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About the Book

Set in the turbulent Border country and in glittering, decadent Paris in the years before the Armada, Judith Lennox’s epic historical tale is rich in atmosphere and intrigue.

As England prepares for the threat of invasion, Catholic forces in France, Scotland and Spain plan the ‘Enterprise of England’, weaving a cat’s-cradle of intrigue around the imprisoned Mary, Queen of Scots, to bring her to the throne. In London, Sir Frances Walsingham, Elizabeth I’s Secretary of State and master of espionage, pits his intellect against the forces that threaten England.

The Anglo-Scots border, too, is a battleground, an anarchic land whose people acknowledge no allegiance but to their family name. But Luke Ridley, illegitimate son of a gypsy, has no allegiances: he must earn his living in whatever way he can. He is caught up in treacheries both of his own and of Sir Francis Walsingham’s making.

Into the dangerous melting-pot of Northumberland arrive Christie and Arbel Forster. Fragile, amoral Arbel is a catalyst for all the simmering tensions of the borders; Christie has her own obsession: to rediscover the family she lost years before in the terror of the French Wars of Religion. The blood-feud between the Forsters and the Ridleys has been in abeyance; now it begins to smoulder again, its embers rekindled by the passions and betrayals of the past.


But will ye stay till the day goes down

Until the night comes o’er the ground

And I’ll be the guide worth any twa

That may in Liddesdale be found.

Tho’ dark the night as pick and tar

I’ll lead you o’er yon hills full hie

And bring ye a’ in safety back

If you’ll be true and follow me.

(The Ballad of Hobie Noble – Anonymous)

 

THE estate of the Borders standing so tyckelye and daungerous as it nowe dothe, and of late there is great feudes and slawghters risen amonge the surnames of the Borders of Scotlande, which cawseth greate disobedience there.

(Sir John Forster to Sir Francis Walsingham – 3 May 1582)


Chapter One

‘THEY’LL send us to Adderstone.’

Arbel Forster, seated on her mother’s four-poster bed amid a tangle of clothing, keepsakes and letters, looked up as Christie entered the room.

Christie nodded, and shut the door behind her. ‘To Northumberland. To your Aunt Margaret.’ She walked to the window, watching the last of the guests straggle along the street, black cloaks and tall hats fighting the March wind. The Forsters’ house, a tall, thin, half-timbered affair, leaned over the narrow street that wound around Salisbury’s Poultry Cross. Christie straightened her own black gown. ‘They’ve all gone now,’ she said.

Arbel, pale hair falling over her face, let out a vast sigh of relief. ‘Uncle Charles – I thought I would die. He snorts so. Even in church.’

‘He has a rheum,’ said Christie, knowledgeably, sitting on the edge of the bed beside Arbel.

Arbel frowned. ‘I couldn’t marry him, though, could I, Christie?’

There was, for the first time in a long, awful week, an echo of distress in Arbel’s voice.

‘Of course not,’ said Christie, firmly.

The idea of lovely, delicate Arbel bedded with the gross Charles Webster was obscene.

There was a silence, broken only by the whine of the wind.

Anne Forster, Arbel’s mother, had died four days previously, leaving the two girls and the servants alone in the house. The funeral, a feeble affair, had taken place that afternoon.

‘Of course you couldn’t marry Uncle Charles,’ said Christie, beginning, like Arbel, to go through the pile of clutter on the bed. ‘You’d have to go to church six times a week and never wear another bracelet or bangle. It wouldn’t suit you at all, Arbel.’

Arbel giggled. ‘And take canary wine with cousin Elinor … and bathe Uncle Charles’s feet –’

‘– in liquorice and honey,’ said Christie, absently. ‘Did you find anything, Arbel?’

Arbel’s small hands lifted silks and beads, papers and samplers. ‘Nothing. I found this, though.’

‘This’ was a lock of hair, once dark, now faded, tied with a red ribbon.

‘My father’s, do you think? Cut from his head as he lay bleeding on the threshold?’

The lock of hair was dropped carelessly to the floor.

Arbel, picking up the papers, crumpled them one by one and threw them in the direction of the fire.

‘I was hoping for something –’

Christie found that she could not finish her sentence. I was hoping, she thought, miserably, for an explanation. An account. In 1572 Christiane Girouard sailed to England on board the ship – what was a suitable name for a ship? – the Bonadventure. Yes. In 1572 Christiane Girouard sailed to England on board the ship Bonadventure, and lived happily with her adopted family in Salisbury for ten years. Her father’s name was …

But there was nothing to fill the gaps. The papers were bills, receipts, recipes, shopping lists. Arbel, sliding off the bed, dropped them one by one into the fire, watching the flames seize and devour the deckled edges of the paper. No explanations, then, only Adderstone, an immense unknown.

‘Do you think your Aunt Margaret will mind?’

Arbel’s grey eyes did not leave the fire. ‘About you?’ she said. ‘Of course not. You must come with me, Christie. It wouldn’t be the same without you. I remember mother saying that she was very fond of Aunt Margaret. Aunt Margaret’s brother lives in a castle. Imagine!’

Aunt Margaret’s brother was called Stephen Ridley. Aunt Margaret had once been a Ridley, but now she was a Forster, as Arbel’s father had been, as Arbel herself was. Stephen Ridley lived in a castle and the Forsters in a tower because of the proximity of Northumberland to the Scottish Border.

Arbel’s small, perfect face was bright with excitement. ‘They steal horses and sheep,’ she said. ‘From the Scots. Father died trying to get a horse back from Scotland.’

Christie, privately, thought it sounded silly and disorganized. She had always detested disorganization. It was she who had increasingly, as Anne’s health had deteriorated, taken over the running of the Forster household. Not Arbel: Arbel was destined for something other than housekeeping.

‘I’ll come,’ Christie said, watching Arbel. ‘But I won’t stay.’

Arbel turned at last. The fire was dying down and her eyes were unfocused and dreamy. ‘Dear Christie,’ she said, and dropped another piece of paper on to the flames.

IT had begun to rain by the evening: a cold, fine rain sucked from the grey North Sea.

Rain always seemed colder in Berwick. Berwick was perched on the easternmost edge of Northumberland, eyeing Scotland with an expression of unmistakable defiance. And Berwick had never been the cosiest of towns: alternately Scottish and English for centuries, the scene of burning, pillaging and massacres, it was, in 1582, Queen Elizabeth’s strongest fortress, a necessary guard to the inconvenient postern gate to her kingdom that the Scottish border provided.

Towers and bastions guarded Berwick; so did the Queen’s men: soldiers, over six hundred of them. Henry Carey, Lord Hunsdon, Warden of the English East March, was reputedly Queen Elizabeth’s bastard cousin. Sir Henry Woodryngton, whose family had long known the Borders as a battleground, a treacherous board for a deadly, fascinating game, was Lord Hunsdon’s deputy.

Sir Henry Woodryngton possessed his own players. One of them now endured the night in Berwick’s busy harbour, his collar turned up in a futile attempt to keep water from trickling between doublet and shirt, his eyes fixed on the oily black plain of the sea. Malachi Ratsey was used to the cold and the wind and the rain. He had been, at various times in his forty-five years, a baker, a dog-catcher, a pedlar, a pot-boy, and a cutpurse. For a variety of reasons he had been forced to abandon these employments: poor health, an unsuitable temperament, and a whipping through the streets had all made him think carefully about his future. He was small and quiet, not the sort of person to stand out in a crowd. The sort of person, in fact, who could melt into the stone walls of Berwick’s quayside like lichen.

For Malachi Ratsey had found, at last, a role suited to both his attributes and his needs. Sir Henry Woodryngton, a percipient man, had realized that Malachi was determined and patient, that his hearing was as sharp as a hare’s, and that his small dark eyes noticed everything. Malachi had a prodigious memory, so the fact that he could neither read nor write was rarely a hindrance.

Malachi enjoyed his work. He had haunted taverns and quays and back alleys in other lives, seeking out scraps of food, or a carelessly watched purse, or a fine silk handkerchief Now he rooted out different kinds of leavings, leavings for which the gentleman his employer paid well. He had no need to cut purses or filch pies off window-sills, for he had money to spend at the ale-house or market-place. He could have bought himself a velvet cloak like any gentleman, but he kept to his broadcloth and his linen because he needed to be part of the shadows.

Malachi was at Berwick harbour because he had heard (a whisper in the darkness under the creaking, blistered sign of the Three Wheat Ears) about the merchant ship due in that night. The Speedwell’s master was a loyal and respected citizen, the Speedwell’s cargo nothing more than kegs of French wine, bales of Flanders cloth. But the whisper had mentioned that the master’s son had gambling debts, and that the small galleon had taken an unconventional route along the French coast.

The Speedwell docked just after midnight. Malachi, chafing his hands in the shadow of the quayside, saw her masts and rigging like lace against the clouded moon. He drew back into the darkness as the ship approached the quay and the first rope was flung into outstretched, waiting hands.

You watched ten times, twenty times, and saw nothing. You watched, and remembered every detail of everything you saw, because one day – weeks, months, years away – a single word or action might make sense of a larger pattern. You watched when you were cold and bored and hungry, because the reward was the squeeze of excitement in your stomach when you realized you had found something worth the waiting.

Tonight, Malachi could feel the excitement, like the rush of warmth after a glass of wine. The Speedwell was a sea-worthy, well-maintained vessel, newly painted and well armed, capable of making a man’s fortune. The sort of vessel, in fact, that any man would be reluctant to part with. Malachi waited, his cold hands buried under the folds of his jacket, while they hauled the cloth and the wine on to the wharf. The harbour-master’s man, yawning, counted barrels and bales, list in hand. The master and the pilot joked, their laughter almost dying before it reached the bulwark sheltering Malachi.

You watched ten times, twenty times, and saw nothing. As the men started to drift away to their wives or to the brothels in Berwick’s back streets, Malachi began to feel cold. The lanterns bobbed along the quayside, doubling themselves in the glassy water, words and laughter ebbed away like meaningless seagull cries.

Still he watched.

Still there was (obstinately) the excitement in the pit of his stomach. Only his aching throat and cold feet told him that he had been wrong, that there was nothing for him here. The Speedwell’s masts and furled sails were pasted against an uncompromising sky; Scotland, less than five miles distant, was lost in darkness. Malachi wiped the rain from his face with his hand, and then stopped, frozen into bas-relief by the sound of footsteps from the ship.

A flicker of movement in the blackness. Not all the sailors had left the Speedwell.

Malachi hoped he had made no sound. The gentle rain still muffled the rustle of his clothes and the scrape of boot on stone. He had almost made a mistake.

He saw the sailor cross the deck and jump the gunwale to the quayside.

IT also rained at Adderstone, fifteen miles from Berwick.

Adderstone Tower, perched like a carrion crow on a hill between Wooler and the coast, took the rain as steadfastly as it had taken Scots invaders, Scots and English raiders, and all the other adversities that a close proximity with a foreign (and frequently hostile) country might fling at it. Armies on their way to Otterburn, to Homildon Hill and to Flodden had marched past Adderstone. Adderstone’s men, armed with swords and lances, bills and pitchforks, mustered for their sovereign when required, and fought for their country, harassing the enemy on small, neat-footed hill-ponies.

Adderstone manor house, built at the turn of the century, might have made some superficial concession to peacetime, but the adjoining tower’s walls were fully six feet thick, its windows unwelcoming arrow-slits, its towerhead topped with the jagged, stubby fingers of crenellations. Elizabeth’s England and James VI’s Scotland might remain officially at peace, but try telling that to an Armstrong, an Elliot, a Scott, or a Kerr. Or to a Forster or to a Ridley, for that matter. The great riding surnames on both sides of the Border were the armies of occupation now, leaving their pele towers, their castles and their bastle houses at night to thieve someone else’s sheep, cattle or horses.

There was a law of a sort – the law of hot trod and March treason – and government of a sort. The Lords Warden of the six Border Marches, three Scots and three English, were charged by their sovereigns with the uncomfortable task of keeping in check a people whose activities constantly bubbled only fractionally above the abyss of anarchy. The rest of England might know peace, albeit an increasingly uneasy peace, but the Borders nightly prepared themselves for war.

Now, in one of Adderstone’s many draughty bedchambers, war of a different kind prevailed. Richard Forster and Janet, his bride of two months, were discussing the weather.

‘Do you think I care if there was a tempest – or a whirlwind –’Janet’s bony fingers curled purposefully round a pewter candlestick ‘– or an earthquake –’

‘It was snowing a blizzard, Janet. You wouldn’t expect me to ride from Black Law to Adderstone when it was snowing a blizzard?’

‘Oh, wouldn’t I?’ The candlestick soared through the air. Richard Forster ducked. ‘I’d have expected you to ride through hell and damnation, Richie Forster, to save me from looking a fool in front of those twenty evil, clacking old biddies!’

Picking up pieces of candle and candlestick, Richie said soothingly, ‘I’m sure Mother understood. And as for Mistress Selby and Susannah Grey – well, it was you they’d come to see, not me.’

Janet, five foot to her husband’s six, her cheeks scarlet and her reddish hair escaping from its caul, folded her twitching hands in front of her, and said carefully, ‘They’d been invited to congratulate the bride and groom, Richie. The bride and groom. Even if you’d not a civil word in your head to say to them, you could have passed them their biscuits and sack and canary wine. You could have stopped me having to repeat, I expect he’s been delayed, until I felt like Susannah Grey’s damned popinjay!’

Janet’s small round black eyes sparkled. With anger, not with tears, thought Richie, ruefully. Janet was a Laidlaw of Liddesdale, and the Laidlaws and the Forsters had feuded intermittently for years, taking each others’ beasts and belongings, spicing things, when they became dull, with the occasional murder or kidnapping. Richard Forster’s marriage to Janet Laidlaw was an attempt by Richie’s mother, Margaret, to heal the feud.

He tried again. ‘I had business with Stephen. I thought I’d be back by the afternoon, but you know how it is when the weather turns –’

‘You were seen in a tavern in Rothbury! Lettice Selby’s servant saw you! With Rob –’ Janet picked up the book that lay on the chest ‘– and some strumpet in pattens –’

‘Nan was with Rob.’ Richie moved hastily sideways. ‘Not the book, Janet – it was father’s –’

Erasmus’s Colloquia rebounded off Adderstone’s stone walls and tumbled to the floor.

‘And I’ve never been stared at so much in my entire life. I swear Susannah Grey kept her eyes on my stomach the entire afternoon, the interfering old besom!’

Janet’s stomach, under its layers of buckram and cramoisy, was as flat as her small boyish bust. Unwisely, Richie grinned.

‘Well, we can soon do something about that, Janet,’ he said, and glanced at the bed.

He forgot to duck, that time, and Janet’s silver hairbrush struck him neatly on the temple.

Richie cursed.

Janet hissed, ‘If you were at home more often, husband, then we might share a bed more often!’

Richie dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief. ‘I’d as soon share my bed with a –’ he began, and then stopped as someone knocked at the door.

Rob, Richie’s younger brother, opened the door. Rob was as dark as Richie, but his eyes were not Richie’s grey, but true Ridley eyes, a dark indigo-blue fringed with black. All the Ridleys had dark blue eyes – except the bastard, of course.

‘You’ve cut your forehead, Richie,’ said Rob, innocently. And added, catching the expression on his brother’s face, ‘Mother wants to see you both. Now.’

Without waiting for his wife, Richie followed Rob out of the room.

MARGARET Forster had been a widow for five years. Unlike so many of his name, Richard Forster had died in his bed, cursing Laidlaws and Armstrongs to the end. The letter in Margaret’s hand, which had taken a full month to travel the three hundred miles from Wiltshire to Northumberland, told of a more recent death. It would have been more sensible, thought Margaret impatiently, for some wretched Sibley to have delivered the news in person. Except there were, she reminded herself as she sat down in the parlour, no Sibleys left. Anne had been the last of her name.

Patience had been, for Margaret, a laboriously acquired attribute. Setting the letter aside, she picked up the sleeve she had been sewing and went back to work. The thin candlelight struggled to illuminate the plain linen cuff. Outside the wind might wreathe round the bare trees and unsown fields, but inside Adderstone’s parlour there was only the roar of the fire and the gentle beating of the tapestries against the walls to show that it was still winter. Margaret threaded her needle and considered the follies of others.

She remembered her dead sister-in-law, Anne Forster, formerly Sibley. Anne had been foolish ever to come to the Borders. It would have been hard enough for any gentle southerner to accustom herself to Border life, but Anne’s temperament had made it doubly difficult. Margaret had no doubt that the Borders had killed a part of Anne, just as they had also killed Anne’s husband and Margaret’s beloved elder brother, Davey Ridley. Just as they might, one day, kill any one of Margaret’s three sons. Margaret had never permitted herself to watch for Richie, Rob or Mark, had never given in to the dangerous luxury of expressing her anxiety. Twelve years ago Anne had watched for hour after hour, her hands gripping the window’s stone sill, her knuckles white. She had watched for her husband for a day and a night, long after any sensible woman would have known that something unspeakable had happened. Mark should never have married Anne Sibley, Margaret could have told him that, but she had not, because Mark was as pig-headed as all the Forsters, and would not have listened. And it had been every bit as unsuitable as Margaret had known it would be – five years, which had cost her both her husband and her looks, and Anne had returned to the Wiltshire she never should have left, with nothing but a fair-haired daisy of a daughter to show that she had once been a wife.

Margaret clicked her tongue in pity and disapproval, and pushed her needle into the cloth. When Anne had gone, taking her daughter Arbel with her, Margaret had been left at Adderstone with her own husband and three sons. She had never, like other women, longed for daughters. She had lost two daughters at birth, and mourned them, but had never missed the discussion of fashion and fripperies that some women seemed to find so important. She got on well enough with Janet, Richie’s wife, seeing, perhaps, some poorly reflected echo of her younger self in Janet’s small, stubborn frame. At the thought of Janet, and the sound of footsteps nearing the door, Margaret frowned, and pulled the thread more firmly. Adderstone’s walls were not completely soundproof.

She noted, and ignored, the bruise on Richie’s forehead, the red stain of anger on Janet’s cheeks, the glint of amusement in Rob’s eyes. Thankful that Mark, her youngest son, was asleep, Margaret Forster permitted herself the smallest of sighs, put aside her sewing, and picked up the letter.

‘This arrived a half-hour past,’ she said, when they had all sat down, Janet and Richie on opposite sides of the room, Rob in Adderstone’s only box chair. ‘Anne Forster died last month of the sweating sickness.’ And seeing no comprehension on her eldest son’s face, she added impatiently,

‘Anne was your uncle Mark’s wife, Richie – you remember.’

She had his attention at last. Richie frowned, his big hands pushing back untidy dark hair from his face.

‘Father’s brother …’

‘I remember Anne,’ said Rob, from the box chair. ‘There was a daughter, wasn’t there?’

Rob’s face was hidden by the carved sides of the chair. In looks Rob reminded his mother of her elder brother Davey: in temperament he was his father’s son. Not one of her sons, thought Margaret wistfully, was quite like Davey. Only Lucas, sometimes, unexpectedly recalled him in a fleeting expression or movement. Which was nonsense, of course, because Lucas and Davey shared none of the same blood.

‘Anne had a daughter called Arbel,’ said Margaret, firmly. ‘For whom we must now make a home.’

Rob’s face appeared round the side of the box chair: slightly slanting dark blue eyes, long mouth, narrow nose. Margaret’s own features were built on sturdier lines: good looks, in the Ridleys, were the province only of the men.

‘Here?’ said Rob. ‘Arbel is to come to Adderstone?’

‘We have room enough for her. And we seem to be her only surviving relatives. This –’ distastefully, Margaret glanced at the letter on her lap ‘– is from some brother-in-law of Anne’s who plainly wants nothing to do with the child. She appears to have nowhere else to go.’

Richie, of an altogether easier disposition than his brother, had shaken off most of his bad humour.

‘How old is Arbel now, mother?’

‘She is seventeen.’

Margaret still retained a clear picture of Anne and Arbel as they had left for the south, so many years ago: the little girl laughing and wriggling, her nurse holding her hand; Anne distant and confused, giving poor answers to simple questions, inadequate responses to Margaret’s well-meaning attempts at sisterly comfort.

‘Of course she must come here,’ said Richie. There was neither question nor resignation in his voice, and Margaret had not expected that there would be. He rose, and walked to the window, and Margaret touched his sleeve as he passed.

‘There’s something else, Richard. Anne brought up another girl with Arbel. To keep her company.’

‘We’re to provide a home for her as well?’ Richie stopped in front of his mother, frowning. Even Janet’s round bright eyes now studied Margaret instead of gazing straight-browed down at her bodice.

‘She has nowhere else to go. She is illegitimate – of French origin, the letter says. Anne brought her up as a daughter – she has been given our name.’ Unexpectedly, Margaret found that some of her irritation was directed at herself. ‘I should have tried to keep in touch. Anne was my sister-in-law, after all.’

Richie took her hand. Unused to gestures of physical comfort, Margaret blinked and cleared her sight.

‘I think we should take them both, Richie,’ she said. ‘They are of the same age, and it would be cruel to separate them after so long. Besides, this other child – Christie – would be a companion to Arbel. I really do not want a grown girl under my feet all day.’

‘Let’s have them both, Mother!’ Rob rose from the chair to throw more logs on to the fire. ‘After all, what house can hold too many seventeen-year-old girls?’

Margaret glanced at her second son sharply. There were rumours, all too credible, that dark-eyed babies wailed and puked in the villages and shielings. Just as they had when Davey had been alive … She set her mouth, a tall, imposing woman in crimson velvet, her greying hair contained in a complicated head-dress. Not beautiful as Anne Forster had once been beautiful, but with a dignity won by years of self-restraint.

Sending Janet to the kitchen for wine and biscuits, Margaret said, ‘Stephen and Lucas must be told of Anne’s death. One of you will ride to Black Law and Catcleugh tomorrow.’

‘Lucas?’ Rob again, staring wide-eyed across at her. ‘Of what possible interest can Aunt Anne’s death be to Lucas?’

Rob, the cleverest and most troublesome of Margaret’s three sons, studied his mother with interest. Margaret’s mouth set in an even thinner line.

‘There is some sort of relationship, however distant. And it would not be right for Lucas to learn of Anne’s death through common gossip.’

‘Or through Stephen?’

Rob retreated back into the chair; Margaret’s palm itched to strike him.

Janet returned with the wine. Margaret, refusing drink, turned her back on the three of them, and stared out of the window at the blackened sky.

And there, she thought, lay the greatest folly of them all: that Davey, who had sown his seed so liberally the entire length of the Marches, had not produced one legal heir. Not one son to bear his name, to inherit one whit of his charm. The grey stone of the windows blurred a little: how could she still miss her brother so much when he had been dead eight years? It was Anne’s death that recalled it all, of course. All that was left of Margaret’s family was Stephen Ridley, her other brother, at Black Law, and Lucas at Catcleugh, while Margaret struggled with the stupid, useless, deadening task of keeping the tatters of her husband’s family in some sort of cohesion.

‘Mother.’ Richie, having finished the letter, touched her shoulder. ‘Rob is right – Luke has no Ridley blood. And he has proved – surely – over and over again that he wants no more to do with your family. I dare say he’d use another name if he had one.’

‘Lovell would do quite well, Richie, don’t you think?’ said Rob.

Margaret did not miss the answering flash of amusement in Richie’s eyes. Not for the first time, she wished that they were still children, and that their father was alive, with a whip in his hand.

She tried again.

‘Whatever name Lucas is or is not entitled to, he bears the name of Ridley. Davey brought him up, and Davey loved him as a son. I have no quarrel with Lucas, and I will not take part in someone else’s quarrel. You will ride to Catcleugh tomorrow, Rob. No –’ just in time, Margaret recalled the unholy alliance of earlier years ‘– you will go to Catcleugh, Richie, and tell Lucas of Anne Forster’s death. You will also tell him that he will be welcome at Adderstone if he wishes to meet Arbel.’

‘He won’t be at Catcleugh.’ Rob stretched out his long legs to the fire. ‘He’s terribly busy, is Luke.’

Margaret saw him glance at his brother again, and cried, exasperated, ‘Even Lucas must employ a man to tend his horses, or a woman to cook his food!’

‘To warm his bed, more like.’ Both brothers laughed that time.

‘You will ride to Catcleugh tomorrow evening, Richard.’ Margaret’s voice was like ice; even Rob shifted in his seat. ‘I dare say Lucas possesses pen and paper, so you may write your message if he has no respectable servant for you to speak to. But you will go. And you, Rob –’ rising, she addressed her younger son ‘– will go to Black Law.’

They did not argue with her then, any more than they had argued when they were children. But Margaret, leaving the room in a straight-backed whisper of velvet, felt unusually tired. Three sons, a new daughter-in-law, and a multitude of sheep, cattle and horses were enough for any woman, she thought. Soon, there would be two nieces as well.

THE rain had eased a little, allowing the swollen moon to show between the clouds. Malachi held back, hidden by a clump of trees, watching the man he had followed from the Speedwell tether his horse to one of the crumbling stone walls of the ruined tower. The building was roofless, the towerhead a rotting aureole of stone lit by the intermittent moonlight. But the lowest floor, although blackened by fire, looked intact, and a light showed in one of the undamaged windows.

They were in Scotland, now, somewhere in the fertile land of the Merse.

Malachi scrambled off his pony and looped the reins over a branch. There were at least two people in the ruined tower: the sailor (who was no sailor) and the man he had ridden to meet. The man who had lit a candle in the darkness, waited. But how many others also waited, perhaps in the open ground, perhaps inside the tower itself? Malachi shivered and hugged himself, and peered through the darkness, his rodent’s eyes narrowed.

But he could hear nothing, see no one. The only movement was the wind in the grass, the trickle of rain on the black branches of the trees. Slowly, Malachi began to walk across the grass separating copse from tower, knowing that now he was at his most vulnerable. By the time he had reached safety, the muscles in the back of his neck had knotted with fear, and his breath was thick and hard. Clambering noiselessly up a pile of fallen masonry he looked through the window. The rain had blurred his sight: he had to rub his eyes before he could see anything through the gaping hole in the wooden floor. The floor had once divided the basement of the tower from the living quarters. The livestock would have sheltered in the basement when the tower was under attack from marauding English or unfriendly Scots. Now, the charred wood framed a candle. A rich cloak made a pool on the shattered remains of the stairs. There was a man there. Malachi knew he was a gentleman because the doublet he wore was of heavy quilted velvet, puffed and slashed at the sleeves. Fleetingly, he reminded Malachi of his master. He, too, wore fine clothes like that and sported a pointed beard like that. He, too, would be at ease in a hovel or a palace.

But the bearded gentleman was not, Malachi felt sure, the man he had followed from Berwick docks. He felt a pang of disappointment as he realized that his quarry was hidden under the shadow of the scorched wooden floor, and that, though he could hear his voice, he might never see his face. He could see the gentleman clearly: the single candle etched a beaked nose and hawk’s profile against the darkness. But Malachi wanted to know whom he had followed through the wind and the rain from the quayside at Berwick. He wanted a face, if not a name, to take back to his master.

But even if he could not see, he could listen. The voices were funnelled up to him by the wind, clear sometimes, at other times almost drowned by the squally weather.

‘These are – useful, my friend.’ The gentleman held a package in his gloved hands. The seal was broken, the ribbon untied. Malachi could see writing on the paper, incomprehensible birds’ footprints on new snow. What he would not have given to be able to read that writing … what he would not have given to be able to present those papers to his master! He would have been a rich man, then.

The bearded gentleman added, ‘You have done well, sir.’

A purse was tossed across the room.

‘I hope you find the reward adequate. I trust we may continue to do business.’

‘The master’s name is Robert Dalgliesh and he makes frequent voyages to France. He has operated illegally already, so I’m sure he may be persuaded to do so again. If not, you could consider buying up his son’s debts. I’m sure that would provide an incentive.’

The voice was light, pleasant, edged with amusement. Malachi, gripping the damp stone rim of the sill, wished more than ever he could see to whom it belonged.

There was a short pause, and then the bearded gentleman said, ‘Do I take it that we will not meet again?’

‘The experience has been most edifying, sir, but I do not think it would be of benefit to me to continue the relationship.’

The bearded gentleman wore a sword, a fine French sword. He smiled, but the smile did not touch his eyes. ‘It might be of benefit to me, though. After all, such services as those you have provided are not easy to come by.’

‘Oh, I doubt if you will have too much trouble. There are few honest trades in the Borders.’

The amusement had metamorphosed to scarcely concealed laughter. The gentleman rose, the candle’s flame underlighting the bones of his face, the puffed silk of his doublet.

‘But how can I be sure, sir,’ he said, softly, ‘that you will not sell me, just as you have sold others to me?’

Malachi heard a low chuckle in the darkness.

And then, in a tone of utmost reason, ‘Well, you can’t. You never could. But you have the letters, which appear to be genuine, and you are in Scotland. That is really all the security you can expect.’

‘There are other kinds of security, my friend. I dare say it would be easy enough to fit a name to your face.’

‘And what would you do with my name? Tell it to Sir Francis Walsingham?’

One of Malachi’s boots slipped on the wet stone, and his heart hammered like a drum. When he had regained his breath and his equilibrium and edged the stone back into place with his toe, he heard the bearded man answer:

‘Perhaps I would seek out its owner and ensure that he was no trouble to me in the future.’

A hand hovered round the hilt of the fine French sword, and the threat in the cultured voice was unmistakable. But the other, maddening voice was undisturbed:

‘You’re welcome to try. But assassins in the night are my trade. Your sword is no different from an Armstrong’s or an Elliot’s.’

‘I would not soil my blade with your blood!’ The gentleman rose, thrusting the papers inside his doublet. ‘You deal with men of belief, yet you act solely from avarice. You would sell your Saviour for thirty pieces of silver!’

‘And my mother for a serviceable horse. Doubtless. But I live quite well on the commissions of men of belief like yourself. And will continue to do so for some time, I expect. After all, you don’t want to expose your beliefs to too much unpleasantness, do you?’

Malachi heard a sudden intake of breath, whistling up through the gap in the floorboards. But the gentleman took his hand from his sword, and said,

‘Then we have nothing more to say to each other. Good night, sir.’

Malachi watched as the gentleman left through the doorless gap on the far side of the tower.

Malachi could hear the sailor’s horse cropping the wet grass. He did not have time to run for his own horse, but if he crouched low behind the pile of stones he should be unseen. He heard the second set of footsteps walking from the tower. He heard the horse trot across the grass. And he waited.

It was the shout that jerked him from his stillness. The ‘Move, you brute!’, the thwack of a gloved palm on horse’s hide, the sound of horse’s hooves in the night.

His horse’s hooves, his horse’s hide.

ROB Forster was right. Lucas Ridley was not at Catcleugh.

The pele house perched on a long sloping summit of the Cheviots, about five miles to the south-west of Kirknewton. If you stood on the crest of the hill and let fly an arrow, it would like as not fall on the wrong side of the Border. Luke had always been rather good at firing arrows …

Catcleugh was straggling and stone-built, patches of moss crawling up its walls like shadows. Like many other pele-houses and bastle-houses, it was built to a simple pattern: a byre at ground level to shelter the stock, living quarters on the first floor, and a small, wooden-built platform overhead, to provide a little privacy at night.

Fleetingly, as he dismounted and looped his reins around a branch, Richie wondered what it had been like for Lucas, leaving somewhere like Black Law to live at Catcleugh. But empathy had never been Richie’s strong suit, and besides, Luke didn’t seem to mind. Anyway, there was no house big enough to hold both Luke and Stephen Ridley.

It was cold, a mist still hung over the streams and valleys, shading the ridged hills with grey. There was a silence about Catcleugh, the silence of the vast, difficult range of the Cheviots. A silence often broken, Richie knew, by the thud of horses’ hooves in the night, the whirr of a lance through the damp air. Richie rode – all the Forsters rode – because their surname was one of the greatest on the English side of the Border. Luke rode because Luke liked to drink and wench and have a stableful of fine horses. And because, thought Richie, Luke enjoyed riding.

The house looked deserted, the two small windows blank and cold. The door was on the first floor, up a flight of stone steps. Richie hammered on the door with his fist, half expecting to hear nothing more than the distant cry of the kestrel, the gentle wind soughing through the scrubby grass. But there was a sound, a muffled voice, a shuffling step, and the door opened.

She was a black-haired slattern of eighteen or so, one dirty hand still rubbing the sleep from her eyes. A Jenny or a Peg or a Moll from the nearby village, thought Richie, trying not to look down to where her nicely rounded breasts swayed, barely covered. She wore a blue woollen skirt, and a man’s shirt knotted carelessly around her waist. Luke’s shirt, realized Richie, and he thought of Janet, who had bones where she should have had flesh. Momentarily, Richie envied Luke Ridley.

But he recalled his errand, and said, keeping his eyes fixed on her broad, sun-tanned face, ‘Good-day, mistress. Is Luke in?’

The girl shook her head and moved away from Richie with a swirl of dirty blue cloth. ‘Naw. He went out a wee while ago. To Rothbury – or Hexham. Or Berwick.’

‘On his own?’ asked Richie, delicately, and the girl turned, so that the thin sunlight washed all the planes of her body with gold.

‘Aye. But the gypsy’s still here, if you want him. Upstairs.’

Richie was silenced for a moment, considering all the fascinating, illicit possibilities conjured by the single word upstairs. Randal Lovell, upstairs (in Luke’s bed?), this girl with Luke’s shirt knotted round her bare breasts. And when Luke came home –?

‘Snoring like an old sow,’ the girl added. ‘He’s an idle devil. But I’ll wake him if you want.’

‘No.’ Richie had no liking for Randal Lovell, who spoke too little and smiled too much. ‘No. But perhaps you could take a message for me, Mistress –?’ He dragged his gaze upwards again, and smiled.

‘Mariota. Aye, I’ll give Luke a message for you.’ She moved a little closer; Richie was sure he could see the tip of a rosy nipple beneath the white holland. ‘Or you could wait for him.’

Mariota’s dark eyes met Richie’s grey ones. She had the same colouring as the gypsy, thought Richie, dazed. But her arms and breasts looked soft and yielding, dusted with a thousand tiny golden freckles, and her skin was the close, fine texture of satin. But there was Lovell upstairs, and Luke God-knows-where, and Janet at Adderstone. Duty overcame desire, and Richie, his mouth slightly dry, said,

‘I’ll leave a note.’

STEPHEN Ridley was in the withdrawing-room when Rob, having ridden the fifteen miles from Adderstone to Black Law, was announced. Black Law’s withdrawing-room, with its painted ceiling and linenfold panelling, was the envy of many a lesser landowner. Rob, throwing cloak and gloves on to Stephen’s smoothly polished table, noticed neither the Creation nor the swathes of pleated wood that framed it, but only grinned, and said,

‘I’m here as a bearer of good tidings, Stephen. Adderstone is to be blessed with the arrival of two delightful seventeen-year-old girls.’

And when Stephen, raising one fair eyebrow, looked up, Rob added,

‘Aunt Anne has died – Uncle Mark’s widow. Thus the girls. And they will be delightful because all seventeen-year-old girls are delightful. Don’t you agree, Stephen?’

Stephen put down the pen with which he had been writing, and permitted himself the smallest of frowns. Thirty-two years old, golden-haired and indigo-eyed, Stephen had owned Black Law and all its lands since his elder brother Davey had died eight years previously.

He said, ‘Anne Forster had one daughter, Rob, not two.’

‘Anne Forster,’ said Rob, ecstatically, helping himself to wine from the flask on the table, ‘adopted a child as a companion to Arbel. Her name’s Christie, and she’s someone’s by-blow. Nowhere else to go, so mother said she was to come to Adderstone too. She’s French, I think – or Italian –’ Rob perched on the edge of the table ‘– though she’s used our name for years. So they’re both Forsters.’

There was a small silence, and then Stephen picked up the pen again.

‘I should make sure to keep it that way,’ he said as he signed the letter and sprinkled sand over the paper. ‘It will be better for her to bear your name. Illegitimacy is a slur in itself, but a foreign name would only make life more difficult for her. And remember’ – Stephen leaned back in his chair – ‘if she is French, then France is a country that has generally aligned with the Scots rather than the English. No, let the girl remain English, and a Forster. It will be easier for her.’

The light from Black Law’s high mullioned windows spilled on to Stephen’s golden hair, braiding the rich fabric of his doublet.

Rob shrugged. ‘Very well. It is of no consequence.’ He poured wine into a second glass. ‘Richie and I have to meet the girls next month at Hexham.’

Stephen took the glass that Rob held out to him. ‘Tell me when you go,’ he said. ‘I’ll ride with you. I look forward to meeting Arbel Forster.’

‘And I,’ said Rob, happily. ‘Aunt Anne was a beauty by all accounts. Let’s hope her daugher takes after her.’

Rob’s glass touched Stephen’s. ‘To Arbel,’ he said.

‘To Arbel,’ said Stephen, and smiled at last.

THAT night, Sir Henry Woodryngton, the Deputy Governor of Berwick, wrote a letter to Sir Francis Walsingham, Queen Elizabeth’s Secretary of State.

Sir, he began, I have tonight received information which may be of interest to you …


Chapter Two

IT was raining when Arbel and Christie Forster rode into Hexham three weeks later. Rain hazed Hexham Abbey to an amorphous grey blob, rain seized straw and vegetable peelings and small drowned creatures and dumped them in the gutters, damming the flow so that viscous puddles glazed the width of the streets. Rain misted the afternoon sky to twilight and trickled from the bare-branched trees, drowning the optimism of daffodil and crocus.

Christie Forster was unimpressed with Northumberland. She had been unimpressed with much of the England she had seen since Salisbury’s broad chalk plain had faded into the past. Oxford, York, a myriad hamlets, villages and towns: Christie had seen and noted them all with sensible, dispassionate brown eyes, appreciating the mechanics of travel, if not the scenery. Post-horses, toll-gates, inns – some decent, others utterly dreadful – tumbledown bridges and ill-repaired roads, had taken Arbel and Christie, their uncle Charles, and a collection of cursing, complaining servants, delivering them, tired and wet, to the unknown, savage north. At least in Salisbury, thought Christie, as her horse stepped fastidiously through the flooded roadways of Hexham, the sun had sometimes shone, and the meandering valleys of Avon and Nadder had given shelter against the wind. Hexham gathered the wind and funnelled it through narrow streets, so that it pulled and tugged at cloaks and skirts. Rain streamed down the distant Cheviots and along the great swathes of the Roman Wall. Christie sneezed.

Not that Christie, who took what Fate allotted her with apparent acceptance, and meanwhile made her own plans behind Fate’s back, intended to stay in Northumberland for long. Long enough to find Arbel a creditable husband, long enough to gather the means to travel again. Christie would stay and see Arbel happily settled, because Arbel lacked what Christie possessed in abundance: common sense. Arbel would take off with a tinker if he had blue eyes and a way with women, and only regret her decision when her shoes were holed and her belly was empty. Christie would help Arbel find a kind, gentle, wealthy man, who would love her for what she was, and not learn to hate her for what she was not. If there were kind, gentle, wealthy men in Northumberland, then they would want Arbel. Every man wanted Arbel.

Money, thought Christie with a sigh as a manservant stopped to ask for directions, would prove a far greater problem. Money always was a problem if you were illegitimate and landless. If you were foolish enough to have been born a girl as well, then the problem seemed almost insuperable. Girls became wealthy by marrying rich men or inheriting from their fathers. Lacking both a father and a dowry, Christie had long accepted the improbability of marrying a rich man. A man could win money at dice or cards, or with a fast horse: despite the rain, Christie smiled at the thought of herself, crouched in some dark tavern, winning a fortune at the turn of a card. Christie’s fortune, Christie’s dowry, consisted of a ring of her mother’s, and a chain that had belonged to Anne Forster. She would not sell the ring because it was all she possessed of her own family, and the chain, Christie strongly suspected, was counterfeit. Glass, not rubies, in an ancient setting, a relic of Anne’s own hard times.

They had found the inn, the Golden Fleece, its brightly painted sign reduced to clanking obscurity by the weather.

‘They’re here!’ hissed Arbel, catching sight of a blue-liveried servant in the courtyard. Christie’s stomach contracted a little.

The ostlers took the horses, and the servants began to unload the baggage. Christie, entering the tavern behind Charles Webster and Arbel, regretted briefly that she must appear for the first time in front of the Forsters looking like a half-drowned dog. Still, she thought philosophically, if, as planned, the two elder Forster brothers had come to meet them, then they would not look long at her. They would look at Arbel.

But there were, Christie found when the innkeeper opened the parlour door, three, not two, men rising to greet them.

Two dark, one golden-haired.

THE Forsters were dark, their uncle Stephen Ridley golden-haired. Stephen Ridley was, Christie recalled, Margaret Forster’s younger brother. Christie, lacking a family of her own, studied the families of others.

The elder Forster was called Richie, and the younger one was Rob. When Uncle Charles drew Arbel forward and she let fall the hood that covered her loose fair hair, Rob and Richie made the accustomed sudden transition from men of sense into gawping fools. Rain and exhaustion only improved Arbel, twisting her hair into delightful tendrils that framed her face, bestowing on her pale skin and grey eyes an expression of heartbreaking fragility. Arbel’s skirts had somehow escaped the inches of mud that hemmed Christie’s gown; black velvet did not dim Arbel’s beauty, but merely transformed her into some ethereal mourning ghost, the unobtainable enchantress of a fairy tale.

Stephen Ridley was taller and older than the Forsters, fair-haired and good-looking, his clothes – dark blue doublet and hose, plumed hat – better than his nephews’.

There was a good deal of bowing and curtseying and, as everyone recovered the use of their tongues, polite expressions of greeting. Christie watched, enjoying it all, making in turn her own curtsey to the Forsters. Their welcome lay, she thought as she assessed both grey eyes and blue, in the category of indifference. A generous, friendly indifference, but indifference none the less.

‘And this’, said Arbel, seizing Christie’s hand and presenting her to Stephen, ‘is my dear, dear sister Christie.’

For the third time Christie curtseyed and bowed her head. But when, again, she looked up, it was as though the rain and the wind had begun anew, here, inside the Golden Fleece’s warm parlour.

Not indifference, this time. Nor pretended affection, nor even puritanical assumption of inherited sin.

None of those. Just a cold, knowing hatred.

THERE were two taverns in Rothbury, twenty miles north of Hexham: the Angel and the Green Man.

No riotous taint of the pagan clung to the Green Man: quiet, proper, warm and welcoming, it took the travellers from the inadequate roads, fed them, warmed them, and bedded them, and sent them back on their journey with a suspicion that the north was not quite so bad, after all.

The Angel, on the other hand, was not for the angelic. The proprietor of the Angel, who went by the name of Clem the King, served strong ale and kept a knife in his belt and a cudgel close to hand. Clem was not averse to a fight: no, in the street or in the hills he’d be as happy as anyone to use his fists for what they were made for, and his guile to find a good fat sheep. But inside the Angel it was different: he’d had some glass put in the front windows, which had cost good money.

Clem expected a fight because Luke Ridley and his particular band of devils had ridden in from Catcleugh in the early evening with ale and women in mind. Clem, unlike some others, had no objection to Luke. It was the windows that worried him.

Just now, Luke was nowhere to be seen. The taproom was a haze of smoke from the badly draughted chimney, a seething, swimming, chanting collection of bodies. But Clem would have found Luke, had he been there, because Luke was always in the centre of things, even if he did no more than orchestrate the mayhem with a flicker of his light blue eyes. Dand’s Jock was there, and Red Archie, and Willie Graham, all roaring for Mouse, the potboy, to refill their cups. And the gypsy, Randal Lovell, who rode a better horse than the Warden himself, and whose small clever hands could cut a heavy purse as easily as Clem could draw a quart of ale. Clem kept his money inside his leather shirt, but when the gypsy was there he would find that his hand often went to his purse, checking the weight against his sweating barrel chest. Some said that Luke Ridley and the gypsy were cousins, or even half-brothers, and Clem, who was anything but credulous, was inclined to believe them. Except that Lovell’s tangled curling hair was as black as sea-coal, and his eyes had the dark liquid depths of the most silent of murder holes.

You might have said that Randal Lovell was Luke’s shadow, if the gypsy had not possessed a bearing and a pride which made him no man’s shadow. But he was always there, small and silent, leaning against the Angel’s dirty plaster wall, cards fluttering from one hand to the other in waterfall patterns. Clem kept one watchful eye on Randal as he drew more ale for the tankards on Mouse’s tray. Randal was smiling: Clem distrusted Randal’s smile just as much as he distrusted Luke’s eyes.

He saw the gypsy stoop and whisper something in Willie Graham’s ear. Willie Graham had sparse, frizzed clumps of dun-coloured hair, and the loudest mouth in Northumberland. Willie’s watery grey eyes travelled once around the crowded room, and then he thumped his fist on the table, and bawled,

‘Luke! Luke Ridley – where are you, you bastard?’

Which wasn’t an epithet Clem would have necessarily chosen for Luke – unless he had wanted to provoke him, that is. Clem felt once for the knife in his belt, and once for the money in his shirt, and gave Mouse a shove to speed him on his way. Then he stood beside the barrels of ale, watching the front and back doors. And the windows, especially the windows.

Randal Lovell still leaned against the wall. Willie Graham gazed around the taproom in drunken discontent. His two huge fists crashed down on the table once more, and he howled like a she-wolf,

‘Ridley! We had a wager, you bastard!’

Clem found that he had winced. And this time the rear door opened slowly, and there was Luke, blurred Beelzebub-like in blue smoke.

It was easy enough for Clem (or anyone else) to guess what Lucas Ridley had been doing. His shirt and his leather jack were unlaced, his silky fair hair untidy. A priest might not have approved, but Clem did not complain. It might have put him in a better frame of mind.

It might have, but Clem suspected it hadn’t.

‘You were shouting,’ said Luke, still in the doorway. ‘Were you shouting for me, Willie?’

The soft voice only just reached Clem, by the beer barrels. He saw Willie Graham adjust his huge frame, and redirect: his gaze towards the doorway.

‘Aye,’ he said, in no softer tones than before. ‘That’s right. Bastard.’

Luke’s smile, which Clem distrusted just as much as he distrusted Randal’s, grew broader. In no hurry, Luke left the doorway and wound his way through the tables and benches, past the delighted, expectant faces of his own men, past the more doubtful faces of those who had come to the Angel just for a drink, or to pass a cold spring evening.

Clem had the cudgel in one hand and the knife in the other by the time Luke Ridley reached Willie Graham. Willie was taller than Luke, and a good ten years older. But Luke had lived on nothing at Catcleugh for five years now: no, not on nothing, on other peoples’ sheep and cattle and horses. And calivers and gunpowder …

Graham was on his feet, one thick finger prodding Ridley’s uncovered chest.

‘We had a wager, Luke –’

Mouse had moved to a far corner of the room, his tray cluttered with empty tankards. Luke still smiled, but the smile had not reached his eyes. They were the colour of a clear sky on the coldest, most wintry of mornings.

‘I remember the wager. But you called me something, Willie. What was it?’

Willie Graham was not a man to back down from a quarrel. Clem balanced the weight of the cudgel but did not yet move forward. The constable was a fool, and the Warden’s men were in Hexham …

‘Bastard.’ Willie Graham’s wind-burnt face split into a grin. ‘I called you a bastard.’

Mouse, in the corner, quivered. You could hear only the sound of flames licking the logs, and see the light of the tallow candles, reflected as two bright dots in Luke Ridley’s sky-blue eyes. Luke’s hands moved towards Willie Graham.

‘Bastard … Well, then, I can hardly find fault with that, can I, Willie?’

And he took the reddened, weather-beaten face between both his palms and kissed it audibly, once on each cheek.

Someone began to laugh, and the gypsy, splicing and shuffling the tarots in mid-air, spat into the rushes.

IN the end, it was neither tarot nor primero they played. Luke had a better wager: a bottle of aqua vitae, matching each other gill for gill. Clem did not object, because he thought that one or both of them might drink themselves to insensibility. And besides, there was the money for the aqua vitae.

The tavern had emptied a little by the time they had almost drained the bottle dry. Rothbury’s more sober citizens had gone home with a good story to tell their wives, and those that stayed clustered round one wooden table. Peggy, who had a missing front tooth and a bosom that spilled out of her buckram bodice, leaned over the table, one plump hand on her hip, the other on Luke Ridley’s shoulder. Even Mouse had crept out of the corner, and stood next to Red Archie, his eyes bright with excitement.

It was Willie Graham’s turn: he balanced the bottle and poured, but the liquid planed over the lip of the cup, trailing across the scuffed and scarred table, to fall, drip, drip, drip, on to the floor below.

‘Damned stuff won’t stay in the cup,’ Willie said, belligerently. ‘Clem’s sold us damned poxy stuff that won’t stay in the cup –’

‘Then stick the bottle in your gob, and be done with it,’ said Dand’s Jock. He rammed the bottle between Willie’s uneven teeth. ‘God knows, it’s big enough –’

Willie’s eyes distended as he swallowed. Aqua vitae ran down his chin: he wiped it away with the back of his hand and set the bottle down, rather heavily, on the table. There was about an inch left, covering the thick dark base.

Luke took the bottle from the table.

‘To our Queen – our country – and to many moonless nights,’ he said and, leaning back on the bench, threw his head back, and drained the flask dry.

There was a roar of applause as he tossed the bottle in the air and someone caught it before it touched Clem’s hard stone floor. Even Mouse joined in the shouting, his half-broken voice lost in the tumult. But Clem, who knew better, had the cudgel back in his hand, if not the knife.

Luke stood up. He was swaying only slightly. He gripped Willie Graham’s broad shoulders, and hauled him to his feet.

‘Another wager, Willie,’ he said. ‘On horseback, once round the town. Across the market-place, by the river and back down the High Street. Ending here, at our beloved Angel, with a tankard of ale for the winner.’

‘Aye, to puke up on Clem’s floor,’ said some cynic. But Willie, pushed by Luke and cajoled by Peggy, had risen to his feet and was lumbering towards the door.

The gypsy had gone for the horses. Clem knew that because Lovell was no longer there, and the door banged open and shut, letting in the wind to stir up the smoke and scatter the rushes.

They erupted into the street: Luke’s men, Mouse, Peggy (on Red Archie’s arm) and Clem himself, with one last glance at the windows and one last reassuring touch to his purse. And Willie Graham and Luke Ridley, of course, Willie cursing the cold, crisp air, Luke’s eyes bright in the torchlight.

The horses the gypsy led into the street were hobblers, small strong hackneys capable of taking the steep, stone-scattered Cheviots as well as Rothbury’s slippery cobbles. Willie Graham had to be helped into the saddle. He slithered once to hang precariously over the other side, but they righted him so that he fell on the horse’s neck, clutching the short mane with his fingers. The gypsy took the red scarf from his neck and held it high over his tangled head, so that the breeze caught and whirled it like a small scarlet banner. Candles had been lit in windows, faces peered out into the street, some disapproving, some amused.

The scarf fluttered for an instant, then plunged, drawn like a red feathered kestrel to the ground.

They were across the square and down the hill before Randal could knot the scarf round his neck and duck back into the crowd. The cold air had sobered them both a little, and besides, they had lived half their lives in the saddle. But the stones, still damp from the day’s rain, and burdened with a haphazard collection of refuse and slops, were treacherous, and there was only the half-moon, nothing else, to pick out the potholes and the ruts.

Willie Graham had the edge of it to begin with. Level with Luke across the market-place, he elbowed his way first through the narrow alleyway. The stone walls of the houses crowded close; a careless move and an unprotected head would meet hard granite. The windows were dark and shuttered, and the cries of the market-place soon ebbed away to nothing. Here there was only the rough leather of the reins running through the palms of their hands, the white of the horses’ eyes in the moonlight.

The alleyway spewed them out on to the riverbank, fringed with reeds, laced with streams and gullies. Willie Graham was shouting again: Luke could not make out what he said, though the word ‘bastard’ pounded through his head like a heartbeat. The trees were still unleaved, and the river thickened by heavy rain. The mist from the men’s and the horses’ mouths was like the smoke in Clem the King’s taproom.

There was a place where the grassy bank shrank to only a few feet in width. Luke’s eyes were narrowed, assessing the trail of mist, the flood of white moonlight on the water, the exact breadth of the riverbank. He was level with Willie before Willie, his head blurred by alcohol, realized what he intended to do. Luke’s reins were in one hand, and the horses so close that their flanks almost touched. Then it was just a matter of leaning across, one arm at just the right angle, and toppling Willie Graham into the cold dark waters of the Coquet.

Luke heard the sound of Willie’s large hands beating the water (but no shouting now) before he rode up the path towards the town. He had only the length of Rothbury’s High Street to ride, and then he would be back at the Angel. He found that he was shaking slightly, and that he felt nauseated. It had been a complicated day.

But the complications were not yet over. As he turned into the High Street Luke saw that the road was not, as he had expected, empty. A small band of travellers straddled across the cobbles, some servants, some women, all with the muddied, weary look of too long in the saddle. Oh, and Richard Forster of Adderstone.

And Stephen Ridley, Luke’s cousin.

CHRISTIE could not see the horse, but she could hear unshod hooves on the cobbles. She could not see the rider until the moon and the rushlights outside the baker’s shop illuminated him from the night.

He was hatless, jacketless, and very wet. She heard him say,

‘Richie. And cousin Stephen. How delightful.’

Richie Forster did not look delighted. Richie, who was, Christie had decided, a fairly sensible man, inclined his head in the smallest of bows. ‘Luke,’ he said. And then, eventually, ‘What brings you to Rothbury?’

‘Business. Just business.’ There was a loud hiccup, a burst of sound in the quiet night air.

Arbel, on Christie’s other side, giggled.

The rider turned in the saddle so that the amber light of the flare caught his face, his head, the wet clinging folds of his shirt.

His fair hair lacked Stephen Ridley’s gold, his eyes seemed to Christie to have no colour whatsoever. Shadows indented the cleft in his chin, the hollows under his cheekbones, the thin straight nose. He wore a short sword at his side, and a smile that slowly spread the width of his face.

‘Cousin,’ he said to Christie, and seized her hand and kissed it. And then, letting his gaze trail unsteadily to Arbel, ‘No – two cousins. The Forsters are a prolific breed. Unlike the Ridleys.’

A swirl of a dark blue cloak, and Stephen Ridley had swung his horse round.

‘Dear me, Lucas. I wouldn’t have thought even you would attempt to claim cousinship with Miss Forster.’

Stephen’s voice was as icy as the rain. Christie shivered – with exhaustion and cold, she told herself.

Luke hiccupped again. ‘Miss Forster is my mother’s cousin-in-law’s husband’s brother’s child,’ he said. ‘Therefore we are cousins. Aren’t we?’ he added, looking again at Christie.

He swayed, and she thought for a moment he was going to kiss her hand a second time. But he contented himself with another glorious smile as Richie said wearily,

‘Christie is not your cousin, Luke. Arbel is Mark’s daughter.’

But Stephen Ridley’s hand had already grasped Luke’s shoulder, pulling him round so that he was almost unseated. Stephen’s face was only a few inches from Luke’s, but Christie could hear what he said. His words seemed to echo round the market-place, the town, the Cheviots themselves.

‘Go back to your own kind, cousin. You stink of the tavern and the brothel.’

Lucas’s hand did not reach, as Christie thought it might, for his sword. Instead he said, with obvious effort,

‘Are you implying, Stephen, that I lack the address for company such as this?’

His words ran together, his wide, expansive gesture took in the Forsters, their servants, the mongrel hound rooting in the gutter.

Stephen said softly:

‘Go back to Catcleugh, Lucas. That is your inheritance.’

Lucas’s face, away from the flare, was paper-white, washed almost green by the moonlight. But when Stephen spurred his horse forward, his face a pattern of disgust, Christie realized it was not just the moon, and no longer only a hiccup.

She, too, put her heels to her horse’s sides as Lucas Ridley vomited on to Rothbury’s dark damp cobbles.

ARBEL began to laugh as they rode along Rothbury High Street: Christie saw her, trying to stifle her giggles, her head lost in the folds of her hood, only her shaking shoulders giving her away. For herself, Christie felt neither amusement nor revulsion, only a sting of annoyance. Lucas – and here even Christie could not sort out the ramifications of the relationship – had merely confirmed her initial impression of Northumberland: cold, wet, and decidedly unsubtle.

By the time they reached the tavern, Arbel had become calm again. Light lined the edge of the Green Man’s shutters, and rimmed the wooden door. An ostler appeared to take the horses.

Arbel’s hand crept into Christie’s as they walked into the hallway. Arbel’s face looked taut, the colour drained from her skin by the candles and rushlights.

In their chamber (clean, and with the fire already lit), Arbel’s cloak tumbled to the floor and she spun round, her pale hair fanning out around her like a dove’s tail.

‘Did you see their faces, Christie?’ Arbel’s hands were clenched, her eyes bright. ‘Richie’s and Stephen’s, I mean. I thought I would die!’

Christie stood in front of the fire. She felt grey with dirt, and her cold hands struggled to tidy her tangled hair. The flames of the fire formed pictures, faces, echoes. She heard Arbel say, ‘But who was he, Christie? I thought Aunt Margaret’s sons were my only cousins,’ and Christie found that she recognized the tone of Arbel’s voice. There had been the notary in Oxford, the carter’s boy on the York road, the band of strolling players in Hexham … Little ever came of it.

Tonight she did not want to talk, to discuss Arbel’s latest improbable fancy. For tomorrow there would be Adderstone, and Margaret Forster. Another temporary home, another borrowed family.

Kneeling on the floor, she pulled clean skirts for herself and Arbel from a bag. It was only, she thought, as she shook out woollen and velvet, that every step northwards took her further from where she wanted to be. It was only the tiredness and the cold and this damnable rain. Only Stephen Ridley’s eyes and his cousin’s awful manners. Tomorrow she would not feel sad, she would plan and save again, and the incident in Roth bury High Street would retreat to the insignificance it deserved.

Randal Lovell, dealing his tarots on a dirty stable floor, might have told her otherwise.

LOVELL was awake first, tending the horses, circling once round Rothbury before there was light in any window but the baker’s and the midwife’s. He had bread in one hand and ale in the other when his boot nudged the dark shape sprawled in the sticky straw.

The sun was only just beginning to show, silvering the puddles in the street, etching every branch of every tree against the sky. Randal had to apply a little more pressure with his boot, but then the shape rolled and groaned, moulting straw like some fantastical bird.

‘I’ve brought you food.’

Luke Ridley’s eyes opened, blue and pained, and focused on the bread and ale. ‘A bucket of water for my head, if you please, Randal. Nothing more.’

The gypsy took a bucket and crossed the street to the well. Rothbury had begun to wake. Dogs barked in the alleys, shutters opened and slops were thrown into the street. In the stable, Luke upended a bucket of icy water over his head, and emerged, darkened hair streaming, with his faculties intact.

‘Has anybody left?’

Lovell took the straw from his mouth. ‘A pedlar, for Alnwick market. Your gentleman from the Angel, riding south. Willie Graham, damp, and in a temper.’

Luke was towelling his head with a horse blanket.

‘Willie needed a bath.’

‘And you need Willie. Or his kind.’ There was no reproach in the gypsy’s soft voice.

‘There’s no shortage of Willie Graham’s kind in the hills.’ Luke tied the laces of his shirt and leather jack. ‘They come when I whistle. Like sleuth-dogs.’

Lovell sat on the upturned bucket near the stable-door and began to tear the loaf of bread in half.

‘And two women, riding north with the Forsters’ men. One was the fairest lassie you ever set eyes on.’

‘Yellow hair and eyes to tempt priests from their vows?’ Luke’s voice, as he saddled his horse, was dismissive. ‘They’re all the same in the dark, you know, Randal. Fair, black, ginger … was my cousin with them?’

Lovell nodded. ‘The tapster’s boy said that Stephen Ridley rode with the Forsters from Hexham.’

They swung into the saddle and rode out into the courtyard. The sky was a clear light blue, the streets lit with sunlight, as though an alchemist had discovered the secret at last, and gilded Rothbury with an abundance of gold. The town had begun to rouse itself, painting people on to a bare canvas of stones and cobbles. They rode through the town centre, past the Angel, past the Green Man. Lovell glanced at Luke.
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