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‘This weather is the work of the devil,’ Mark Helston shouted. ‘The Court should never have set off.’

At once his eyes widened with fear. King Henry rode past, huge and magnificent on his chestnut stallion. He towered over us as we squelched along, almost blinded by the driving rain.

‘Do you think he heard me, Jack?’ groaned Mark. ‘After all, it was his idea to travel today despite all the warnings.’

‘You’ll be in the Tower as soon as we get back to Greenwich Palace!’ I replied. ‘The very thought of one of His Majesty’s scribes questioning the judgement of our esteemed monarch!’

Mark gave me a frightened glance. He was never sure when I was joking.

‘Though that won’t be for three days at least,’ I told him. ‘He might have forgotten it by then.’

Mark pulled his cloak up over his ears and tried to become invisible.

‘Don’t worry,’ I yelled into his hood. ‘He couldn’t have heard you above the wind and rain.’

‘Thank God for that,’ Mark yelled back.

‘Anyway,’ I carried on, ‘you were only speaking the truth. Even Lady Anne Boleyn complained about us setting off from Knole House in this weather.’

‘Well there’s one good thing,’ said Mark. ‘February storm, June will be warm. That’s what my mum always says.’ There was a flash of lightning and a deafening crash of thunder above our heads. ‘I wish it was June now,’ he added, looking terrified.

I wiped my wet face and tried to see ahead. ‘Did you say it was just a few miles to the river crossing? It seems like we’ve been travelling for hours.’

Mark nodded. ‘I studied it on a map. We cross the River Darent at the Old Welsh Bridge – it’s called that because all the stones came from Wales. Of course that was hundreds of years ago but they’re an unusual colour for this area.’

I didn’t like to tell him that all I wanted to do was get across the bridge, not examine what it was made of!

‘Make way!’ came an imperious voice and Oswyn Drage jiggled past on a donkey. He scarcely gave us a glance.

‘There goes the magnificent Weasel-face,’ I laughed. ‘The poor boy, having to scribe with two lowly minions – especially a foundling like me.’

‘Oswyn does come from a well-connected family,’ said Mark.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ I said vehemently. ‘Master Cromwell thinks we’re good enough to work for him, so Oswyn can go and boil his head.’

To tell the truth I’d been very lucky that Thomas Cromwell, one of the King’s most important ministers, had given me a job when I’d been sent from my old home at St Godric’s Abbey by my godfather, Brother Matthew, to work in the royal kitchens. Instead I’d managed to persuade the great man that he couldn’t do without me.

Ahead I saw the King summon Master Cromwell to his side. They drew apart from the procession and were deep in conversation as courtiers, guards and servants with cartloads of luggage trudged past. Nicholas Mountford, one of the yeomen guard, quickly joined them. I knew the King had to be protected but I couldn’t imagine any villain bothering to turn out in this weather! His loyal gentleman guard would have been more useful holding a tarpaulin over him.

Mister Mountford would often tease me about how we’d first met – when he’d had to chase me all over Whitehall Palace thinking I was a vagabond. But today he just gave Mark and me a weary nod, the rain dripping off his hat.

A shower of hailstones crashed down. Close by, a carter muttered about evil spirits and tried to calm his pony between the shafts of a wagon. The sky was almost as dark as night, though it could only have been the middle of the afternoon.

A strong gust of wind whipped around us, turning a pile of leaves into a whirlwind and spooking a nearby horse.

We watched the rider control his mount. ‘It’s lucky Mister Aycliffe is such a fine horseman,’ murmured Mark. ‘He’ll be glad to be back at Court and doing some safe lawyers’ work, I’ll be bound.’

I didn’t answer. Although Mark was a good friend, I couldn’t tell him that Robert Aycliffe carried out other, secret work which was far from safe. Or that I only knew this because I too had been recruited as one of Master Cromwell’s spies for the King. Apart from His Majesty, those outside the network knew Mister Aycliffe simply as a young lawyer in training, and Jack Briars as a lowly Court Scribe.

A shout went up at the front of the column. The river had been sighted. That news filled me with hope. I’d been wondering if we’d ever see the Darent. But soon I could see more of it than I wanted to!

The river raced along in a grey mass, sending waves of water gushing over the land.

The front of the line was turning towards a narrow bridge. This must be the one Mark had told me about. We’d been going slowly before, now we barely moved as the long column plodded across, one after the other. The river coursed along underneath it, so high that there was hardly a gap between the water and the arches.

‘I do hope Master Cromwell persuades His Majesty to find shelter,’ said Mark, too worried to notice the Welsh stone. ‘I think we shall all catch chills if we don’t get warm soon. I remember an old man in our village who fell in a pond and died from his soaking.’

‘Are you sure he didn’t die of drowning?’ I asked Mark, trying not to laugh at his worried face.

‘Don’t jest, Jack,’ said Mark. ‘This weather can be deadly. I fear for the King’s health.’

I pushed back my dripping cloak hood to glance over my shoulder. Our sovereign didn’t seem to pay heed to the rain and wind. He was still at the rear of the procession, discussing some matter with my master.

We were nearly at the bridge now, wading through mud. The carthorses were straining, the carters shouting and everyone was hunched against the rain. Most of the party had reached the opposite bank.

I watched Robert Aycliffe leading his horse across. He had a tight hand on its bridle. With the storm raging overhead and the river pounding below, the stallion was skittering nervously from side to side.

‘Jack!’ A piercing voice cut through the noise. Cat Thimblebee was perched, straight-backed, on a pile of chests on one of the carts ahead. She looked more like a princess than a seamstress. Well as princessy as she could in plain servant’s garb with her curly red hair hanging in dripping rat-tails. She’d arranged her cloak across the staves of the wagon over her head in a makeshift roof. She gave me a stately wave.

‘You may accompany me if you wish,’ she called down. ‘I am sure Ben won’t mind.’

Ben the carter nodded and beckoned. ‘One on the cart and the other on Polly,’ he called.

Mark started trembling with fright, as he always did when Cat appeared. I had to admit he had good reason. Cat could be as fiery as her hair. You just needed to know how to handle her. And when I found out, I would tell him!

But for all that, Cat and I were becoming friends. The nearest thing I’d had to a friend at the abbey had been Brother Matthew, but he’d been more of a father to me. I felt as if I was making up for lost time. Mark, and now Cat.

‘It’ll be fun to ride,’ I said, pulling Mark along towards Cat’s cart. ‘It’ll save our legs, and you know the old saying,’ I added, inventing madly. ‘Your legs you should not wear, for you haven’t any spare.’

For once Mark didn’t take any heed of a wise old saying.

‘I’m not going on that pony,’ he insisted, ‘and if I get on the cart I’ll be right next to …’ He gulped. ‘… Her.’

I gave up. ‘Hold my cloak for me then,’ I said, handing it over. ‘I’ll take it back once I’m settled.’

I ran to the front and swung up onto Polly. I was no rider – Cat would agree with that after the lessons she’d given me. But I’d told Master Cromwell that I could ride when he’d made me a spy so I’d had to plead with her to teach me. I decided that nothing could happen to me while my trusty steed was in the shafts.

‘Look, no hands!’ I shouted, waving my arms to demonstrate to Cat how my horsemanship was improving. Polly began to toil up the slope of the bridge. ‘I’ll show you how to do it if you want!’

Cat could probably have done it with her eyes closed. She didn’t bother to answer but stuck her tongue out at me instead.

At that moment I heard a clatter of hooves and frightened whinnying. The horses ahead were hurrying across the bridge, as if it had become red hot.

Polly seemed to catch their fear. Ben spoke to her to calm her down but she was tossing her head and I could see that her eyes were wild and frightened. She tried to retreat from the bridge, pushing the cart backwards down the slope.

‘She doesn’t like it,’ I heard Ben shout. ‘I’m going to unhitch her from the shafts and lead her across to show her it’s all right. We can drag the cart by hand.’

Gulping down his nervousness, Mark helped him to wedge chocks under the wheels, unhitch Polly and lower the shafts to the ground. Freeing the pony only increased her panic. I felt her tremble underneath me.

‘Jump off, lad!’ Ben shouted to me.

It was too late. Polly reared up, snorting with fear. Taken completely by surprise, I made a grab for her mane but felt myself sliding off. The next minute I landed hard on my bum on the bridge. Polly galloped off across the river, with Ben racing to catch her.

I heard an irritating laugh and saw Cat’s grinning face above my head. ‘Well, so much for your horsemanship!’ she said, jumping from the cart and pulling me to my feet. ‘I reckon you need a few more lessons – even to ride a nag.’

I was about to make some retort when we heard a distant, rumbling roar.

‘What’s that?’ gasped Cat.

‘The river!’ Mark shouted from the bank, pointing in terror. A huge wave was boiling down from upstream. It moved relentlessly, sweeping all before it. Bushes and trees and rocks tumbled over and over in the foam as it surged towards the bridge.

‘Run!’ I shouted. But before we could move, a noise like the end of the world filled my ears and the wave crashed over us.
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We were plunged into the raging torrent and swept along, the river relentlessly taking us and everything else in its path. The current sucked me down and bowled me over. I tried to clutch hold of Cat’s flailing arms but it was impossible. She disappeared under the white foam. I broke the surface and gulped in deep breaths. They were so cold they hurt my chest. Branches and stones were swirling around, tearing at my skin.

There was no sign of Cat.

‘Help!’ I heard a spluttering cry and a hand clamped my arm in an iron grip. I was torn between relief and terror. Cat was alive – but she was pulling me under the water in her desperate efforts to save herself. I kicked upwards to try to keep us both afloat but the strength of the river was overwhelming. I felt Cat’s fingers tighten and then slip from my arm. I thrashed around, trying to get hold of her. For a short moment she struggled to reach me, then she went limp, tossed in the swirling water as if she was a rag doll, her hair streaming around her like blood.

I snatched at the hair and pulled hard, bringing her face up into the air. But she didn’t move.

Something smashed against my back and pain shot through me. I felt Cat’s lifeless body slamming into my chest.

I hooked an arm round her as I tried to see what had happened. We were caught on a tree trunk. It must have been carried there by the current and had got wedged on the bank. But not for long. I could feel the river sucking fiercely at it.

‘Jack!’

Above the roar of the water, I heard Mark’s voice.

‘Catch this!’ he yelled.

A rope snaked through the air. With my free hand I caught it and twisted it around my wrist. At that moment the tree trunk lost its battle with the river and was torn away downstream. The rope tightened. I thought my arm would be ripped off but I held on, grasping Cat as hard as I could and praying that it wasn’t too late for her. Gradually we were pulled to the bank. Hands dragged us to safety.

I staggered over to Cat. She was lying very still. Mark was feeling for a pulse. The yeoman Nicholas Mountford stood beside him, shaking his head.

‘There’s a faint heartbeat but she’s not breathing,’ said Mark. ‘I fear she will die.’

I had a memory of being very young and seeing a child pulled out of the millpond back at Acton Village. Everyone had thought it was a hopeless case but the blacksmith had come forward and blown air into the boy’s mouth and saved his life.

‘She won’t die if I can help it,’ I muttered. Cat’s face was still, her skin white with blue edging her lips. I lifted her chin and had a sudden picture of the blacksmith pinching the boy’s nose. I did this and then blew hard into her mouth. Nothing happened so I blew again and again. Cat lay motionless, eyes half closed, seeing nothing. This couldn’t be the end for her.

‘Come back!’ I cried and breathed into her mouth once more. My efforts seemed hopeless but I couldn’t give up on her. I forced another, desperate breath into her. And I felt her move! Cat gave a choking cough. I quickly turned her onto her side. A gush of river water poured out, followed by most of her breakfast. But she was breathing again – in between puking.

‘You did it,’ cried Mark. ‘It’s a miracle!’

Cat lay in the mud, shivering violently with cold. I ignored the icy wet clothes that were clinging to my skin and dragged myself to my feet. Mark and I helped her to sit up. She leaned against us weakly.

‘Well done,’ said Nicholas Mountford. His voice was almost lost in the lashing rain. ‘That was a brave rescue, Jack. Though nothing about you surprises me.’

He fetched his horse and swung himself into the saddle. ‘Put Cat up here with me,’ he ordered. He held out a hand and between us we got Cat seated in front of him. For a moment she stared wildly at him as if she didn’t know where she was. Then she feebly grasped the pommel, her head lolling. Mountford wrapped his arms around her.

‘Cat’s as white as a ghost,’ Mark said in my ear.

‘At least she’s survived,’ I answered, shivering as well. I didn’t even want to admit to myself how frightened I’d been. ‘Thank you, Mark. We wouldn’t have got out of that river without you.’

He looked pleased. Then a thought stabbed me, as sharp as the lightning that still streaked across the sky.

‘The King!’ I gasped. ‘Is he safe?’

‘He is, God be praised,’ Mountford called down, calming his horse at a new crash of thunder. We followed him, splashing along the bank.

‘And Master Cromwell?’ I feared for my master as much as for the King!

‘He is also unharmed,’ said Mountford. Two figures came into view. King Henry and Thomas Cromwell, side by side on their horses.

‘Good thing this didn’t go in the river!’ Mark put my cloak round me. He’d been holding it for me since I got on to Polly. I smiled at him for his kindness and stumbled after him to join the others. As we got near, I spotted Oswyn on his donkey, sheltering behind Cromwell. Just my luck, I thought. Everyone else gets across and we’re stuck with Weasel-face! I noticed that he hadn’t made any move to pull me out of the river. Oswyn didn’t like me and would have been more likely to push me under.

His Majesty stared fixedly at the opposite bank. At least, he stared at the sheet of rain that pounded on to the raging water. It shielded the land beyond like a thick curtain.

‘I pray my Anne is safe!’ he exclaimed. ‘I should have been with her. I will never forgive myself if …’

‘Lady Anne was at the head of the procession,’ Master Cromwell reminded him calmly. ‘She will be safe, my Liege, I am sure of it. There are many yeomen with her.’

That should reassure our monarch, I thought. After all, the King’s yeomen guard were all men of good family, tall, strong and brave. But King Henry still looked worried.

‘And I’m certain that Robert Aycliffe will not leave her side if there is any danger.’ Cromwell paused and I saw the King nod. He had understood. Lady Anne had one of Cromwell’s best spies close by.

My master gathered up his reins. ‘Now to find shelter from this fiendish storm.’ He spoke briskly, taking charge.

‘Shelter?’ bellowed the King. ‘How can you speak of shelter when my lady could be in peril? There must be another bridge. We shall find it or die in the attempt!’

This was a dangerous moment. When the King ordered, we obeyed. I watched my master’s face, praying that he could make him see sense. If not, I was sure we’d all perish from cold or flood. Cat groaned weakly and almost fell from Mountford’s saddle. Master Cromwell saw the yeoman steady her.

‘Your concern for Lady Anne is most natural, Sire,’ he said, his tone even. ‘But the next bridge is thirty miles hence. I beg you to imagine how she would feel to hear that you set out boldly to the rescue and – did not manage to reach her.’ He’d chosen his words carefully. No one spoke of the King’s possible death for fear of it being thought treason, yet he’d painted a picture as clear as any artist might.

His Majesty slumped and I saw a brief wave of relief pass over Cromwell’s face.

‘We will find shelter,’ said the King. ‘And the moment the storm has passed, we will set out for that bridge.’

‘Where should we head?’ asked Mister Mountford.

‘There is an abbey in this area,’ said Cromwell. ‘The Franbury monks will take us in.’ He turned his back on the swelling river. ‘I believe it is south-west of here.’

Mountford led the way. The horses were spooked by the moaning wind and only the skill of the riders stopped them bolting. Oswyn’s donkey seemed not to care one way or the other, plodding along in their wake. I struggled on, Mark by my side.

‘Please God we reach the abbey soon,’ he said, glancing anxiously at me every time I stumbled in the puddles. ‘I fear you won’t survive much longer. I heard of a boy who …’

‘I’ll be all right.’ I cut him short. I couldn’t face hearing one of Mark’s tales of woe. It was sure to be about some poor lad whose eyeballs froze or who shivered so hard his head fell off.

Soon we’d left the flood behind, although the road was almost a river itself.

‘This is no ordinary storm,’ growled the King, his words barely audible over the crashing thunder. ‘It smacks of witchcraft. I can hear fell voices in the air.’

‘We’ll be inside before long, my Liege,’ Cromwell tried to assure him, although he didn’t sound convinced of it himself.

The wind shrieked like screaming phantoms. We could barely see the ground in front of us. And no cloak was able to withstand the stabbing shafts of rain.

As if a giant had flung them from the sky, we were assaulted by a fresh barrage of hailstones, stinging our frozen faces and hands. Cromwell cursed as one struck his cheek, leaving a thin trail of blood.

A tree fell, thundering into our path. Mountford’s horse reared in panic. He fought with it, his arm clamped round Cat. I could see she was conscious, her eyes wide open with fear.

‘We’d better find your monastery soon, Thomas,’ shouted the King, ‘before this storm is the death of us.’





3


 


[image: images]



 

 

 




We stared at each other. The King was right. If a falling tree didn’t crush us, we’d die of cold. I couldn’t feel my hands, and my feet felt like blocks of ice.

‘What’s that?’ Cat’s voice came to us through chattering teeth.

‘Has the girl seen something?’ demanded His Majesty. He brought his horse up beside Mountford. We huddled round.

‘A light,’ said Cat, feebly trying to raise her finger to point. ‘Over there.’ She slumped, shaking her head. ‘Must have imagined it.’

We strained our eyes through the rain. Nothing. Then a flicker. Then it was gone again, blocked by the trees thrashing in the wind.

‘It’s all we have,’ said Cromwell. ‘We should make for it.’

‘Aye,’ said the King grimly. ‘I pray it’s not some evil spirit leading us to our doom.’

Above us, the arch of trees creaked and groaned as the horses picked their way over the branches scattered on the path.

‘It’s a castle!’ cried Mark.

We left the trees and halted. Ahead rose an ancient tower with a light burning in one of the windows.

King Henry made to urge his horse forward.

‘Wait, Sire!’ said Cromwell.

The King’s eyes narrowed. ‘I sense food and fire in that wonderful vision ahead and I warrant they won’t deny either to their monarch! This had better be important, Thomas.’

‘If it please Your Majesty,’ said my master, ‘I would counsel you not to appear as our King.’

‘Why, pray?’

‘Because you have only one guard with you and, tall and strong as your gallant Mountford is, you could be in grave danger if your true identity were revealed. We don’t know anything about the house we are heading for.’

King Henry gave a cold laugh. ‘Then are we to disguise ourselves? Vagabonds perhaps? Wandering minstrels? You have lost your wits, Thomas.’

‘Nothing so dramatic, I assure you, my Liege.’ Master Cromwell hid his impatience well. ‘I suggest you change clothes with Mountford. That should present no problem as he is almost as tall as you.’

‘What are you saying, man?’ demanded His Majesty. ‘That he will be King and I a mere yeoman?’

I saw Nicholas Mountford’s horror at this suggestion.

‘No, Sire. We will present ourselves at the castle as part of the King’s party who have been separated from His Majesty. Mister Mountford will be a courtier. With his heritage and noble bearing he will easily pass for one. With your gracious permission he will be wearing your clothes.’

Mister Mountford looked anything but noble at the thought of promotion to a higher status than his King.

From King Henry’s angry face, I could see my master wasn’t winning the argument. Yet I knew how easily danger could come to our monarch even in a well-guarded palace, let alone a remote castle. An idea came to me, but I wasn’t sure if my life would be worth living if I dared speak. Then I decided that if we stayed rooted there for much longer I’d freeze to death anyway. I was caught between an adder and a pot of poison, as old Brother Jerome back at the abbey used to say.

‘Your Majesty,’ I said. ‘This will give you the opportunity to show us what an accomplished actor you are. And when we leave, you will reveal your true identity, and your hosts will be astounded! I cannot forget the masque at Greenwich where no one knew who the grand figure of Neptune really was until you declared it!’ The whole Court had known of course, but we’d all acted shocked, to the delight of the King.

There was a moment of silence and I saw horror on Mark’s face at my audacity. Oswyn’s wore a different expression. He was ever hopeful that my days at Court were numbered – and now he must have thought his luck was in.

‘A happy notion, Jack Briars!’ declared His Majesty, to my enormous relief and Oswyn’s disappointment. ‘I wonder you did not think of it, Thomas. Excess of water has softened your brain.’

Master Cromwell bowed his head humbly but I was sure I’d seen a fleeting smile on his lips. He didn’t mind how it was achieved, as long as the King was safe.

A flash of lightning showed up an outbuilding close to the castle tower. The horses – and donkey – followed Cromwell towards it.

The faint sounds of chomping told us we’d reached the castle stables. The riders dismounted outside and tethered their horses to rings on the wall. Mark and I pulled open the stable door. Well, it was mostly Mark – my muscles seemed to have been washed away in the river! We hurried in after His Majesty. Cat staggered along behind, supported by Nicholas Mountford. With the door shut, it was nearly pitch dark.

I knocked my head against something hanging on the wall. I reached up to see what it was.

‘I’ve found a lantern,’ I said. ‘Or rather the lantern found me.’

‘Hand it over, lad,’ said Mountford. ‘I have a tinderbox.’

I walked carefully towards his voice and did as he said. It took him several attempts to strike the flint by touch alone but finally with the help of another flash of lightning he had the tinder smouldering and the lantern working. The humble stable was like a palace to me.

Cat sank into a pile of hay. I knew no one should make themselves comfortable before the King though he didn’t seem to notice when Mark and I collapsed beside her. I would happily have stayed where we were. It was dry and the hay would make a warm bed. But not for a king, of course.

His Majesty was removing the ring bearing the royal seal from his finger. ‘I refuse to be parted with this,’ he said. He pulled out a fine chain that hung under his shirt. There was a small portrait hanging on it. I couldn’t see who it was but I had no doubt it was Lady Anne. The King unfastened the chain and slid the ring on to it. Soon it was hidden under his shirt.

‘Now I am ready to exchange clothes!’ he said. He stood motionless while Cromwell unbuttoned his doublet and lifted it off his broad shoulders. ‘Remember, Mountford, that you are a noble courtier,’ said His Majesty. ‘If you forget, the inhabitants of this place may smell a rat.’

I thought it more likely that His Majesty would be the one to forget his new station, so different from his own. But I wasn’t going to mention it. I didn’t have a death wish!

King Henry wistfully fingered the rich, embroidered doublet as Mountford began to put it on. ‘And have a care with your monarch’s apparel. The gold thread in those sleeves came from the Orient.’

I saw fear flicker over Mountford’s face. He was so strong he could probably fight three enemies at once without turning a hair, but this new task clearly terrified him!

The King was now dressed as one of his own yeomen guard. ‘For my part, my name will be … Adam, after the first man. And my surname is Brown.’

‘Though we shall call you Adam, my Liege,’ said Cromwell, with a small bow, ‘I know you will hear the unspoken “Your Majesty” in our words. You need have no fear for we shall all be vigilant on your behalf. Your safety is paramount, as ever.’ His gaze fell on us all, yet I felt his words had a special meaning for me. It hit me like a hammer on an anvil that I was to have a heavy responsibility. Of all the men of Cromwell’s secret service, I was the only one present.

The wind and rain lashed at us as we ran from the stable to the huge wooden doors of the castle. Mark and I supported Cat, whose legs seemed to have no strength in them. The tower rose above us. In the fading light it was barely visible against the stormy sky.

Mountford thumped upon the wicket door in the ancient double gates. Long moments passed.

‘Did we dream the light?’ asked Cromwell. ‘The place cannot be deserted. There are horses in the stables.’

Mountford knocked again.

‘I wish we could be back in that nice warm hay,’ murmured Cat.

‘Who goes there on such a foul night?’ came an angry shout from inside.

‘Thomas Cromwell, minister to the King,’ replied my master. ‘And Nicholas Mountford, courtier to His Majesty. We and our companions seek shelter.’

‘A bold claim,’ grunted the man. ‘Let me look at you.’

Bolts were slid back. A shuttered grille in the huge arched entrance opened a crack. Two eyes, no doubt belonging to the porter, peered at us suspiciously – as well they might. It wasn’t every day that one of the King’s most important ministers knocked at a castle door and demanded entry. Then he must have caught sight of our livery. The eyes lost their suspicion and widened in surprise.

He swung open the wicket door and bowed low to let us pass. Master Cromwell walked in, calmly taking the role of the most senior member of the King’s Court. However, Nicholas Mountford hesitated. If it hadn’t been so serious I’d have laughed at the consternation on his face. Instead I poked him in the back, propelling him forwards. The King followed, walking far too regally for his new station. I saw him bristle when the porter didn’t throw himself to the flagstones before him. His Majesty was used to drums and trumpets and everyone kneeling as soon as he appeared.

We stood in a huge vaulted hall, lit only by the porter’s candle and a fire at the other end.

‘I am sorry that I hesitated to let you in,’ the man gabbled, plucking nervously at his grey, straggly beard. ‘I was fearful … it is such a wild night … if I’d known who you were …’

‘I understand,’ said Cromwell. ‘Floods have separated us from the King and his party. We beg shelter of your master.’

‘My master, Sir Reginald, is lately dead,’ said the man sorrowfully. ‘My mistress is Sir Reginald’s widow, the Lady Margaret Norbrook. Please, come this way and warm yourselves at the fire while I fetch her.’

None of us needed telling twice. We automatically stood back to let the King take the place nearest the flames, then remembered ourselves and made way for Thomas Cromwell and Nicholas Mountford, who looked very embarrassed to be given precedence. I would have loved that moment of glory! The porter stared curiously at us for a moment as we jostled about like sheep at market.

As soon as he’d lit the torches in their brackets, he headed up a wide staircase that wound round the high walls. We fell away and allowed His Majesty to feel the full heat of the fire.

None of us spoke. We were all too busy thawing out! Cat still looked very pale.

‘Master Cromwell?’

A tall, slender woman walked down the stairs towards us, two servants at her side. Her face was pale above her black mourning clothes. It didn’t take much guesswork to realise that this was Lady Margaret. She gazed at each of us with a grave smile. She seemed to linger on the King’s face.

Had she recognised him?
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At last her gaze moved on.

‘I beg your pardon, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘My porter, Barnabas, told me that you are the King’s men. But I have never been to Court so I do not know which of you is which. It was my husband’s choice to remain here at Norbrook Castle and I abided by his wish.’

I’d wager everyone felt the same relief to hear that she’d never been near Court and had no idea that her King was standing in front of her.

Master Cromwell stepped forward. ‘I am Thomas Cromwell,’ he told her. ‘This is Nicholas Mountford, courtier to the King, and Adam Brown of His Majesty’s yeoman guard.’

He didn’t introduce the rest of us and I was tempted to pipe up with ‘and three scribes and a half-drowned seamstress at your service’. But I held my tongue.

‘We are sorry to intrude upon you in this way when you are so recently widowed,’ continued Cromwell. ‘We were travelling with the King when this foul weather fell. The River Darent has flooded and the bridge was washed away, separating us from our party. We beg shelter until we can travel again. We took the liberty of tethering our horses outside your stable.’

‘You are most welcome,’ replied Lady Margaret. ‘Sir Reginald, God rest his soul, would have been greatly honoured by your presence. I am sorry to say it was the plague that took him from me.’

‘The plague!’ gasped the King. Instinctively Mountford drew near to him.

‘Have no fear,’ she went on. ‘I broke the news too harshly. It was more than forty days ago and no one else has succumbed since.’

The King didn’t appear to be reassured.

‘Then no one is at risk,’ said Cromwell firmly. ‘It is well known that forty days is enough.’

I watched His Majesty’s face. It showed outrage at Cromwell’s commanding tone but he said nothing.

Cromwell was still talking to Lady Margaret. ‘It must have been a bad time, my lady.’

Her eyes welled with tears. ‘Only three of us fell ill,’ she said, ‘unlike the abbey where many perished. Here it was just my husband and our scribe, Joseph, who died. I had it too but God in his wisdom thought to spare me … But I am rambling on with my own concerns while you all stand there, wet and cold.’ She signalled to one of her serving men. ‘Tell William to see to our visitors’ horses straight away. And inform Mister Erskine that we have guests and that rooms must be prepared with fires and dry clothing. Mister Erskine is my steward,’ she explained to Cromwell. ‘The staff will tend to your servants.’

The other man led Mark, Cat and me through a small door in the corner to a much newer part of the castle. We walked down a passageway, past several small rooms and into the warmth of a busy kitchen. Oswyn followed at a distance. A cheerful man with a snowy beard was directing servants to clear away their supper and sweep the floor. They looked up and grinned as we were ushered towards the crackling fire, where we huddled gratefully.

We heard a whisper of voices. I could make out the words ‘King’ and ‘royal’. Oswyn pulled himself up to his full height.

A woman, dressed in a thick kirtle with a clean pinafore over the skirts, came along with a pile of clothes for us. ‘Get your wet things off,’ she said shortly, a deep frown creasing her forehead. ‘Lady Margaret commands me to make sure they are put to dry. You boys can change in the dairy. The girl in the stillroom next to it.’ She waved a hand towards two doors beside her.

‘Come, Ruth,’ called a man who was stacking pots. ‘We should welcome these poor souls, not turn our noses up at them. Besides, they work for His Majesty.’

‘That’s of no import,’ the woman hissed at him, loudly enough for us to hear. ‘I’m my lady’s tiring woman and should concern myself with her clothes and no one else’s.’

We thanked her politely. Well Oswyn didn’t. He just took the best of the clothes and set off for the dairy, Mark and I trailing behind. We were soon back, dressed in green Norbrook livery.

Cat returned from the stillroom, wearing a voluminous skirt and a baggy bodice.

‘Don’t you dare laugh,’ she said.

It seemed that Cat had recovered her usual bossiness. It was amazing what a warm fire and the smell of good food could do.

Mark put his hand over his mouth, fearful that he might disobey her.

Cat caught sight of herself in a shiny pan and began to chuckle. ‘All right, you can laugh. I’m like a child in her mother’s clothing!’

Ruth picked up our clothes between finger and thumb and began to hang them on a wooden rack in front of the fire. Cat hurried to help her but she didn’t seem very grateful.

A serving man put his head round the door. ‘Is Oswyn Drage here?’ he asked. ‘Master Cromwell requests that you eat with him in the Great Hall.’

Oswyn followed him out. I could see he was doing his best to hide his surprise and act as if this sort of thing happened every day. As a result he looked like a half-witted herring.

I was surprised myself that Cromwell was showing the arrogant Weasel-face such favour but I was too tired to care. It was warm and friendly in the kitchen.

‘Sit yourselves down,’ said the man with the snowy beard. He put dishes of steaming broth on the table. ‘I’m Mister Brandiscombe, the cook here at the castle. We’ve not long finished our supper and there’s plenty to spare. We don’t have many visitors here at Norbrook and never ones who’ve seen the King. Tell us about him.’

I could feel Cat’s eyes on me. What would these fellows make of it if I said they only had to pop up to the Great Hall to get a peek at their sovereign? I had to tread carefully.

If I described him too well, they’d recognise Adam Brown at once.
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‘We don’t get near enough to the King to know much,’ I said. ‘But he’s a fine horseman.’ I stuffed my mouth full of the delicious bread so that I didn’t have to say any more.

‘And he’s very … royal!’ said Cat helpfully.

After a while Oswyn swaggered in, accompanied by a man in plain but well made clothes.

‘Good evening.’ The man smiled as he spoke to Cat, Mark and me. ‘I am Mister Erskine, steward to Lady Norbrook.’

We replied with our names. I could imagine the other two were feeling as surprised as I was at his welcoming tone after the tiring woman’s coldness.

‘Master Cromwell has offered me your services while you shelter here. And I am in great need of scribes after the sad death of young Joe, so your arrival is opportune. I’ll be putting you to work straight after breakfast.’

‘I’m happy to help too,’ Cat chipped in. ‘I’m the best seamstress in the palace.’

That was true. But then, she was the only seamstress. The others in the sewing room were men.

Mister Erskine smiled. ‘We’re a small household and with our visitors we’ll need every hand. I’m sure Ruth will find plenty for you to do.’

He left and Mister Brandiscombe brought out a platter of almond tarts.

‘Lady Margaret made these with her own hands,’ he said proudly. ‘She puts me to shame with her baking – apple tansies, gingerbread and all sorts.’

‘This is delicious,’ I said, taking a huge bite.

‘They taste so sweet,’ said Cat.

‘That’ll be the honey,’ said the cook. ‘It’s particularly flavoursome this side of the River Darent.’

‘And it’s so good for you,’ said a skinny little boy with spiky hair. ‘The mistress always gives it to us when we’re ill.’

‘I reckon that’s what saved her when the plague struck,’ added Mister Brandiscombe.

The mention of plague brought silence for a moment. It was broken only by Oswyn who, although he’d eaten with the royal party, began to munch loudly on his fifth tart. With full bellies and the warmth of the fire, it wasn’t long before we were struggling to stay awake.

‘You’ll be wanting your beds, I’ll warrant,’ chuckled the cook, seeing our heads nodding. ‘You can share with Bessy, young lady.’

A stooped old woman rose from the fire. ‘I’ll be glad to have her, Mister Brandiscombe,’ she said, taking Cat’s hand. ‘I’ve no liking for sleeping in a room on my own. And I’ll tell you why …’

Cat looked aghast. ‘Are there ghosts here?’

‘It’s nothing like that,’ said Bessy. ‘But something dire happened. Something most foul. Something that would have you wishing it was just phantoms.’

The servants’ heads popped up in interest. I suddenly found myself wide awake, ears flapping.

‘You know that’s utter nonsense, Mother,’ snapped Ruth. ‘Keep your silly story to yourself – for that’s all it is.’

‘It’s the truth, I tell you,’ insisted Bessy. She drew herself up. ‘I have a duty to speak – for the sake of the household, and even more for the sake of our guests. Why should they not be aware of the dangers here?’

‘Hold your peace, Mother!’ exclaimed Ruth, looking thoroughly frightened now. ‘I forbid you to say another word!’

Old Bessy pursed her lips. ‘Very well. I can see I won’t be believed so I’ll not bother anyone with my tale. Though I’ll warrant each of you will be begging me to speak in the end.’ She led Cat off. ‘My bed is in the stillroom,’ she told her as they went. ‘I can’t manage the stairs.’

I felt cheated.

‘You’re a lucky boy, Charlie,’ called Mister Brandiscombe. ‘The three scribes will be sleeping in with you.’

The skinny boy threw down the logs he was stacking and bounced over to Mark and me.

‘Come this way,’ he said with a grin, taking the candle that the cook was holding out.

‘Fancy you knowing the King,’ Charlie said over his shoulder as we followed him across the Great Hall and up the stairs. ‘I’m going to meet him one day too. I’m going to be spit boy in his palace when I’m a man and he’ll tell everyone that no one turns a hog as well as me.’ He chattered on until we arrived at the top of the tower. ‘I hope you’re staying a long time. I’ve been on my own up here since Joe died when the plague came. Did you know, it started at the abbey and killed most of the monks? Then it stretched its deadly fingers to the castle.’ Charlie waggled his own fingers dramatically, half enjoying his tale. ‘Here we are,’ he said, opening the door to a bedchamber.

Mark and I stood and stared at the sight before us. It wasn’t a big room, but it had a proper bed and a thick mattress on the floor.

‘What are you gawping at?’ demanded Oswyn as he strode up the stairs and barged into the chamber. ‘Never stayed in a castle before?’

‘We’re going to sleep on mattresses!’ exclaimed Mark.

‘Of course,’ said Charlie. ‘Every servant does here. Sir Reginald insisted on it, God rest his soul. He said we’d work all the better if we were well rested.’

There’d be no sleeping on office floors as we did in the Royal palaces.

‘The bed’s mine,’ said Weasel-face, sitting down on it. ‘I have been chosen as taster to the King … King’s party,’ he corrected himself. ‘Therefore I need a good night’s sleep. I shall be dreaming of her ladyship’s own gingerbread cakes that I’ve just sampled. I managed three whole ones. They’re not for the lower servants, of course.’

Oswyn seemed to be taking his job too seriously. He was supposed to be taking a mere mouthful of each dish before the King, to make sure it wasn’t full of poison – not snaffle the lot!

‘I think you’ll find the bed is Charlie’s, Oswyn,’ I corrected him.

‘That’s right, Oz,’ said Charlie cheekily. ‘You’ll share with me.’

I swallowed down a laugh. Oswyn was always so keen to tell us that he came from a good family and here he was, being ordered about by a kitchen scullion!

‘You two boys can have that mattress,’ Charlie went on before Oswyn could protest, ‘if you don’t mind being on the floor.’

It was no hardship at all to lie down on a mattress. Outside, the wind battered the old stone of the tower and found its way in through a small gap in the window, but I was warm under a thick blanket. I thought about the old woman who’d wanted to tell us something and how her daughter had shut her up. It took me an age to get to sleep. It might have been the mattress, too soft for a boy used to the floor. But more likely it was the old woman’s words. Each time sleep began to cloud my brain, they came back to me.

‘Something most foul. Something that would have you wishing it was just phantoms.’
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The sound of rain hammering on the window woke me the next morning. Storm clouds were scudding across the sky. It was well past dawn but very little light had managed to creep in to our bedchamber. Charlie’s side of the bed was empty but the next minute he poked his head round the door.

‘Morning!’ he called. ‘You lot were sleeping like the dead! And there’s food in the kitchen. Oz, you’re to go to the Great Hall to do that fancy job of yours.’

I’d never seen Oswyn dress so fast. He only had time for one quick sneering glance before he was out of the door.

We followed Charlie down the tower steps. Voices came to us from the Great Hall but he led us along a wide gallery, brightly lit by torches, to another winding stairway. We found ourselves coming into the kitchen near the stillroom. I was hungry, but more than that, I wanted to hear what Bessy had told Cat. Was there a mystery here at Norbrook Castle? I hoped Cat would have something to tell me. Bessy’s story sounded intriguing. She’d spoken of danger. That might simply be the exaggeration of a very old lady but I couldn’t be certain. One thing I was sure of though. My interest wasn’t purely curiosity. I had to make sure that nothing endangered the King – even in this remote castle where no one knew who he was.

The warm kitchen was full of servants. Mister Brandiscombe sat at the head of the table, carving some beef on a platter. The table heaved with trenchers of bread and stone flagons. One man was laying the fire under the spit and Charlie raced to help him.

Servants were coming in and out carrying trays of food to the Great Hall. No doubt they were all going to be tasted by Oswyn.

‘Come and sit down at the table, boys,’ called the cook cheerfully. ‘There’s plenty for all.’

I spotted Cat next to Bessy on one of the long benches. The old lady was gazing into the air, aimlessly twisting a handkerchief in her hands.

‘Well?’ I whispered as I squeezed in between Cat and Barnabas the porter.

‘Well what?’ she whispered back, tucking into a slice of beef.

‘What did the old lady tell you when you were alone?’

‘Well, I found out she’s much friendlier than her daughter.’

‘But what about the mystery?’ I hissed.

She grinned annoyingly. ‘Bessy probably told me all the mysteries in the world but as I was asleep in the wink of an eye I didn’t hear any of them. She reminds me of my grandmother. A dear old soul but apt to ramble.’

I pulled off a huge hunk of bread. Part of me couldn’t help wishing she’d found out something grim and gruesome to think about while we were marooned here. Norbrook Castle was very different from the busy royal palaces I was now used to – more like the boring, silent abbey where I’d been raised – so any mystery would be welcome.

‘Pour yourself some more ale, lad,’ said Barnabas, nudging my arm.

I took the flagon, wondering if I could ask him about Bessy’s strange words.

The door to the kitchen courtyard was suddenly flung open. A short, stocky man with long matted hair and ragged clothes stumbled in out of the rain. A gasp went round the table as he lurched towards us.
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