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WRITING AS K. J. MAITLAND


Karen Maitland is an historical novelist, lecturer and teacher of Creative Writing, with over twenty books to her name. She grew up in Malta, which inspired her passion for history, and travelled and worked all over the world before settling in the United Kingdom. She has a doctorate in psycholinguistics, and now lives on the edge of Dartmoor in Devon.









Praise for K. J. Maitland:


‘Traitor in the Ice is a complex, intricate, beautifully crafted thriller: tense, edgy in all the right places, but with the kind of striking depth of place and people for which Maitland is rightly famous. This is another cracking step in Daniel Pursglove’s dangerous tightrope walk through the lethal factions of the Stewart court. I genuinely couldn’t put it down. Breathtaking stuff, bone-chilling in all the right ways’


Manda Scott


‘This gripping thriller shows what a wonderful storyteller Maitland is’


The Times


‘A dark and enthralling historical novel with a powerful narrative. The mysterious Daniel Pursglove has all the qualifications for a memorable series hero’


Andrew Taylor


‘A colourful, compelling novel which makes a fine opening to a promised series’


Sunday Times


‘Devilishly good’


Daily Mail


‘Wonderfully dark and atmospheric, this book will have you gripped from the first page to the last’


Tracy Borman


‘Spies, thieves, murderers and King James I? Brilliant’


Conn Iggulden


‘There are few authors who can bring the past to life so compellingly . . . So it was a genuine treat to follow Pursglove into the devastated streets of Bristol where shadows and menace lurk round almost every corner. It’s brilliant writing and more importantly, riveting reading’


Simon Scarrow


‘The intrigues of Jacobean court politics simmer beneath the surface in this gripping and masterful crime novel. With a beautifully evoked, original setting, and Maitland’s trademark dark edge, the twists and turns of Daniel Pursglove’s story had me hooked. Maitland’s post-flood Bristol is an apocalyptic world, convincingly anchored in its period, while eerily echoing the devastation of more recent natural disasters. I can’t wait for more!’


Katherine Clements


‘Beautifully written with a dark heart, Maitland knows how to pull you deep into the early Jacobean period’


Rhiannon Ward
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Winter, 1607.


A man is struck down in the grounds of Battle Abbey, Sussex.


Before dawn breaks, he is dead.


Home to the Montagues, Battle has caught the paranoid eye of King James. The Catholic household is rumoured to shelter those loyal to the Pope, disguising them as servants within the abbey walls. And the last man sent to expose them was silenced before his report could reach London.


Daniel Pursglove is summoned to infiltrate Battle and find proof of treachery. He soon discovers that nearly everyone at the abbey has something to hide – for deeds far more dangerous than religious dissent. But one lone figure he senses only in the shadows, carefully concealed from the world. Could the notorious traitor Spero Pettingar finally be close at hand?


As more bodies are unearthed, Daniel determines to catch the culprit.


But how do you unmask a killer when nobody is who they seem?











‘Many malignant and devilish Papists, Jesuits, and Seminary Priests, much envying and fearing, conspired most horribly, when the King’s most excellent Majesty, the Queen, the Prince, and the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, should have been assembled in the Upper House of Parliament upon the Fifth Day of November in the Year of our Lord One thousand six hundred and five, suddenly to have blown up the said whole House with Gunpowder: an invention so inhuman, barbarous and cruel, as the like was never before heard of . . . which would have turned to the utter ruin of this whole kingdom, had it not pleased Almighty God, by inspiring the King’s most excellent Majesty with a Divine Spirit, to interpret some dark phrases of a letter showed to his Majesty, above and beyond ordinary construction, thereby miraculously discovering this hidden treason not many hours before the appointed time for the execution thereof . . .’




The introduction to the ‘Thanksgiving Act’ or ‘The Observance of 5th November 1605’ which required that ‘Ministers in every Cathedral and Parish Church, or other usual Place for Common Prayer . . . shall always upon the fifth day of November say Morning Prayer, and give unto Almighty God thanks for this most happy deliverance’. During this service the minister was ordered to ‘publickly, distinctly and plainly’ read out the text of the Act and ‘all persons to diligently and faithfully resort to the Parish Church or Chapel accustomed’ on 5 November and ‘to abide orderly and soberly during the time of said prayers’.















Prologue


BATTLE ABBEY, SUSSEX


HE SHOULD HAVE turned back before the blood-red sun began to sink. He should have hurried away before the rooks descended like ragged witches upon their night roost. He’d been a fool to walk all the way out there to the holy spring at that hour and he would live long enough to curse himself for it . . . just long enough. We fret and sweat over the choices that seem certain to tip the balance of our fortunes, but in truth it’s not the crossroads of our lives that determine their lengths. It is the unseen thorn which poisons our finger, the forgotten key we turn back for, the single careless step. It is these tiny pismires in our fragile lives that will ultimately cut them dead.


The bitter cold had savaged every field and forest, byre and barn. The wolf’s bite they called it, for the beast had sunk its sharp teeth deep into the heart of the land and nothing would make it relinquish its prey. As the cold sun sank behind the black bones of leafless trees, the man could feel the breath of the ice wolf on his skin. He stamped his feet as he trudged over the frozen leaf mould, trying to force feeling back into numbed toes. He had stuffed his boots with raw sheep’s wool, torn from the hedges, but the frosted air sucked every last drop of heat from his limbs.


A crack echoed through the wood. He spun round, but nothing was stirring, not even the withered brown bracken, each frond encased in its own ice coffin. Sense told him he should be holding his staff at the ready, for darkness was closing in and with it the foul creatures of the night, both animal and human. But he had tied his staff to the pack on his back for it was more of a hindrance than a help on the iron-hard ground. Now he was too weary and stiff to wrestle the pack to the ground. Besides, all he wanted to do was to reach the blessed heat of a warm room and a blazing fire as quickly as his frozen legs would carry him.


With clumsy fingers, he pushed the scarf he’d tied around his face higher up his nose, breathing hard through the cloth, though that was now stiff with ice from his breath. He quickened his pace. For the second time that evening, he cursed himself for not having started back an hour since. If he had, he’d already be warming his numb feet at the hearth, his belly full of hot mutton stew, his fingers wrapped around a steaming beaker of mulled ale. He slipped in one of the ice-filled ruts on the path and his shoulder crashed into a tree trunk. He growled in pain and annoyance.


He stood for a moment, trying to regain his breath. It was almost dark now. Only a faint grey breath of light ghosted between the black trunks. The first stars glittered in the devil-dark sky. No animals scuttled through the crust of fallen leaves; not even the owls called to one another. The only sounds in the stillness were the crackles, like ice popping in water; the branches were splintering in the cold.


He strode forward again, suddenly aware now of the echo of his own footfalls as his thick boots crunched over the frozen ground. He had never heard an echo in woods. The icy air must be playing tricks on his ears, just as it was on his eyes, making the stars seem to creep between the tangled branches. He stopped, but the echo did not. It quickened. It was no longer an echo of his footsteps, for his own feet had taken root in the earth. He sensed, rather than saw, the movement behind him, felt, but did not hear, the great crack on his skull. He fell to his knees and was already insensible before his face crashed down on to the glass-sharp leaves.


He thought he was lying in a deep well, fighting up through the heavy, back water, struggling to reach the light and air above. Only the sudden explosion of pain in his head convinced him that he wasn’t trapped in a dream. He tried to open his eyes and thought for a moment that his lids had frozen shut, until he painfully twisted his head and glimpsed three needlepoints of silver light that he realised must be stars far above him and by their faint light he saw the jagged spars of a broken roof.


It was only as he tried to move that he understood that his numb and gloveless hands were bound tightly behind him. His legs . . . did he have legs? The searing pain in his bare feet told him they must still be attached to him. The throbbing of his head and limbs was so all-consuming that it was only as he tried to cry out that he found he could barely draw breath. The cloth which he had used to mask his face from the cold had been tied tightly across his mouth, smothering any sound. He was cold, so cold. His coat was gone. He lay on the icy earth, clad only in his shirt and breeches.


He heard footsteps crunching over the leaves, ponderous, heavy, coming closer and closer. He turned his head. Someone was standing over him, staring down. Relief flooded through him. He wriggled and mewed through the gag, trying to show his rescuer he was alive but bound. It was too dark to see the figure’s face, only a shadowy mass, a smudged outline, the whites of eyes shining in the starlight that pierced the broken roof. He caught the smell of tobacco and a sickly, fetid stench. He knew that foul odour. He had smelled it before. But his head was aching so much, the cold gnawing so deep into his thoughts, that he was struggling to put a name to it.


The figure heaved up something large and heavy, holding it in both hands, seeming to take aim at the helpless man lying trussed beneath him. Relief turned instantly to terror. The man tried frantically to roll away. He was pleading, praying, calling out to Christ to save him, but his desperate words were smothered by the thick gag. A shock of icy water cascaded down on his head and back, snatching the breath from his lungs and momentarily arresting his heart so that he feared it might never beat again. He lay shaking violently, jerking back and forth, as if he was in the grip of the falling sickness.


For a long moment, the figure stood over him, watching him silently, then it turned and trudged away without word. The man on the ground was dimly aware of the footsteps fading away into silence in the woods beyond the hut. They did not return.


He had gone beyond shivering. His sodden shirt had frozen to his skin and to the hard earth beneath him, but the agony in his hands and feet had melted away. He felt hot now. He was at home, sitting far too close to the fire. The air was stifling. He couldn’t breathe. He was burning up. He was dragging off his clothes, running out through the door, trying to reach the pump or the river, desperate for cold water.


But as quickly as he’d grown hot, he was suddenly chilled to the marrow of his bones again. It was dark, so dark. Where was he? What was he doing out here? How had he got there? He was sure he could remember if he tried, but he was too tired to think now. He was sinking down and down into the soft oozing mud of sleep. Briefly he turned his face towards the jagged hole above. Three eyes were peering down at him, glittering like little fish in a brook, or were they candles? Had they come to light his way home?


The pale pink light of dawn washed through the trees, sending sparks of light shivering across the frost that lay thick on the broken spars of the old hut. A spider’s web hung from the corner, each hair-thin thread gilded in silver and spangled with a thousand tiny diamonds. The black spider who had spun this exquisitely lethal trap lay as dead as the husks of the flies beneath it.


A hungry rat, driven by desperation from its hole beneath the ruined hut, gnawed on a blackened fingertip of the corpse. Why should worms feast while rats starve? The trees beyond did not hear the scrabble of sharp claws on the man’s frozen skin or the rasp of yellow teeth on bone. They stood peering down in wonder at the rust-red puddles and the scarlet pools frozen at their feet, red as the blood of the ten thousand men once slaughtered in this place. Proof, they say, that the earth rejects the blood of the innocents, as water rejects the bones of a witch. Our corpse will not want for company among that great army of the dead.









Chapter One


LONDON


5TH DAY OF NOVEMBER 1607


OUT OF THE DARKNESS, cannon fire roared across the river, reverberating off the buildings around Charing Cross. Shutters and doors rattled, and an old barrel set on top of the teetering pile of firewood, towering almost as high as the Eleanor Cross itself, crashed to the ground, exploding into a shower of splinters and dust. But the crowd gathered around only roared with merriment when those close by fell over their own feet as they scrambled aside. Another round of cannon fire answered the first, and the night sky was suddenly lit by a red and orange glow as bonfires all along the banks of the Thames, and in every patch of open ground in the city, burst into flames. In Charing Cross, two men dashed forward to the heap of wood, brandishing burning torches, trails of smoke and fire streaming behind them in the chill breeze. They thrust the torches deep into the base of the bonfire. The rush and crackle of flames as they swept up through the pyre was drowned out by the roar of the crowd.


‘Traitors! Traitors! Death to all traitors!’


Two small boys ran up, their arms full of broken wooden panels that looked as if they had been newly torn from the shutters of a house. Whooping, they hurled them on to the fire, their gleeful, dirty faces aglow in the flames. Judging by the assortment of wooden clothesline poles, stools and pails, many goodwives in London would be cursing the gunpowder plotters anew as their tenements and yards were ransacked for anything that passing lads could carry off to burn on the bonfires.


A man, squeezing between the houses and the back of the crowd, found himself momentarily trapped as the mass of people drew back from the stinging smoke pouring from tar-covered timbers and green wood that had been heaped on the pyre. A volley of shots rattled across the river, as men in the boats fired their pieces at the squibs exploding in the night sky, as if they were shooting at firebirds. Everyone seemed determined that this year’s celebrations should be even wilder than the last.


Church bells had been ringing out across London for most of the day, and the regular congregations had been swollen to bursting by those crowding in to listen to the thanksgiving sermons and the prayers of deliverance from the Jesuit plot two years earlier, which had threatened to blow the King, his family and every member of Parliament and the House of Lords into millions of bloody pieces. Attendance at church on this day was compulsory and few men or women, Protestant, Catholic or Puritan, would dare to absent themselves from the services when the Act of the Observance was read out from every pulpit in the land. There were eyes and spies on every street and any man’s neighbour or goodwife’s maid might be willing to report such an absence to prove their own loyalty, or for the temptation of a fat purse.


But the man trying now to extract himself from the press of people was one of the few exceptions, though you would not have guessed as much merely by observing him. He was clad in plain brown and olive-green riding clothes and leather boots. He had left his heavy riding cloak at the inn where he had taken lodgings for the night and replaced it with a short half-cloak fastened across one shoulder, which left his dagger arm free for swift defence, should it prove necessary. His dark hair, neatly cut, grazed his shoulders, but he sported no curled lovelock, and his beard, which had also been newly trimmed, was unfashionably full and long. Together with the high white collar of the shirt, they mostly concealed the scarlet firemark that encircled his neck like a noose from all but the keenest stare.


Daniel Pursglove, which was not, of course, his real name, but the most recent of many he had adopted over his thirty years, had not attended church that day, nor had he any intention of doing so. He had ridden into London late that afternoon, and now he had only two things on his mind: food, and the message he had received three days before, summoning him to the tiny hamlet of Rotherhithe on the banks of the Thames the following morning.


Obliged to spend the night in London, he had avoided the cheap taverns of Southwark; not that he had money to waste, but he had frequented those places when he had worked the streets entertaining the crowds with his tricks of legerdemain, before those same conjuring tricks had got him arrested on charges of sorcery, and he could not risk running into old friends – or enemies.


Daniel extracted himself from the crowd and started up the street away from the bonfire, but before he could turn the corner, he heard shouts and boots pounding up the street behind him. He whirled round, his back pressed against the solid wall of a house, his knife already in his hand. A dozen or so youths were running towards him, stout sticks and iron bars in their fists. Daniel braced himself, but they didn’t give him a second glance as they rushed by, slowing only when they reached some houses further ahead. The group had divided, so that they were now running along each side of the street, beating on doors and shutters with their cudgels, and gouging the plaster on the walls of the houses as they passed. A woman foolishly opened a window in one of the upper rooms, shouting at them in broad Scottish accent to ‘leave folks be’.


‘We’ll leave you be, when you leave London,’ one yelled up at her. Another started a familiar chant and the others joined in high-pitched parody of the woman’s voice:




‘Hark, hark, the dogs do bark,


The beggars have come to town,


Some in rags and some in jags


And one in a velvet gown.’





It was a dangerous mockery of King James and his Scottish courtiers, for no one in the city could mistake who the last line of the verse referred to, but it was one that Daniel had heard chanted with increasing boldness over these past months. Resentment of the Scots was growing by the day and rumours swilled through every street and village that all of the money raised by the fines on the English Catholics was being sent north of the border or lavished on the King’s Scottish favourites, the latest of which, if the broadsides were to be believed, was the dashing young horseman Robert Carr.


The woman in the upper window vanished for a moment, then reappeared with a pail, which she emptied on the men standing below. They leaped back as vegetable peelings, mutton bones and chicken guts slithered out and tumbled down. Their clothes were splashed as the soggy mess plopped into the mud, but they only laughed and jeered, scooping up handfuls of it from the street and hurling it back, splattering the walls as they tried to lob it through the open casement. The woman hastily slammed the window. The men beat on her stout front door with their iron bars, denting and splintering the wood.


They seemed hell-bent on staving it in and would probably have continued until they had succeeded, had not a young man turned into the street ahead of them. With a howl like a pack of wolves, the ‘Swaggerers’ ran at him, their cudgels and iron bars raised high. The man stared at them in a moment of frozen alarm, then turned and fled. Daniel knew if they caught him, he would be lucky if he could crawl home. Many Scots had taken up residence in Charing Cross and Holborn, banding together for protection and support from their hostile English neighbours. The Swaggerers knew their hunting grounds well and they seemed to have developed an instinct for spotting a Scot even at a distance.


A boom from the cannons rang across the city, probably from a ship making its own loyal salute to God and King. It was followed by another wild burst of shot as men fired their own pieces with reckless abandon. It was to be hoped that no one got killed this year as the ships’ crews tried to outdo each other by producing ever-louder explosions, determined to make as great a bang as the gunpowder plotters had intended.


As the sound of the cannon died away, a blast of pipe, lute, cymbals and drums rolled out from the archway ahead, with cheers and good-natured yells. The music, if you could call it that, was coming from the courtyard of a tenement inn where a play – a comedy, judging by the shrieks of laughter – had just ended. Men and women hung over the balconies tossing coins down upon the motley group of players below who, between deep bows, scrambled to scoop them up and make their escape, darting anxious glances at any new faces that appeared through the archway. Either they were not licensed to perform by the Lord Chamberlain, Daniel thought, or the play was one that might land its authors in the Tower for sedition, as the authors of Eastward Hoe had discovered to their cost. And the players had good reason to be nervous, for every informer and intelligencer in the pay of Robert Cecil or the King would be abroad among the crowds this night, listening for talk of plots, unrest or treason.


Now that the play was concluded, trestle tables were being dragged forward and those who had been in the balcony were already clattering down the wooden staircases, drawn by the smell of roasting pig and crab apple sauce that wafted out tantalisingly from the kitchens. Daniel’s belly growled. But he marched on passed the inn and drew back into the recesses of a dark doorway, from where he could watch the street without being seen. Behind him, a broad shaft of light spilled out right across the road from the lanterns and torches that had been lit in the courtyard of the inn to illuminate the players. Anyone walking past would have to pass through that cone of light and would, for a few moments, be clearly visible.


Daniel had been on his guard ever since the message from Charles FitzAlan had arrived, sure that his journey into London was being tracked and that FitzAlan would already know where he was lodging and would have someone trailing his every step. But none of those who strolled through the shaft of light seemed to be following him. No one quickened their pace as if they had lost sight of their quarry or pulled hoods lower over their faces as the light struck them.


He forced himself to wait a little longer, then made his way back to the courtyard, seating himself in the corner beneath the overhang of balcony above, from where he could watch all who came and went through the archway. The pork proved to be every bit as succulent as it smelled, the skin crisp, honey-sweet and spicy, glistening red-gold in the lamplight. The musicians continued to play bawdy songs on fiddle, lute and pipe which a few customers joined in singing, but most were occupied with the serious task of eating and drinking, while others wagered on games of Maw or Hazard, their muttered conversations punctuated by shouts of triumph or groans as they won or lost on the roll of the dice or the card in their hands.


The inn was evidently a popular one, especially on this night when every man and woman in London seemed to be abroad, determined to make the most of the revels. No table or bench remained empty for long, as those pushing out through the archway were quickly replaced by those shoving in, seduced by the savour of sweet roasting meat and the familiar tunes of the musicians. Those who could not find places to sit had gathered close to burning braziers, for though the courtyard was sheltered on three sides by the buildings, with the coming of darkness the air had taken on a sharp winter chill and a snide wind from the river made even those highborn enough to be wrapped in fur cloaks draw them tighter.


A furious yell made Daniel glance across to the far side. Two men had risen from a dicing table and now appeared to be confronting four others who had just entered the courtyard. Both the men who’d been gambling were clearly of some wealth, if not standing. Their hair was long and curled over stiff lace ruffs, plumes were fastened to their hats by jewelled broches, and by the weighty hang of their velvet cloaks, they were fur-lined. The shorter of the two men sported a long drop earing in his left ear, which gleamed red like a clot of fresh blood in the lamplight, swinging and dancing with the smallest movement of his head.


The four men who’d entered were more plainly clad, their hair shorter, their beards spade-cut, and wore long collars of soft linen in place of stiffened ruffs. As they advanced, they flicked back their woollen cloaks, three of them revealing long daggers on their belts, the other a wickedly slender stiletto, the assassin’s weapon. Although they had not drawn their blades, the threatening gestures were unmistakable. Customers began to back away. Those who had been playing with the two men swept up their dice and coins, and rapidly vacated the benches. Those seated at nearby tables also scrambled up, some slipping out through the archway, others lingering to watch. The innkeeper, alerted, perhaps, by one of the serving girls, came hurrying across the yard, frantically signalling to the musicians to play louder, as if the music might sooth the inflamed tempers. But though it drowned out the words, it was evident to all it had not calmed the men, for judging by the obscene and threatening gestures, taunts and insults were flying freely on the chill wind. All the time, the two parties were edging closer to each other.


One of the four newcomers lunged towards the pair, grabbing the earing that had been winking and flashing so provocatively in the light and tearing it from the man’s lobe, ripping the flesh away with it. The man yelped, pressing his hand to the wound. Blood ran from between his ringed fingers, splashing down on to the white lace ruff. The musicians’ notes faltered and died as they retreated. The assailant brandished the jewel aloft in a clenched fist, whooping in triumph and punching the night sky with it, while his three companions rocked with exaggerated guffaws of laughter.


‘Whoreson Scots!’ a man close to Daniel snarled. ‘Been snatching earrings all over London. Some’ve had their whole ear slashed off.’


‘Aye.’ His neighbour shook his head ‘So, you’d think those popinjays would have more brains than to walk around wearing them if they’re not looking for trouble.’


‘And why should any true Englishman be forced to change what he wears in his own city by those foreign barbarians?’ his wife retorted.


Her husband opened his mouth to argue but was cut off by a screech of rage. All craned to see what was happening. One of the serving girls came flying out from the kitchens like an avenging fury, yelling curses at the Scots. She pulled the wounded man down on to a bench, cradling his head against her breasts, and attempted to staunch the copious flow of blood with the stained and grubby cloth she used to wipe the spills from the table.


His companion unfastened his cloak clasp with one hand as he drew his rapier with the other. The cloak fell to ground and he advanced on the Scotsman, who had his back to him and was still waving his prize aloft, jeering and laughing. His fellow countrymen, catching sight of the weapon, yelled a warning and pulled out their own daggers. The ringleader whirled round and tried to unsheathe his stiletto, but he was not swift enough. The rapier flashed as the Englishman thrust it forward in a deadly strike. The Scotsman swerved aside, but though it missed his heart, the blade went right through his shoulder with such force that the steel, glistening with scarlet blood, protruded a good three or four inches out the other side. The Englishman twisted it, trying to drag it out, while the Scot, his face contorted in agony, kicked out at his stomach, attempting to knock him backwards and wrench the weapon from his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, the other three Scotsmen darted into the fray, their daggers drawn, while another man vaulted across a table and savagely struck the Englishman’s sword arm with an iron ladle, so that he lost his grip on the rapier hilt. But the crowd around were not standing for that. Brandishing stools, knives and even wooden trenchers, men and women alike charged at the Scots.


For a moment, little could be seen or heard except for shrieks and yells, the crash of overturning benches, and the clatter of falling pots and jugs as the knot of people pushed and shoved. Then, with a howl of fury, the gang of Swaggerers that Daniel had seen earlier came running into the courtyard. At the sight of them, two of the Scotsmen tore themselves free from the fight and, unable to escape through the archway, charged towards the doorway of the inn, slashing out wildly with their daggers as they ran. The man who had snatched the earring staggered after them. He had evidently managed to wrench the rapier from his shoulder, but blood was streaming down his arm, leaving a wet glistening trail on the flagstones behind him. The fourth man lay slumped on the ground, his face battered and bleeding. The Swaggerers charged after the fleeing men. The Englishman, pausing only to snatch up his rapier, sprinted after them. As they hurtled towards the parlour door of the inn, they came within touching distance of Daniel.


Up to then, the face of the man wielding the rapier had been largely in the shadows, but now Daniel saw him clearly. He was in his thirties, tawny blond hair, his cheeks clean-shaven and a beard trimmed into a short, sharp point. Those eyes, pale and green as spring grass, were only too familiar to Daniel. In fact, he knew them better than he knew his own, for he’d spent most of the first fifteen years of his life studying, sleeping and eating in this man’s company. Together, they had learned to ride, to duel, to fight. Together they had grown from boys to men. They had been raised as if they were brothers, but they were not and never could be. Richard Fairfax!


He had already reached the door, charging straight past Daniel, so intent on hunting down his quarry that he hadn’t even looked in his direction, still dismissing all those around him as not even worthy of a glance. Daniel’s dagger was in his hand before he was even aware of it, the blade pointing straight between those shoulder blades framed in the doorway. One swift thrust, that was all it would take. He had done it before. Killing a man was easy; forcing himself to lower the dagger was not. Daniel pressed himself back into the shadows, as more men crowded through the open doorway behind Richard. Then he turned and walked out through the archway, his fist still gripping the knife.









Chapter Two


ROTHERHITHE, NEAR LONDON


CHARLES FITZALAN was already seated in a high-backed wooden chair at the far end of the long narrow galley, his twisted foot hidden beneath a draped table. Daniel bowed low as the door was closed softly behind him and he waited, listening to the sound of the servant’s heavy footsteps retreating down the wooden stairs behind it. FitzAlan flicked his hand, gesturing for Daniel to come closer. Woven-reed mats stretching the length of the gallery deadened the sound of Daniel’s riding boots on the boards as he took that slow, silent walk, but he found himself acutely conscious of the empty dagger sheath swinging against his hip. The burly servant had demanded he surrender the blade down in the hall below. He had expected as much. You did not enter this man’s presence armed. All the same, he felt naked and defenceless.


The oak-panelled gallery to which he had been conducted was on the second floor of the house and ran the full length of the wing. The outer wall was blind, but from the casements on the inner wall you could look down into an enclosed knot garden below and beyond it to the slug-grey waters of the Thames. The oriel windows had been designed to make it impossible for anyone walking on the paths below to glimpse the occupants of the gallery, unless they were standing directly in one of the casement alcoves above. But it scarcely mattered on that leaden November afternoon: the garden was deserted save for a blackbird pecking at the sodden earth beneath the stark skeletons of the rosebushes.


The family who owned the house was evidently absent, for Daniel had seen no signs of life as he was led through the hall and up the stairs except for the hulk of a servant who had admitted him. The fire in the soot-black cavernous hearth had been laid, but not lit, in spite of the winter chill. Smoke rising from the chimney would send up a signal for miles that the house was being used, and FitzAlan clearly did not intend for that to be known.


Rotherhithe, which lay between Greenwich and the city of London, was a tiny hamlet, boasting few attractions except a church and a cluster of cottages. The wherryman who had rowed him there had looked at Daniel curiously, as if wondering what business any man might have in such a piddling village. Was this the only clandestine meeting FitzAlan had attended here? Who else had he summoned to this dismal house? But at least it was a house and not a prison, which is where Daniel had last been ordered to wait upon FitzAlan’s pleasure; this time Daniel was a freeman, not a prisoner, but that could change with a single word.


FitzAlan watched him approach down the gallery in silence, his fingers restlessly plucking at the hilt of his sword, as if to remind Daniel that he was armed and Daniel was not. In front of the table, Daniel bowed again.


‘Battle Abbey, do ye know it?’ FitzAlan demanded in his thick Scots accent before Daniel had even fully straightened up. ‘The late Viscount Montague’s residence, have you visited it?’ He pressed the tips of his black-rimmed fingernails together, leaning forward and studying Daniel as if he could read the answer in his face without him needing to utter a word.


‘No, sir, I have not. Though my former employer, Viscount Rowe, spoke of Anthony Montague. He was once a member of the Privy Council, I believe.’


‘Aye, he had that honour until he tried to thwart the wishes of Parliament and Queen Bess by publicly opposing the Act of Supremacy. Refused to swear the oath that the Sovereign was head of the Church of England and not the Pope. Montague should have faced the block for that treason.’ His fist clenched on the table. His tone had grown strident, but when he spoke again, his voice was brisk and light, almost as if, moments before, a demon had taken possession of him and was speaking through his mouth. ‘Are you quite certain, Master Pursglove, that you’ve not been to Battle? But you’ve been to one of Montague’s other houses, I’ve nay doubt, Cowdray Park or their London house?’ His eyes narrowed and the bulging bags beneath them seemed to flick upwards, reminding Daniel of a lizard. ‘Speak up, mon, but speak the truth. I’ll not hold against ye if you tell me the Viscount or his widow, Magdalen, called on Lord Fairfax when you were a boy. I know these recusants cleave to each other like flies to shit. There’s no blame would attach to you.’


Daniel kept his expression blank. So, you have finally admitted to knowing I was raised by Lord Fairfax. And you would most certainly hold it against me if you thought I was one of those flies. I know who you are, FitzAlan. And I know only too well the fate that awaits those you blame.


‘I do not recall ever meeting the Viscount or his wife, sir.’


FitzAlan gave a mirthless bark. ‘Lord Salisbury would say that sounds like a Jesuit equivocation, but I’ll take your words as plainly meant. After all, if you’re deceiving me and Magdalen recognises you, you’ll be paying for it with a knife in your ribs. The last man the King sent to Battle to gather evidence against her is dead, mouldering in a roadside grave. And she’d not hesitate to have another dug for you alongside him. She may be in her seventieth year, but the wits and cunning that have kept her from the block these past decades are still sharper than an executioner’s axe.’


‘Am I to meet the lady, then?’


‘Meet?’ FitzAlan gave another bark. ‘Who do you think you are, upstart!’ You may once have moved in those circles as Secretary to Viscount Rowe, but I doubt the lady in question has ever bandied words with a common trickster.’


Beneath his short cloak, Daniel’s fists clenched,


‘I don’t doubt you heard your master Rowe speak of “Little Rome”. It’s what they call Magdalen’s household at Court. Half the locals in Battle town attend Mass in that old besom’s chapel, along with all the recusant nobles in Sussex and beyond. They say as many as a hundred and twenty people have gathered there at some services, in brazen defiance of the law. The King has it on good report that there is even a holy well in Battle Abbey grounds to which she and other women make regular pilgrimage. That old woman’s houses are crammed to the rafters with retired Marion priests, whom she now passes off as her servants. All of them lawfully ordained in England before Elizabeth took the throne, or so the old dowager claims.’ FitzAlan threw himself back in the chair and snorted. ‘If that’s so, they must have been ordained before their beardless fathers even plucked their virgin mothers, else her entire staff would now be so old they could scarcely dress themselves, much less her table.’


Still leaning back, he stabbed a finger savagely towards Daniel. ‘Mark me well, those priests she shelters now were not ordained in this realm. They’re men who stole away to France to be trained in the ways of the Devil and now they have crept back, like rats into a barn of wheat, to make mischief and gnaw away at the very foundations of this kingdom. Battle Abbey, where Lady Magdalen has taken up permanent residence, is close to the coast, and it is certain that these priest and foreign spies are being smuggled in through Battle. The pursuivant, Richard Topcliffe, informed the King that she has even allowed a Catholic printing press to be set up in one of houses, so that their poison may be spread throughout England and beyond.’


And what method of torture did Topcliffe employ to extract that information? Daniel wondered. Starvation? Whipping? Gauntlets were said to be Topcliffe’s favoured method. Topcliffe, one of several men commissioned by the Privy Council to hunt down and arrest known Catholic priests and traitors, had even endured a brief spell in prison himself when his zeal for inflicting pain had caused the Jesuit poet Robert Southwell to die under torture. Topcliffe’s crime, though, had not been Southwell’s murder, but that Topcliffe had let him die before he talked.


‘If this much is known against Lady Magdalen . . .’ Daniel began cautiously. He paused, considering how to phrase the question. It would be dangerous to ask if a warrant for her arrest had been signed. FitzAlan had already suggested Daniel had known the Montagues as a boy. He could be baiting a trap, convinced that Daniel would try to warn her.


‘Known, yes, but knowing it seems is not sufficient proof for those beef-witted bladders who call themselves the Privy Council.’ FitzAlan brought his fist down like a hammer upon the table, the bang echoing down the long empty gallery. ‘Lady Magdalen believes herself so invincible that she openly flouts the law of the land and her liege King by refusing to attend the Protestant services. What’s more, she encourages the villagers to ape her. And those blatherskites on the Privy Council claim she is a frail old woman of delicate breeding, so they will not sentence her for recusancy.’


She must have a powerful protector on the Privy Council, Daniel thought. Old age and high rank had certainly not saved others from the Tower or the block. Did she have information that someone on the Privy Council feared she could reveal if she was questioned, information which might implicate them in treason?


‘Sir, if the Privy Council refuse to have her arrested by reason of her age and a man with Richard Topcliffe’s reputation could not uncover sufficient evidence to convince them of her guilt, then what would you have me do?’


‘Do?’ FitzAlan snapped, glaring at Daniel as if he thought he was being deliberately obtuse. ‘I thought I had made that plain enough. Master Benet, the King’s pursuivant, is dead, in all likelihood murdered as he was leaving Battle to deliver his report. You appear to have a liking for digging into murders. You uncovered the truth behind those at Bristol, even though that was not your mission. Well, then, this time it is. If Benet was silenced, then it was because he had unearthed something far more dangerous to those at the Abbey than mere recusancy. Spero Pettingar has still not been run to ground. But someone knows who he is and where he is, and Lady Magdalen sits at the very heart of the Catholic network.’


Not that spectre again. Daniel’s jaw clenched beneath his beard, but he tried to keep his expression blank. FitzAlan’s obsession with the traitor had plainly not diminished over these few months. Doubtless the accursed star that had been hovering over England all through the autumn was to thank for that.


In the days that followed Guy Fawkes’ arrest, an intelligencer had reported that on the final occasion when the gunpowder conspirators had all met together in the Mitre Tavern, there was a man among them who he knew only as Spero Pettingar. After that meeting, Pettingar disappeared as mysteriously as a gold ring vanishing from a conjurer’s magic box. Even under torture, none of the conspirators admitted to knowing his real identity, but that had only served to convince King James that Pettingar was the fifth priest involved in that Jesuit plot and the most dangerous of all of the conspirators, maybe even their ringleader.


And the King could hardly have failed to notice the bearded star with a tail of fire that had been nightly blazing over England since September. The pamphleteers had taken a malicious delight in pointing out that such stars foretold the death of kings and kingdoms, no doubt fuelling James’s fear that Pettingar would again try to murder him and that this time he would succeed.


‘You believe Pettingar is at Battle, sir?’


FitzAlan frowned, then waved his hand as if swatting away an irritating fly. ‘That foul traitor has gone to ground. He might even now be in hiding in Battle, or she may have smuggled him out to the Low Countries or to Spain. But the priests and spies she shelters swarm all over England and far beyond her shores. One of them at least must know the true identity of Pettingar and where he is. It is the King’s wish that you go to Battle Abbey and get yourself taken into her household. You were raised a Catholic; you can win their confidence.’


Did this man have any idea what he was demanding? Did he imagine you could simply stroll up to the door, announce that you were a Catholic and be gathered in like a lost lamb? He was expecting Daniel to inveigle his way into this household, which half the pursuivants and intelligencers in England had tried to infiltrate without apparent success, and start interrogating the priests in hiding there about Spero Pettingar without arousing anyone’s suspicions. FitzAlan really must believe him to be a sorcerer and magician. Besides, the last thing Daniel wanted was to find himself back in a house of priests and piety; he’d spent half his youth trying to escape that.


‘Sir, there are many recusant houses throughout England which Pettingar might have taken refuge in. Has His Majesty any reason to believe—’


‘He has every reason,’ FitzAlan snapped. ‘The dowager’s late husband, Viscount Montague, his son-in-law the Earl of Southampton and Magdalen’s own brother, were all implicated in the plot to depose their lawful queen in the Rising of the North, but Elizabeth was always too inclined to mercy where justice would have better served her, and they all contrived to escape their well-deserved punishment.’


Daniel recalled hearing talk of that rebellion among some of the older commanders when he had served as a field messenger in the Irish uprising. But the Rising of the North had been nearly forty years ago, and half the recusant nobles in England had at some time or other been accused of plotting against Elizabeth. That was not reason enough to suspect the dowager now, surely?


FitzAlan eye’s narrowed as he examined Daniel’s face. He grunted. ‘Always sceptical, eh, Master Pursglove? I suppose that’s to be expected from a man who once earned his living by convincing simpletons and gowks that gold coins can appear in empty dishes and kittens be transformed into mice with the wave of a hand. Very well, I’ll tell you something more, if it will convince you. When he was little more than a boy, the man who was to set the match to the kegs of gunpowder, the very devil-of-the-vault himself, entered the service of Magdalen’s late husband as a footman on his estate at Cowdray. Fawkes was born into a wealthy and godly Protestant family, but such was the corrupting influence of the Montagues that in the short time he was with them he was turned into the fiend who tried to foully murder the King, the Queen and hundreds of innocents in Parliament, and drag England and Scotland, both, back under the heel of the Pope. It was not only Magdalen’s late husband Fawkes served, but his grandson too, when he in turn became the second Viscount Montague, for he also took this would-be assassin into his service and fed his vile nature.’


And the second Viscount was arrested and imprisoned in the Tower for that association, Daniel remembered, but even the little ferret Robert Cecil could not find enough evidence to prove that he knew about the plot to hold him, much less put him on trial.


But Daniel was grudgingly forced to admit that if Spero Pettingar had ever existed, he could probably find no better hiding place than one of Montague’s houses. If the old dowager was hiding even a handful of priests, her houses would be riddled with priest’s holes. And those hiding places must have been very well constructed, if they not yet yielded their secrets. There was only one man whom such a family as the Montague’s would have trusted to construct those hidden chambers upon which the lives of dozens of priests depended, and that was the Jesuit hunchback Nicholas Owen who, according to the official version of his death had sliced his own guts open in the Tower rather than betray a single man. Tavern gossip had it that his belly had burst open under merciless torture while he was suspended by his wrists in iron manacles. But whatever the truth, all were agreed that Owen, whom Daniel’s old tutor Father Waldegrave had always referred to as ‘Little John’, had refused to divulge the whereabouts of even one of the scores of hiding places he had constructed throughout the length and breadth of England.


Had this house in which he was now standing been one of them, Daniel wondered, seized by the Crown in penalty of praemunire, for the owners’ refusal to take the Oath of Allegiance? If it had, the long gallery would probably even now be concealing at least one hidden chamber – a secret room behind that oak panelling, or beneath the fireplace or the stairs. Owen had always ensured that every refuge was unique, so that if the secret of one was unlocked, it could not be used to crack another. But even now, Daniel did not allow his gaze to stray to the wooden panels. Waldegrave had instilled in both him and Richard that guarding your eyes was as vital as guarding your tongue. Boys, like servants, would be watched closely by the searchers. Many a fugitive had been unwittingly betrayed and seized because a child or terrified maid had glanced towards a hiding place.


‘Sir, it will not be easy to gain admittance to Battle Abbey. They will be on their guard against any who try to infiltrate the network.’


‘They will indeed.’ FitzAlan’s tone was so cheerful, Daniel half expected to see him rubbing his hands in relish at the prospect. ‘Robert Cecil has his network of turncoats and informers who pass themselves off as priests and travel with those being smuggled into this realm. And even they have failed to penetrate that stronghold.’


‘And Benet? Was his death investigated?’


‘It was not,’ FitzAlan said. ‘He was found dead in a pit on the outskirts of Battle on the road to London. But the local coroner and jury, all of whom are, no doubt, in league with that old besom, returned a verdict of felo de se.’


Daniel grimaced. ‘Self-murder? Casting yourself into a pit doesn’t seem the most reliable way for a sane man to take his own life, even if he wished to make it appear an accident . . . unless it was a very deep pit, deep enough to smash his skull?’


‘On the contrary, the reports say it was a shallow one. I’m told that someone would be unlucky to break so much as his ankle if he jumped in, much less his neck. He was returning to London to make report, I am certain of that. Whatever he had uncovered was something so important he’d not risk committing it to the hand of a messenger.’ FitzAlan’s frown had deepened and his foot was drumming rapidly against the table leg, but he didn’t seem aware of it. ‘At least, not a messenger he sent to his King,’ he added almost under his breath.


So, he suspects a message was sent, but to whom? Robert Cecil? If he did intercept it, the King’s beagle has plainly not shared that juicy bone with his master. But if not him, then Benet may have double-crossed them both.


FitzAlan suddenly jerked from his revery with a shake of his head, as if he was trying to banish the lingering image of a bad dream. ‘You must learn the truth about Benet’s death, Master Pursglove, discover what secret he had unearthed. But you’ll have to be on your guard, my wee sparrow. Outfox the old vixen and those vulpes that surround her. The fox and the Devil share the same nature. The fox besmirches himself in blood-red mud, then lays still upon the ground, feigning death until the foolish carrion crow comes ambling close, thinking it has found itself a meal. Then it is the crow that is devoured. The Devil can fool us into thinking he is dead until we have strayed into his path. The Devil and Spero Pettingar, they are neither of them vanquished, Master Pursglove. Some of the plotters ended their days on the quartering block, but they were merely the limbs of the beast; the plot was conceived in the head and the head still lives. As King Solomon himself charged his servants – “Catch us the little foxes that destroy the vines.” Catch them, Master Pursglove, and the King will see them hanged higher than vermin on a gamekeeper’s gibbet, for every crow to peck at.’









Chapter Three


OUTSKIRTS OF BATTLE TOWN


DANIEL PURSGLOVE


I SPOTTED THE MEN riding towards me through the bare trees before they noticed me, but I knew better than to urge my gelding, Diligence, to the gallop to try to outdistance them. The winter sun was low in the sky and I’d been riding since daybreak over tracks that were nothing but bog and water-filled holes. The horse had no burst of speed left in him.


I dragged on the rein and turned Diligence towards the riders, waving as if I was anxious to speak with them. As soon as they caught sight of me, they spurred their mounts towards me and in moments I was surrounded by five men, armed with swords and muskets.


‘Good sirs,’ I blurted out eagerly, ‘tell me you’ve seen a stray hawk in these parts. I’ve been searching since noon and she’s not returned.’


The men frowned. They’d not been expecting me to question them.


‘Assure me you have heard her bells, at least,’ I babbled. ‘The sound carries so far at this season. That way, was it?’ I gestured innocently in the direction from which they’d been riding. They glanced at one another and shrugged or shook their heads. They were clad in stout leather jerkins, mud-splattered and stained like their battered steel helmets, which glinted only dully in the pale sunshine. Their faces, like their clothes, showed the grim, weather-beaten weariness of men who had been riding for days.


Seeing that one was about to speak, I swiftly interrupted. ‘Are you sure you’ve not heard my hawk scream?’ When they again shook their heads, I feigned an expression of grave disappointment. ‘My thanks, sirs, but in that case, I’d best make haste with my search. It’ll be dark soon and then I fear I may lose her entirely.’ I dug my heels into Diligence and urged him between two of them. But at that moment the two horses in front swung their flanks around, trapping us once more. I could have forced my horse through, but the trees were too widely spaced here to provide cover and Diligence could not carry me out of range of those muskets swiftly enough.


‘Never mind your hawk. Have you seen two men on foot pass this way?’ the rider nearest to me demanded.


‘A few. Mostly pedlars or stockmen. How long since?’


The man grimaced. ‘We reckoned to be half a day behind them when we started tracking from Winchelsea. Came up river as far as Brede, they did. Be making for the road to London.’


‘I told ye, ’em’s doubled back and gone to ground,’ another said, glaring at him. ‘Else we’d have overtaken ’em long since.’


‘You best hope they haven’t, because if they slip through, you’ll be going to ground yourself. I’ll bury you up to your neck in the salts to wait for the tide to roll in.’


‘Tracking felons, are you?’ I asked. ‘Dangerous, are they? What crimes are they wanted for? Murder?’


The sheriff’s officer grunted. ‘Sedition, treason, spying for the King’s enemies. Some such, I reckon. We won’t rightly know what they’ll hang for till we catch them. Boat brought them off a French ship in the dead of night, before she sailed on into port. Someone saw two men being dropped ashore on a quiet stretch of beach in the dark, and the pinnace was rowed straight back to ship.’


‘Priests or spies, it makes no mind,’ another added sourly. ‘They’ll die either way, but I want a turn with them first, after the merry dance they’ve led us.’


So, unless this someone was a smuggler-turned-informer to save his own skin, it seemed the authorities were now paying local men to watch the remote beaches as well as the ports.


I nodded affably to the men. ‘Hope you catch the traitors, brothers.’ I pointedly glanced up at the grey sky above the bare trees. ‘Best make haste, though, you’ve only an hour of light left at most.’ I dug my heels sharply into Diligence’s flanks, so that he bounded forward, pushing aside the horses that blocked our path, and trotted rapidly away. I raised my hand in farewell without turning round.


‘Hold hard!’ the leader called out. ‘We’ve still some questions for you!’


Pretending I hadn’t heard him, I swiftly turned Diligence off the track and pulled him sideways, ensuring that the trunk of an ancient oak tree was between me and the men, for I knew I was still within range of a musket ball, and my back was too broad a target. I urged Diligence on as swiftly as the crowd of trees would allow, gambling that the men would not waste time pursing me if they thought their quarry was heading towards London.


As I heard the creaking of the leathers and the hooves fading behind me, I allowed my horse to slow his pace. Searching for a lost hawk was a trick I had learned from the master deceivers. So, it was as well for me the sheriff’s men had never been schooled in the writings of the Jesuits. Pursuivants like Richard Topcliffe were not so ignorant though. They had studied them thoroughly – Learn the ways of your enemy, as a huntsman learns the ways of the wild boar, that both may be brought to bay. But was I to be huntsman or the hunted here?


I had obtained two sets of papers before setting out from London. It had taken a few days, for I could not go to the same forgers for both. The first set of documents I carried were letters of introduction and bills of sale. The papers were written in various hands and the gall inks of different shades of black. They would pass an inspection on the road or satisfy an innkeeper who’d been paid to inform on any suspicious customers travelling through, though if anyone checked with those who were supposed to have written them, they would soon discover they were as real as unicorn eggs. But that would take someone a deal of time and many days in the saddle, by which time, unless I’d been arrested, I would be long gone.


The other two documents I carried were intended for other eyes and these I had slipped between the leather binding and wooden cover of the book written by King James himself, Daemonologie. It was my own private jest, but a pragmatic one. It was not a book any Catholic priest would favour and so would not arouse suspicions if found by the King’s men. I gambled that they would be reluctant to tear apart a book that their Sovereign had written and the hidden papers would escape detection until I reached Battle. But I hoped I wouldn’t need to use them even then. The Catholic network depended on caution and secrecy. I knew they would not be content with simply examining those letters; they would check them thoroughly. Their lives depended on it, and so would mine, if they discovered them to be false.


‘ADDLEPATED CLOTPOLE! That’s what you are, ape, lubber!’ The stream of insults was followed by thumps, as if someone was being kicked or beaten, and then a wail of misery.


I cautiously edged Diligence towards the sound. Twilight had crept between the trees and a thin white mist snaked silently a foot or two above the rotting leaves. The birds of the day had fallen silent. Those of the night had not yet roused themselves and the bitter words and blows sounded even more jarring in the stillness.


A sledge lay on its side. Beside it, a sack of turnips and skirrets, the roots looking like bundles of dead men’s fingers, spilled out over a scattered heap of wood and kindling. A man was kicking viciously at something on the ground and cursing. His cheeks were flushed with anger and frustration, his hands clenched into fists. I thought he must be venting his rage on some small lad lying curled in the leaves, but then I realised he was lashing out at an old tree stump half buried under the withered brown fronds of a fern. He was shouting and raging too loudly to hear my approach through the wet leaf litter.


‘What’s amiss?’ I called out, though I could see for myself plainly enough.


He wheeled round and stared at me, his mouth hanging open. Then he grabbed one of the branches that had tumbled from the sledge and held it across himself, as if he wanted me to know that he would defend his woodpile and vegetables from any who might have designs on them. But he was visibly cringing and I suspected that if I came any closer he’d throw down the makeshift weapon and run.


‘Easy, brother. I only want to help.’ I swung down from the saddle and tethered Diligence to the nearest tree. The young man watched me warily, raising the branch defensively as I took a few paces towards him. It was hard to make out any of his features in the fading light, but as I came closer, I saw that he wasn’t a man at all. For all his great height and large frame, he was little more than a boy. He was almost as tall as me, with shoulders like an ox, but there was not even the wisp of a beard on his chin and his eyes were those of a frightened child, though his face already bore several white scars.


‘Waste of good shoe leather, kicking that stump. It’ll not beg your pardon and we’d both get a fright if it did.’


He gaped at me, then giggled, and pressed his fingers to his mouth as if afraid of the sound escaping.


I nodded towards the overturned sledge. ‘Come on, between us we can right that and get it reloaded.’


We worked in silence at first. What he lacked in dexterity and speed, he made up for in strength, but several times I had to reposition an awkward branch for him so that the pile did not become unbalanced.


‘You live close by?’


‘In vert yonder.’ He gestured towards the edge of the wood, a mass of twisted branches dark against the pale, silvery glow of the setting sun. Anxiety creased his features. ‘She’ll be wanting these for the bacon. She’ll be waiting.’


‘Then we’d best get them to her. Would she be willing to let me sleep in your barn for the night?’


Again, the boy stared doubtfully. ‘We’ve no barn. Only a hog pound.’


I had bedded with horses, hounds and all manner of men, but I drew the line at pigs. They were apt to regard any human who slept with them as a juicy meal.


I tied the neck of the sack of vegetables with a piece of cord from my own bags; the boy’s cord, if it had ever existed, seemed to have been lost. He heaved it on top of the wood. ‘Ma’s cooking bacon,’ he repeated, ‘and she’ll have some to spare.’


Me eating the pig, now that sounded more like it. I untethered Diligence and prepared to follow the lad. He heaved the rope attached to the front of the sledge over his shoulder and began to drag the heavy load over the muddy ground. Runners were more practical than wheels when the ground was this soft, especially if they were well greased with lard, but in the fading light the boy kept stumbling and jolting the sledge over raised tree roots and stones half buried in the leaf mould, causing it to leap and yawl at alarming angles. Several times, the whole thing almost capsized again. I began to wonder if the lad had weak eyes.


It was a relief to both of us when we finally reached the cottage. It stood alone, its back to the forest, in the corner of a marshy expanse of pasture. A little fenced garden squatted on one side of it, with the stone hog pound at the far end. A small woman was coaxing a few scrawny chickens into a coop for the night with a handful of grain. As she heard us approach, she glanced round with the same anxious expression as her son, but there the resemblance ended. She fastened the door of the coop and hurried towards us, rubbing her red-raw hands on the sacking apron which covered the coarse woollen gown. She was a good head shorter than the lad and, in contrast to him, so slight she looked as if a gust of wind might topple her. Everything about her, from her pale blue eyes to her dry, blanched lips and her dun-coloured skirts, seemed cracked and faded.


‘Brought them, Ma. Fetched everything you said.’


‘It’s late. I’ve been worried. Your father will be back soon wanting his supper.’ But all the time she was speaking, she didn’t take her eyes from me. Her fingers repeatedly bunched and kneaded the fabric of her apron, betraying her agitation.


‘God grant you a good evening, mistress. I met your son in the woods and he thought you might be able to spare a little of your supper and perhaps a place at your fireside as the hour grows late . . .’ A look of consternation darted across her face. ‘I would pay, of course.’


‘We can’t . . . my husband will be back soon,’ she repeated, as if he was a giant who might devour any man who ventured into his tower. Fy, fa, fum! I smell the blood of an Englishman! ‘Young Sam speaks afore he thinks, that’s his trouble.’ She darted a look at her son, but it was more worried than scolding.


I was about to remount Diligence when Sam lumbered across and grabbed the reins. ‘He’s not a King’s man, Ma. They’d not dirty their hands. Stone-boat canted and he helped right it and load it again.’


So, she was afraid that I was a pursuivant or intelligencer. Given the task FitzAlan had forced on to me, it wasn’t far from the truth.


The woman glanced over her shoulder, as if she feared someone might even now be watching us. Then she gave a half-smile and a nod. ‘If you’ve done my lad a kindness, I’ll not repay it with coldness. You’re welcome to share what we have. We don’t feast like those at the Abbey, but we don’t starve.’


My senses prickled at the mention of the Abbey, but I knew better than to press her. When a horse is wary, you stand still and let it approach you.


The cottage consisted of two rooms. The first was simply furnished with a rough table, single chair and bench, several small chests and a loom. An iron pot simmered over the fire in an open heath. The smoke curled around the flitches of bacon, bunches of dried herbs and fat golden onions which hung from the beams, before filtering out through a hole high in the wall beneath the thatch. Chimneys, it seemed, had not yet reached these parts. A salt box hung on the wall close to the fire and a few sacks and flour barrels stood along the opposite wall. The open door beyond revealed a glimpse of a smaller room which appeared to serve both as bedchamber and storeroom, for in addition to the bedstead and linen chest, the walls were festooned with ropes, traps, billhooks and axes.


The woman motioned me to the only chair. ‘Sam’ll see to your horse. He has a way with beasts.’ She gave a sad smile. ‘I think it might have suited him more if the bailiff could have found him work with the shepherd or in the stables at the Abbey, but my husband, Matthew, wouldn’t hear of it. Says it would shame him to have his only son taken on by another man to be taught their trade. Be different, perhaps, if we’d been blessed with more sons. But the eldest lad must rightly follow the trade of his father, that’s the way of it, he says, always has been. But Sam don’t seem to take to the skills of a woodward.’


All the time she was talking, her hands were busy scrubbing and chopping the bunches of thin white skirret roots, dropping each handful as they were prepared straight into the cauldron seething over the fire. Already it was, as Sam had promised, giving off a tantalising aroma of bacon and onions, and I found my belly growling in answer to its call.


‘Has your husband been long employed by Viscount Montague?’


Her fingers paused for a moment and she darted me a sharp glance at the mention of the name. ‘Man and boy, and his father and grandfather were woodward before him, ’course the first Viscount was just plain Sir Anthony back when Matthew’s grandfather came to Battle as a lad to work for him. Old Samuel Crowhurst, Matthew’s father, was born in this very cottage, like Matthew himself and young Sam here.’


‘So, you know the dowager widow too? I hear she lives here all year round now, dare say that’s made more work for Matthew and the household, hasn’t it? I warrant there have been a fair few changes since his father’s time.’ I kept my tone light, as if I was simply passing the time in idle chatter. But again, her hands froze. This time she avoided my eyes.


‘Matthew has his duties in the woods same as always. No matter who’s living at the house, ponds still got to be cleaned, fences checked, dead trees cleared. He doesn’t go up to the Abbey. When the bailiff wants to talk to him, he comes here, so as he can do his rounds at the same time, make his inspections and see everything is in order . . . which it always is and always will be. Waste of both their time for Matthew to go traipsing up there, when what the bailiff wants to see is here. I don’t go up to the house either, don’t have any cause to. My work’s here, same as his.’


Her voice had grown guarded, her expression sullen. She wanted to make quite sure I understood that she and her husband knew nothing about what went on at Battle Abbey, which meant she did know, or at the very least suspected. I wondered if all of the dowager’s servants had learned that safety lay in being blind, deaf and dumb.


The door crashed open and Sam lumbered in, his broad face flushed but beaming. ‘Horse been watered and fed. I’ve tethered him behind the wall where the wind don’t blow too much this time of year. He’s a fine beast, middlin’ fine.’ He added in a tone of such undisguised enthusiasm that I took it to be the highest compliment he could bestow.


He slid on to the bench and gazed at the steaming pot as if he could summon it to walk across to him. His mother wasted no time in ladling the pottage into two wooden bowls and setting one before each of us, with a hunk of bread. There was, surprisingly, more wheat in the loaf than rye, and it was fresh. Lady Magdalen was not beggarly with her servants: a wise course, when so much rested on their loyalty


‘Will you not eat with us, Goodwife Crowhurst?’ For a moment, I wondered if I was consuming her portion, but a glance into the pot told me she could have fed a half-dozen men with what remained.


‘I don’t eat till my husband’s been served,’ she said firmly. ‘He’s master.’


It was growing dark outside and she bustled about restlessly, lighting the single tallow candle, and sweeping the skirret peelings into the pig pail. She swung the cauldron away from the fire on the iron arm, so that it would not burn, then minutes later pushed it back, seemingly afraid it would cool too much. In all my travels throughout the years, I’ve seldom come across anyone in a village or remote farm who on meeting a stranger has not at once asked their business, where they’ve come and where they are bound, as greedy as seagulls for news from outside. But this woman and her son asked me nothing, though from their repeated glances I knew they were curious.


Like a dog that suddenly lifts it head at an approaching sound, the woman straightened herself and scrubbed her raw hands in the coarse sacking apron. Moments later, I too heard the sound of approaching boots. The door opened and a man ducked inside. Dragging off his coat, he thrust it at his wife. She hung it from a peg by the door, then hurried across to the fire to fill a wooden bowl which had been warming by the hearth.


Matthew Crowhurst stopped in mid-stride, only now catching sight of someone sitting in his chair. I rose.


‘Goodman Crowhurst? God grant this house peace. Your wife was kind enough to offer me a place at your table.’


He scowled at me. He was no taller than his son, but just as stocky. Steel muscles corded his neck and his arms bulged almost as thick as his legs. He was as dark as the boy was fair, with a black beard, dense as a bear’s pelt, hacked short around his face, accentuating the sideways bend of his nose. He had clearly broken it at some time and it had mended crookedly. If I had not known his trade, I would have easily guessed it, for his skin was tanned to oak brown by wind and rain, and his eyes, even in the dim light of the cottage, seemed to be squinting against some invisible sun.


‘Fortune has favoured you, brother,’ I said, smiling as affably as I could, in spite of his churlish refusal to return my greeting. ‘I’ve seldom tasted such excellent pottage. You must count yourself blessed to come home to such good fare each night.’


His gaze had turned from me to his wife, who laid the brimming bowl on the table. Even without looking at her husband, she seemed to understand some explanation was required.


‘Gentleman did our Sam a good turn. Helped him right and reload the stone-boat after it canted. Only right we offered him a bite and a bed seeing as he’d have likely reached the town in daylight if he hadn’t stopped to help . . . He rides a fine horse.’


Crowhurst stared at her in silence for a moment, then without warning his arm lashed out, swift as a viper’s tongue, slapping the boy so hard across his head he was knocked backwards over the bench and crashed into the wall behind. Crowhurst took a pace or two so that he was standing over the boy, who balled himself up on the floor, his arms wrapped across his head.


‘Clotpole! Ape!’ he yelled down at Sam. ‘How many times have I told you to watch where you’re dragging that boat? You got to think, boy, think about how wide it is, not go smashing it into rocks. Even a dumb ox can pull a cart without sending it arse-over. You can’t even do that, you clumsy lubber.’ He rounded on his wife. ‘And you still swear on your life, that boy is of my getting. Everything he does makes a liar of you, Alys Crowhurst.’


‘It wasn’t the lad’s fault,’ I said quietly. ‘The sledge hit a stump hidden under old undergrowth. No one could have seen it, especially in the fading light.’


Crowhurst’s head jerked round and he glowered at me with such ferocity and loathing, I braced myself ready to parry the blow that I was sure was coming.


‘And there’s no harm done,’ I said. ‘Sam didn’t lose a single stick of wood or skirret either and they taste like honey in that pottage, I can tell you. I’m certain even her ladyship up at the Abbey won’t be eating better fare.’


His wife lifted the bowl of pottage. ‘I’ll warm it for you again, husband. You must be starving.’


‘Don’t you tell me what I must be, woman,’ Crowhurst growled. But the aroma of bacon and onions rising from the pot made his stomach rumble so loudly we could hear it. He pulled the bowl from her hand, snatched the remaining half-loaf from the table and strode towards the back chamber. ‘I’ll do my eating in peace. Then I’m to my bed, so I’ll thank you all to be silent.’ He gave me a curt nod. ‘You can use the boy’s truckle bed.’


‘No need for that, I’ll make shift on the floor. A warm fire is comfort enough.’


‘You’ll take the boy’s bed. He’ll be tethered outside tonight. Maybe a night in the cold will teach him to mind what he’s doing next time.’ He set the bowl and bread down again and lumbered across the room to lift a chain with a rusty iron collar from the wall. Clutching it in his great fist, he advanced towards the boy.


Sam let out a howl like a wounded dog and Alys ran towards her husband, her face stricken. She reached out as if she would catch hold of him, but let her arm drop.


‘No, husband, please, you know he’s terrified of Wild Tom. It might fright him into another of his fits.’


Crowhurst glanced over her shoulder at Sam, who was visibly shaking, his eyes wide and rolling back in his head, so that I could only see the whites of them in the candlelight. Crowhurst watched in disgust. Then he let the chain and collar crash to the floor.


‘Only because I don’t want to listen to him howling like a mad dog all night and you keeping me awake with your tossing and turning.’ Retrieving his supper, he vanished into the back room, kicking the door shut behind him with a crash.


As soon as the door was closed, Alys returned to her son and taking both his great hands in her small ones, she gently shook him. ‘Look at me, Sam, look . . . Your father says you may sleep by the hearth, but not a peep out of you, mind, whatever you hear. Else he might change his mind. He needs his rest and we mustn’t vex him.’


The straw mattress on the narrow bed that Alys and Sam pulled out for me was so thin that I ceased to pity the lad for being ordered to sleep on the floor. Curled in a blanket in front of the fire, his sleeping place was probably more comfortable than mine, and judging by his snores, neither that nor his father’s threats had kept him awake for long. Perhaps he was well used to both.


Like his wife, Crowhurst had not asked me anything about what I was doing in those parts, not even my name. But I suspected asking any stranger his name in Battle would be a waste of words, since neither the hunters nor the hunted would offer the name that birth and family had bestowed upon them. And I was one of them. I didn’t even know the year of my birth, much less the name my father had given me, if indeed any man had ever owned to being my father.


Had Crowhurst retreated into the second room and ordered his family not to speak so that they could truthfully answer they knew nothing about me if they were questioned, or was it more that he feared what I might discover about them? I glanced over at Sam lying curled in front of the fire, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the ruby glow. He seemed a good-hearted lad, but a simple one, just the sort of boy that a pursuivant would seek out in his hunt for priests, for he’d innocently blurt out the truth that would condemn a man to the gallows. Perhaps Crowhurst was wiser than his wife realised in deciding to keep the lad close by in this isolated cottage.


A CLATTER JERKED ME from sleep. I rolled over, thinking the wind had toppled something. But the noise continued, rapid and persistent, the loud hollow clack, clack of wood against wood moving around the cottage, coming first from behind it and then in front. It wasn’t rain rattling against shutter, nor was it the wind in the trees. Then came a long high-pitched shriek, shriller than any vixen.


The room was dark, but by the faint red glow from the banked-down fire, I could see a shape like a dog moving across the floor. It took a moment or two before I realised it was Sam crawling on all fours towards the furthest corner, still wrapped in his blanket. He pressed himself into a space between the chest and the wall, drawing the covering over his head. I heaved myself up out of the low bed and went to kneel beside him. Unable to stop the whimpers escaping him, he stuffed the blanket into his mouth with clenched fists to smother the sound.


‘Sam,’ I whispered, for it was plain he’d taken his father’s threat seriously. ‘Sam, what is making that racket outside, do you know?’


He mumbled something through the cloth, but I couldn’t distinguish the words. I tugged it away from his face. ‘What’s making that noise?’ It was odd that Crowhurst had not come out to investigate. He might be sleeping through it, but I suspected Alys wasn’t. She was probably lying rigid and wide awake, too afraid to move in case she angered him.


‘Wild Tom . . . It’s Wild Tom . . . trying to get in. He’s coming to drown me!’


A bogeyman invented to frighten a child into behaving. The story had certainly had the desired effect on Sam, but whatever was causing that din was no fable. I pulled on my boots, colliding with the chair as I stumbled towards the door, but if the clatter outside hadn’t woken my surly host by now, then I could have cantered Diligence across the floor and not disturbed him.


Diligence! It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to steal him. He was, as young Sam had said, a fine and valuable beast. I turned back to the bed, groped beneath the straw pillow for my dagger and pulled it from its sheath. Then I eased open the door, stepped out and pulled it shut behind me.


Outside, the night was as dark as the Devil’s armpit. Clouds raced across the moon and the wind hissed through the bare branches of the trees behind the cottage. In the little garden, bushes rustled and stirred in the breeze, but the rapid clacking and shrieking had stopped abruptly, as if whatever had been making the noise had sensed or heard the door opening.


I thought I could see something moving beyond the low fence up by the hog pound. Holding my dagger ready, I crept towards it, but before I had taken more than a pace or two away from the wall of the cottage, something flew over my head. I heard a dull thump as it hit the thatch, then it tumbled down the steep roof and fell with a loud crack on the flagstones, missing me by inches. In a brief shaft of moonlight, I could see a stone on the ground, the size of a goose egg, still rocking from the momentum of the fall. Not even a violent gust of wind could have cast that up there. I whipped round, and glimpsed something or someone scuttling across the meadow, but the clouds swarmed across the moon once more and the darkness closed around the creature before I could even get a sense of whether it was a man or a beast.


I stooped and picked up the stone. It was large enough to kill a man, heavy as iron and as cold. Was it simply meant to torment young Sam and his parents or was it intended as a welcome for me? I was here to solve the murder of Master Benet, but it seemed FitzAlan had been right: I could all too easily find myself lying in a grave beside him.
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