’d put it to good use to annoy someone.’


‘But I saw someone on the day I met Robert, hanging round the warehouse. He and his son saw the man too and Robert was unnerved, I could tell.’


‘So he has enemies,’ Edward said. ‘What man in his position doesn’t? I should think half the cut-purses in the city follow him daily, waiting their chance. If I was a thief he’d be the first man I’d mark. He doesn’t disguise his wealth. You can’t wonder at the man being nervous at having his head staved in every time he sets foot outdoors. But thieves don’t waste their time with rotting carcasses, and if someone is threatening Robert, why leave it on our doorstep, not his? Don’t start jumping at shadows, little Maman. You need all your wits about you now.’


Edward could never see danger. He sauntered through life as if nothing could touch him, expecting all he wanted to fall in his lap when he snapped his fingers. And I gave him everything he demanded. I knew that if he didn’t get it I’d lose him. I smiled and pretended to be reassured, but I knew that whoever had left that curse at my door had not intended it as a joke. It was a warning: a warning of death. I had seen such signs before and they were not to be ignored. But whoever Robert’s enemies were, they would not frighten me away. Like pain, you can use threats to make you stronger. If they hide a serpent in your bed, you must catch it and make it bite the hand of him who left it.




November


When November takes up the flail, let the ship no more sail.




Chapter 6


On St Catherine’s Day, men and women jump over the two-foot-high Cattern Candle to ensure good fortune, but if, when you jump, the flame is extinguished or you catch fire, this is a bad omen.


Lincoln


There is no doubt that there are a few disadvantages to being dead. For one thing we lack the lips to enjoy a roasted piglet basted in honey or the thighs to take pleasure in the welcoming bed of a lover or the throat down which to pour a flagon of sweet wine. Those pleasures I miss dearly. Make the most of those delights while you still can, my darlings. But there are compensations for a lack of corporeality: the favourite pastime of the dead is watching the living squirm and suffer. And there can be few pleasures more entertaining than that.


Haven’t you ever felt a little quiver of gleeful anticipation watching a man blithely walk towards a hole he doesn’t know is there? While you still live you may feel shame or guilt about letting him walk into danger, but when you depart from life you slough off guilt with your body, never again to experience a twinge of remorse about another man’s suffering.


And on that particular night Master Robert of Bassingham was about to suffer – at least, he was if his dear wife had her way and, believe me, she’d had more practice in making his life hell than any imp of the underworld.


The silence in the hall was growing ever more chilling and oppressive as Edith’s needle stabbed viciously into the long, narrow strip of embroidery. On the other side of the table Beata was also stitching: the far more mundane task of mending linen. For the hundredth time that evening Edith glowered at the great door as if it remained shut deliberately to provoke her. Beata knew her mistress was working herself up into a fury: her silver scissors snipped at the threads with the force of an executioner severing a head.


Beata glanced anxiously across at her. ‘Will you not take your supper now, mistress?’ Her own stomach was protesting so she knew Edith must be famished.


‘I’ve already told you, no,’ she snapped. ‘If you can’t control your appetite you may go to the kitchen and eat.’


Beata lowered her eyes to her mending, trying to stitch while pressing her elbows into her belly to stop it rumbling in the echoing hall. She’d tried to ward off the storm she knew was brewing, suggesting that her mistress might sew in the small solar above, which was much less draughty than the hall. If she had been able to coax Edith upstairs and persuade her to take some wine laced with soothing herbs, she might have fallen asleep and not discovered how late her husband had returned. But Edith had insisted on waiting in the hall and had refused to eat until her husband dined with her.


Beata had worked for Edith since her mistress had come to the house as a shy, slender bride of fifteen. Robert’s parents had arranged the marriage when he was twenty. Edith’s father had sheep, plenty of them, and Robert’s was in the cloth trade. It was, everyone agreed, a perfect match. Beata had seen no more than fourteen summers then. She had gazed on Edith with envy – a husband, a house and in time, if God granted, children. It was not a future Beata dreamed of for herself. The pox that had taken her parents had spared her life, but not her skin. Her face was as pitted as pumice stone, her eyebrows and lashes gone for ever and her eyelids, thick with scars, drooped so that she seemed always half asleep. No one had ever kissed her or, she supposed, would ever be tempted to. In those childhood days she’d wept for her face but had soon learned that tears were too precious to waste on might-have-beens.


There was a rapping at the door. Beata sighed with relief. After all these years, she knew her master’s knock. ‘There he is at last, mistress.’


Dropping her sewing on the table, she hastened to open the door. Robert strode in, pulling off his damp cloak, his face flushed and wet from the rain. He wiped his brow and shook out the skirts of his ankle-length robe, which was thick with mud nearly up to his calves.


Edith impaled her embroidery savagely with the needle and rose, gesturing impatiently to Beata. ‘Fetch our supper quickly. I’m sure your poor master must be hungry after working so late. I know I certainly am.’


Robert was not deceived by the sweetly reasonable tone of his wife’s voice. Her eyes glittered in the candlelight, like sharpened flint, and even a stranger would have sensed she was furious, but still he tried to deflect her mood with an air of innocent cheer, which was no mummery for he was indeed remarkably happy. ‘Have you not yet had your supper, my dear? You should have eaten. You didn’t need to wait for me.’


‘A good wife should always wait for her husband to return before she dines. A man shouldn’t eat alone, or so my poor mother taught me.’ Edith crossed herself, as she always did whenever she reminded Robert of something her late mother used to say.


But Robert did not need reminding. The querulous old besom had lived with them for ten years before she relinquished her grasp on life. Suppressing his irritation, Robert attempted a fond smile. ‘Excellent advice for a mother to give a young bride, but after all these years . . .’ He trailed off: it would hardly pacify Edith to remember that the evenings of shy, romantic suppers were long over.


He wheeled to face Beata, who was already lifting the latch on the little door that led outside to the kitchen on the farside of the stableyard. ‘Why didn’t you serve your mistress hours ago? You know hunger brings on her headaches. Hurry, woman, and fetch meats for her at once. I’ve already eaten, but you may bring me some wine.’


‘Don’t trouble to fetch food for me, Beata,’ Edith snapped. ‘If my husband does not wish to eat, then neither do I.’


‘Come, my dear. You must have something,’ Robert coaxed. ‘You know you’ll feel better for it. Beata shall bring you a hot posset. That’ll soon have you warm and cheerful.’ He crossed to his wife and tried to kiss her well-plucked forehead, but she turned away and he found himself kissing empty space.


Beata pounced on this last suggestion. ‘I’ll fetch a posset at once, Master Robert,’ she called back, although she had no intention of fetching Edith any weapon as dangerous as hot liquid when she was in such a mood.


Robert strode to the fire and stood with his back to it, lifting the skirts of his houppelande to warm his backside. It was a habit Edith thought vulgar, but mostly, as now, he did it without thinking.


‘Where’s young Adam? No greeting for his father tonight?’ He frowned. ‘The boy’s not sick, is he?’


‘He is well, though he certainly would not remain so if I kept him up half the night to wait for his father. I sent him to his bed hours ago.’


Robert felt his own temper rising. She cosseted the boy as if he was still an infant. Another few months and he’d be out learning a trade, as many boys of his age already were.


Edith resumed her seat with dignity and took up her embroidery again. ‘Did business go well today?’


‘Fair, fair,’ Robert said, raking his grizzled hair. ‘We got a good price for the Lincoln Green from the Florentines, but I’m told the river-men have started demanding a penny extra per cargo. Some of the merchants have already given in to them, devil take them. We have to stand firm on this. If any one of us gives in to these thieving knaves, it is that much harder for the rest.’


‘Is that why you had to work so late? You were meeting with the other merchants?’ Edith’s eyes slid upwards, watching her husband carefully.


Robert hesitated only for a moment. ‘You know how it is, my dear. You start talking of shearing costs and transport charges, and the way England is facing ruin, and before you know it you’ve strayed into the latest gossip from the King’s court.’


‘Do tell me,’ Edith said, with an exaggerated tone of interest, ‘what is known of the King?’


‘They say the lad will go to Parliament at Northampton to call for another tax to fight France, not to mention the Scots. Mark my words, John of Gaunt’s behind this. It’s his lands the Scots are raiding. He’s up there now, negotiating with them to save his own wealth not England’s. But young King Richard swore he’d demand no more money for eighteen months, and it’s been less than a year since he required funds for these wretched wars. The Commons’ll not take kindly to that and neither will the rest of us, if we’ve to pay it. What the King should be doing—’


‘And what about gossip from nearer home?’ Edith broke in. ‘Did you discuss that with your guild brothers too?’


Robert was annoyed to be interrupted when she had asked him for news.


‘Gossip concerning a certain Widow Catlin,’ Edith said. ‘Are you sure it was the merchants’ table you dined at tonight and not hers? You were seen twice in her street last week.’


‘I’m a merchant in this city, I walk twenty streets a day to do business. I dare say I’ve been seen in some streets a dozen times this week.’


Edith had abandoned all pretence at her stitching. ‘You were seen entering her house.’


‘By your cousin Maud, no doubt, who should be tending her own husband and children instead of squinting through her shutters all day. That nose of hers grows so long from poking into other people’s business, it’s a wonder some bird hasn’t pecked it off. Damn it, Edith, first it was your mother, now it’s your cousin whispering the devil in your ear. Have you recruited every female in your family to spy on me?’


‘It’s a good thing Maud does take an interest in our family. But for her I wouldn’t know whose bed my husband was sleeping in, though I dare say half of Lincoln knows and is laughing at me behind their hands.’


Robert, flushing scarlet, rounded on her in a fury. ‘How often do I have to tell you? I am sleeping in no one’s bed but my own. I have merely called on Mistress Catlin to offer her advice in certain business dealings and investments. She cannot be expected to understand contracts or deeds.’


‘There is a plague of lawyers in Lincoln. Can she not employ one to deal with these so-called contracts?’ Edith spat the word as if it were a tainted oyster.


‘It’s the lawyers she needs protecting from,’ Robert said. ‘Once they fasten onto a man they’ll not be content till they’ve shorn him of every penny he owns, then taken his house as fee for doing it.’


‘And you’re the one who has to protect this innocent from the slavering wolves, are you? Who appointed you her guardian?’


‘You seem to forget, Edith, that I’m master of the Guild of Merchants,’ Robert barked. ‘Naturally she came to me for advice. Isn’t Father Remigius always reminding us to seek justice for orphans and widows? In all charity I could hardly turn her away.’


‘I’m sure you could not, husband. Though I find it curious that there are dozens of poor widows in this city but I haven’t heard of you calling at their houses to help them. But Maud tells me Widow Catlin is the kind of woman men find attractive. Tell me, Robert, if she was a withered old crone, would you be so quick to leap to her rescue?’


Words sting most when they strike a guilty conscience, and Robert was feeling their smart, but the barb didn’t subdue him.


‘What right have you to question me as if I was one of your servants? I’m master in this house. Many of my guild-brothers rent houses for their mistresses and visit them openly. They even father brats by them and their wives offer not a word of reproach. Hugh de Garwell was a Member of Parliament and he has a different whore every night in the stews, but his wife greets him with a smile and a good supper when he returns. I’ve never been other than a faithful husband to you, and this is the thanks I get – wild, spiteful accusations flung at me. Perhaps I should accompany Hugh to the stews tomorrow and then you would have cause to feel hard done by.’


Edith sprang to her feet. ‘Faithful! Faithful!’ she shrieked.	


She whirled round as the door behind her creaked open and the tousled head of her young son peeped fearfully into the hall. ‘Mother? Are you hurt? I heard you shouting.’


Edith bustled over to him, pulling him tightly against her and turning to face Robert, holding the boy in front of her as if he were a shield.


‘Nothing is amiss, precious. Poor little Adam, you’ve been worrying about your dear father being out so late, haven’t you?’


She forced her narrow lips into a smile, though her eyes were as cold and hard as if they were painted glass. She kissed the top of her son’s head several times.


‘There, your father’s home safe. All is well,’ she crooned. ‘Come, sleepyhead, I’ll take you back to your bed.’


Still holding her son tightly she propelled him from the room, slamming the door behind her.


Robert stood dumbfounded, gaping like a herring. It was typical of Edith that, no matter what her mood, the moment the boy appeared she pretended all was well, as if he was an infant who must be shielded from any unpleasantness. He slammed his fist on to the table. She had set his blood boiling with her accusations, then simply walked away, leaving him without anyone to vent his spleen upon. He strode to the door and flung it wide. ‘Beata, damn you, I know you’ve been standing there listening. Where’s my wine? What’s taking you so long, woman? Are you treading the grapes?’


Beata bustled into the hall, her cheeks flushed and her eyes lowered. Her lips were pressed tightly together as if she were trying to hold back a torrent of angry words. She crossed to the table without looking at him and set down a flagon next to the goblets, which stood there ready to be filled. She poured some and handed it to him, then strode back to the door.


‘Wait, Beata.’ Robert gulped half of the wine in his goblet without drawing breath, then held it out for her to refill. ‘It wasn’t your fault that Edith didn’t eat. She can be . . .’


There was no need to supply the word. Beata, of all people, knew how stubborn and difficult her mistress could be.


Edith was no longer the shy, pretty creature Robert’s parents had presented to him as his bride. Back then she’d habitually kept her head lowered, glancing up, when she was addressed, from under her pale lashes, which he’d found both charming and disarming. Now the gesture only accentuated her sagging skin.


Her mother had schooled her in a few meaningless pleasantries, which had had the effect of turning Robert into a tongue-tied ploughboy, though he’d had no trouble in exchanging banter and a good deal more with the fishmonger’s daughter. He’d wondered how on earth they would pass the time together when they were alone. But his father had taken him aside before the wedding, telling him sternly that his first duty was to sire sons, and once they were safely begotten, Robert might amuse himself as he pleased. With a lap full of babies to occupy her, Edith, like most women, would be glad to have her husband out of the house. As long as she was kept content with trinkets and new dresses, a sweet, biddable girl like her would hardly raise any objections. But Edith had not proved as biddable as his father had imagined.


Those first few years after Jan was born had been a time of growing affection between them. Edith had been eager to please him, asking his advice and opinion on everything from clothes to friends. Although her attention would wander if he spoke of business or politics, that was only to be expected in a woman. Robert had taken immense pleasure in seeing her delight at the gifts he’d brought her and found himself eagerly anticipating her smile when he came home. If he’d considered the matter at all, Robert would have declared that Edith loved him, and would even have admitted that he was fond of her, not that he ever told her as much.


But as the years passed, Edith’s grief at losing her children had encased her, like a rough, painful callous growing over a sore. She began to push him away from her body and out of her head, blaming him for the babies that had fled this life. Love, if such had ever existed between them, had slowly rusted into familiarity, custom, routine. Sometimes he thought he saw contempt in her hard eyes.


But they were resigned to their lot, surrendering the hope that there could ever be anything more between them, save the kind of affection you might feel for a house you had always lived in. After all, it had been a marriage of convenience, and convenience was still being served, as it was for countless other couples, who rubbed along with each other day after day, as they shuffled inexorably towards their twin graves.


Robert was suddenly aware that Beata was still hovering awkwardly by the door.


‘I did try to get the mistress to eat,’ she said. ‘And I’ve left some cold pigeon pie in the ambry in the solar in case she should change her mind.’


‘Then stay. Drink with me.’ Robert waved his hand at the other goblets on the table.


Beata glanced anxiously at the door. ‘Mistress Edith will be wanting me to help her undress.’


‘She’ll still be fussing with the boy. Sit for a while.’


Beata poured herself a small amount of wine and resumed the seat she had occupied earlier in the evening. She didn’t much care for wine, but she understood it was Robert’s way of apologising.


Robert settled himself in a chair drawn up beside the hearth and gulped another mouthful from his goblet. He stared glumly into the crackling flames. ‘Why must she be so unreasonable?’


‘She worries, Master Robert. There’s been so many attacked and robbed lately. Why, the fishmonger was telling me only yesterday that a man was seized just paces from his own house. They near broke his skull, they did, and took three silver ingots he had hidden under his shirt. I reckon they must have known he was carrying them . . .’ Beata trailed off, realising that her master wasn’t listening.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Dack and woven with the supernacucal’
DAILY MAIL

J

Author of COMDPANY OF LIARS






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
VANISHING

WITCH

KAREN MAITLAND

R





