

  

    

  




  





  





  The Imp of Eye




   




  Volume 1




  of




  The Renaissance Sojourner




   




  Kristin Gleeson




  and




  Moonyeen Blakey




   




  An Tig Beag Press




   




  





  





  Published by An Tig Beag Press


  


  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]




   




  Text Copyright 2015 © Kristin Gleeson and Moonyeen Blakey




  All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher.




  





  





  





  Other works by Kristin Gleeson:




  Selkie Dreams




  Along the Far Shores




  Raven Brought the Light




   




  Other works by Moonyeen Blakey:




  The Assassin’s Wife




   




  Sign up for free novella at www.kristingleeson.com




   




  





  





  





  





  





  To Moon, with love




  1945-2014




   




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Magotscroft, Eye near Westminster, June 1440




  BARNABAS




  





  Mistress Jourdemayne fetches me such a cuff round the head, I almost bites me tongue in two.




  ‘You little imp. Don’t try to cheat me again, Barnabas,’ she says, kicking the sticks I’ve collected for the fire. ‘I know what the fishmonger asks for broiled carp.’




  ‘It was only a groat’s worth of salt herring,’ I says. I sits, muttering by the hearth, nursing a bruised knee from the stumble I’ve taken against the hearth fender.




  ‘Don’t I feed you well enough, Master Barnabas?’ she asks.




  She spits out the words and I shrinks from her shadow as she looms over me. Her hands is on her hips and her feet are planted firm-like. She’s in a temper, her hair all sticking out and her face screwed up, but there’s still somefink powerful about her.




  ‘Well, have you lost your tongue? Isn’t the food here good enough for your fine palate, sir?’




  ‘Aye.’ Me answer’s low and sulky. ‘It weren’t much that I took.’ I hate being caught out in false dealing.




  ‘A groat’s a groat, Barnabas,’ she says. Her voice’s as hard as a nail. ‘So tonight you’ll eat nothing at my expense.’




  I’m just about to give her a cheeky gobful, when we both hears the sound of horses outside. Then there’s shouting and running feet and a fierce knocking at the door. When the kitchen door swings open Petronille, the Flemish lass, appears, pink-faced and all her words tumbling out wrong.




  ‘A lady is comen—with horses, Mistress Jourdemayne, for to see!’




  Before I draws me bref, Mistress Jourdemayne has me by me arm and yanks me round, and next moment she’s billowing outside into the courtyard to greet the visitors. A horse-drawn litter’s arrived wiv servants dressed fine.




  ‘Mistress Marjory Jourdemayne?’ asks one of ‘em.




  Me mistress sinks so low she nearly sits on the ground, all charm and smiles. She greets the woman. ‘Lady Stourton.’




  I stands to attention like a man-at-arms, watching a lad not much bigger than meself hand down a portly woman in a purple velvet gown dripping wiv gems. I makes a bow likes to a duchess as the heavy woman wheezes and gasps her way to us.




  ‘Welcome, Lady Stourton, welcome,’ says Mistress Jourdemayne. ‘Let’s go into the house at once before you catch a chill. My home is yours.’




  What a load of piffle, I finks, following the procession. The fat woman totters on me mistress’s arm. Mistress Jordemayne jabbers about the weather and women’s ailments, while the servant boy follows so close to his mistress he near steps on her gown. The rest of ‘em pick their way through the mud and stones, muttering oaths about the muck and the east wind what’s blowing up their arses.




  Petronille gawps at the men as they enter and leans forward just enough to give ‘em a gander at her paps. Cook takes over and shows the servants into the hot kitchen while Mistress Jourdemayne guides the fat lady into the parlour. She flicks her head for me to follow, and I knows by the glint in her eye, it ain’t sensible to disobey. I don’t wants to go. I know what’ll happen and I’d rather not. Still, I follows ‘em into the room, muttering to meself. The lady manages to heave herself onto the settle and I takes me usual place behind it, so me mistress can see me, but the lady can’t. Petronille carries in a tray of spiced wine and sweetmeats and gives me a big wink as she leaves.




  Me mistress disappears for a moment to fetch the black box from the press in the stillroom what she keeps locked. She sets it down on a small table between her and her guest. It’s a showstone what’s in the box and all the fine ladies and gentlemen pay her good money to look into it. The joke is she can’t see nofink. But you’d never know. The fat lady’s mouth goes all of a quiver as the black velvet’s drawn off and the ball shaped crystal emerges. In the candle-light it glitters and flashes sparks what bring gasps from the on-lookers. It’s really somefink, though it gives me frights so bad sometimes I shakes. Today I feels in me bones is gonna be one those times.




  ‘Now, Lady Stourton, you must clear your mind of everything except your question.’ Me mistress’ voice goes all deep and dark like, and her words fancier than usual. ‘That way, we’ll be able to connect to the spirits, and seek their advice.’




  She nods to me and I closes the shutters on the windows and snuffs out all the candles save one, so’s the chamber’s as gloomy as a grave-yard. The fat lady gasps and begins to wheeze like a broken-winded horse. But eventually she folds her sausage fingers and shuts her eyes.




  ‘You think on your question while I prepare the stone.’ She nods to me again. I shakes me head. I won’t do it. She gives a frown so dark and full of meaning I can’t mistake it. I drags meself over and takes up the silk cloth next to the showstone and make like I’m polishing it, but really I’m looking in it, deep down searching for pictures. Sometimes they don’t come at all, but this time I barely blinks me eyes and one comes. It ain’t good. I can feel the shaking coming all over me again. I frowns and place the showstone back on its little cushion, like it’s a hot ember, and step back behind the settle. Me mistress checks the lady who still has her eyes tightly closed and then looks to me. I shakes me head and puts me hands about me throat and sticks out me eyes and tongue like I’m strangling. She frowns and nods. I stands back then and steadies meself while me mistress takes over the show. She’ll have plenty to work with, now. I’ve already told me mistress all that I found out about the Stourton lady from the tongue wagglers at The Turk’s Head after the last time the lady came.




  ‘You may open your eyes, Lady Stourton.’ Me mistress leans forward and lays her hands on the showstone. She rubs it and mutters somefink under her bref. It could be a receipt for a pork pie for all the fat lady knows. A hum starts up and it turns into a little whining noise. I tries not to laugh.




  ‘We are in luck, Lady Stourton. The spirits are with us today.’ She does that whiny hum again and waves her hands a little. ‘It’s clearing, clearing. Yes, now I can see something.’




  The fat lady leans forward. Her nose nearly hits the showstone. ‘What, what is it?’




  ‘Oh, my lady!’ Me mistress looks up and stares at her all wide-eyed and innocent. ‘I see a scroll and the seal on it is that of the Royal House of Lancaster! Does Sir John expect a royal appointment, my lady?’




  ‘He has hopes, Mistress Jourdemayne,’ the fat lady says. She wheezes deeply, all excited.




  Me mistress gives her a wide smile and nods. ‘In three months your husband will have the king’s favour. I see a purse filled with gold. I see servants unfolding tapestries and carrying in furniture. A tall house and an orchard filled with fruit trees—‘She looks back down at the showstone waving her hands over it slowly. ‘Hmm. Yes….. something’s changing here.’




  ‘What is it, Mistress Jourdemayne?’ The fat lady’s voice comes out in a squeak what sets her jowls quivering.




  ‘It’s—it’s like a candle being snuffed out.’ She shakes her head, gives a huge sigh. ‘Is your husband a gambling man, Lady Stourton?’ The purple velvet bosom’s heaving. Me mistress puts her hand on the lady’s arm. ‘Caution would be more prudent at this time,’ she says. ‘Especially at court. The King can give favours one moment and then take them away the next.’ She pauses, her face all solemn. ‘Perhaps your husband should reconsider going to court or he might get more than he bargained for.’ She says this quietly.




  ‘What are you telling me, Mistress Jourdemayne?’ Her voice is high. She ain’t happy.




  ‘Ah, Lady Stourton, I cannot change what the spirits tell me. I’m merely advising you to apply caution. You have come here for advice and all I can tell you is that there are dangerous waters ahead and my abilities are giving you the boat with which to manage these waters.’




  The fat lady sits back, gulps down her wine and finks about what’s been said. I can’t say me mistress ain’t good at what she does. She is good. Real good. She nods at me and I takes off out the door to tell Petronille to fetch more wine. I won’t return. I knows better than to go back in there, but the mistress’ll be looking for me soon enough. I makes me escape and runs like the devil through the rowdy kitchen where Cook’s cavorting among a group of tipsy servants playing knuckle-bones, and bursts through the door into the yard. Nick is waiting there and grabs me by the arm.




  ‘Whoa there, Barney-boy!’ In the greying shadows, Nick’s eyes spark like flint. ‘Just where do you think you’re going?’ Nick can be a nasty piece of work. He works in the stable and watches me every move, like I’m going to do somefink personal against him. He don’t like that me mistress lets me do fings, but he don’t dare bully too much. Just enough so’s he feels he’s in charge.




  ‘I’m off on an errand. Mistress said Father Thomas needs me.’




  Nick scowls down at me. He don’t know whether it’s a lie or not, so he shoves me down to the ground. Before he can say another word I scrambles up and takes off down the road.




  *




  I knows where I’ll find a welcome. Off down to the river to me mate Tom, the wherry boatman. We’s been mates for a long time and I loves it there with him on the river. Sometimes he lets me row when he’s got no people on board. Then I feel like I can go anywhere. Even Spain, Jerusalem and them places where they had the crusades long ago.




  Me luck’s wif me. Tom is there in his wherry just about to take off wif two men bound downriver. ‘Barney-boy! You’re late.’




  I’m small and quick, so I jumps onto the boat as light as a feather. I’m good at this and Tom knows it and grins. We shove each other like pals do and I settle in the back. I ain’t sposed to be here wifout paying, like, but since we’s mates he says it’s okay as long as I pretends I’m his boy.




  The water in the boat’s bottom seeps into me clogs but it don’t bother me. Some say the river’s stink could stun an ox when it’s summer time, but I loves it. I look out to the river and imagine meself on a fine big ship, sailing to places where there’s so much sand you can’t see nofink else and you feel warm all the time. The tide is with us, so the run is quick, and before you know it I’m at Queenhithe docks helping the two fine gentlemun out.




  I decides to stay a while at the docks. Besides the barges, it’s full of cayers, cogs and caravels what have come from all over. It’s the place to see different kinds of people, like sailors with gold earrings and dark skin and strange clothes, hoisting cargo, coiling up the ropes and shouting all sorts. I tries to talk to ‘em. Most times they only speak their own strange lingo, but I do get lucky and find some what can understand me. And that’s the best.




  Today I’m not so lucky, and I goes wondering for a while, just taking in the sights before I hear a shout and a stout hand grabs me collar. Father Thomas.




  ‘I thought I might find you here, you young cur,’ he says with a growl. ‘Why didn’t you come by yesterday as I instructed?’ He starts dragging me along the streets and it’s no secret to me where we’re heading. His own church, St Stephen’s in Walbrook. Nearly thirteen years ago some jade dumped me in a dung heap on St Barnabas Day and that’s where this man found me. Thomas Southwell, Canon of St Stephen’s Chapel in the palace of Westminster and rector of St Stephen’s Walbrook. And a physician too. All them titles don’t satisfy his need for more, though.




  We reach the church and make our way to his rooms in the building beside it. After a word to his man we go into his study and he locks the door. Next door is the room I used to sit with the other foundlings and learn me writing, reading and Latin. I loved it, but that learning is little use to me now. There ain’t no escaping Father Thomas and what he wants.




  A moment later there’s a knock on the door and one of his servants brings in two steaming trenchers and sets it on the small table.




  ‘Hungry, Barnabas?’ he asks.




  Me mouth waters. I sits down on the stool. The steam makes me nose run and I wipes it wif my sleeve. I can see the bone and gristle bobbing about on the surface. Boiled onion and some kind of greenery.




  ‘Eat up, we’ve much to do,’ Father Thomas says.




  I takes up the horn spoon and slurp up the contents. I can’t say I ain’t hungry because ain’t I always? Wishing there was more, I lick the last drops on the spoon. I look up, and see his pale eyes watching me.




  ‘I need you to scry for me, Barnabas.’




  I groan inwardly. Seeing spirits is what got me in a bother in the first place, and why Margery Jourdemayne took me on in her household. I’d as lief be a gong-farmer’s servant than work as a scryer. Never had no choice, though. Once Father Thomas found I could see spirits, he taught me the rest. Conjuring’s a burning offence, though. I’ve smelt them fires at Smithfield in me dreams and actually saw a burning once and I can’t forget it. It’s the smell of cooking flesh what gets to you, and then there’s the screaming. That’s another matter.




  ‘I’ve water ready in the bowl,’ says Father Thomas.




  I wipes me mouth on the grease-stiff cuff of me sleeve and gives him a sullen nod.




  The bowl’s heavy; black wiv heat and age. I reckon someone used to cook in it, but Father Thomas keeps it just for scrying now. I watches the liquid wobble against the sides and settle, and then I bends me mind to the task. The water’s smooth like the glass Mistress Jourdemayne keeps in her chamber. Her husband bought it as a gift, so she can admire herself. She caught me looking in it once and boxed me ears.




  Fierce now, I shut out everyfink else and gets still-like and the quiet settles on me like a warm cloak. It’s a feeling I likes and I just let it stay there for a bit before I looks and stares at the inky liquid. In a wink me mind kind of opens up inside, so I’m looking and not looking into the water, if you know what I mean. It’s like I see through it and out into a different land. I like that.




  A figure pops up and hobbles across me mind’s eye.




  ‘It’s Limpin’ Sam,’ I says out loud. ‘He’s got a partridge under his arm.’




  I’ve seen this spirit before. He dresses in rags like a beggar, and his hands is blue wiv cold, but he has the merriest face. His eyes is the colour of blackbird’s eggs, and he’s a snub nose, dimples in his cheeks and a wide, curving mouth. Sometimes he sings, sweet as a chorister, but he don’t speak. He brings me fings instead. I’m supposed to work out what they mean. I don’t know who he is or was, but he likes me and he brings me stuff. This night it’s a bird.




  ‘It’s a fat partridge,’ I says. Father Thomas’ bref warms me cheek as he leans in to hear. ‘Sign of plenty, I reckon. Someone’s got somefink good coming his way.’




  ‘Ah!’ Father Thomas sighs wiv satisfaction.




  ‘He’s showing me a cooking pot over a fire, now.’ I watches Limpin’ Sam pointing to the bird and then sticking it whole into the bubbling water, feathers and all.




  Wiv a squeal of surprise I jerk back.




  ‘What is it?’ asks the priest.




  ‘Forget what I said before. I got it wrong. There’s some fellow wiv fine feathers…wealthy, fat, thinks well of hisself…struts about and imagines he’s doing real well, but he should take care he don’t get into hot water. He ain’t very bright, by the look of it. He’s in for a rare shock. Somebody’s out to teach him a lesson. If you know him, Father, you should warn him to beware them what he’s offended.’




  ‘Enough!’ The priest’s voice is harsh now. He ain’t pleased wiv this information. ‘Summon Bethor, Barnabas. I want to be sure.’




  But I don’t like this at all. Bethor’s a different kettle of fish from Limpin’ Sam. He’s a mighty spirit what can grant men priceless treasure, help them create miraculous medicines or be powerful likes a lord or somefink. It’s a chancy fing calling these spirits. They doesn’t like being told. Father Thomas says Bethor’s a good angel and won’t harm me. But Bethor comes in a great whirling storm and his face is bright as fire. I’d rather let them as wants to come to me, like Limpin’ Sam, than getting a proud angel to do me bidding. But I don’t argue.




  I says the words what Father Thomas’s taught me so carefully, and wait, feeling me skin prickle and hearing the air rushing in me ears. The ritual has to be done right, he says, though I don’t understand half the words I have to use. The priest prompts me now and then.




  ‘Speak.’




  It’s always a shock when Bethor’s voice roars in me head and dazzles me eyes with the blaze of his appearance. Flames leap like sun-rays round his head. The light’s so blinding I can’t make out his features.




  ‘What shall I ask him to do?’




  The priest’s fingers is talons on me arm and his breath grows moist against me ear. ‘Tell him to bring us wealthy patrons,’ he whispers.




  Me mistress needs customers, he means, and she’ll pay him a portion of what she makes from them. I nod anyway and do as I’m bid.




  I feels Bethor’s desire to be free. He strains against me will and when I tell him what he must do, I knows he thinks we’re greedy bastards and he’ll make us pay. I lets him know in me thoughts like, not to blame me and that like him, I’m only obeying orders. He laughs. I let him go and he’s gone in a whoosh of burning flames.




  ‘What did he say?’ Father Thomas grips me arm tight.




  ‘He’ll do it.’ I says the words to send off the spirit what he taught me then, even though the spirit’s already gone.




  ‘Good boy.’ Father Thomas pats me shoulder.




  But I’m seeing somefink else—a woman in the black water of the scrying bowl, and I can’t take me eyes off her. She’s dressed in a white linen shift and carrying a heavy candle. The flame of it flickers dangerously and the hot wax drips on cobblestones by her naked feet. What does it mean?




  ‘Enough, boy!’




  The priest is shaking me back into consciousness. I smells the draughty chapel and musty old robes, and someone’s hammering on the chapel door.




  ‘Who’s there?’




  Father Thomas is on his feet and snatches up the bowl. The water spills on the floor. His robe swishes as he crosses the floor, the lone candle in his hand, and he disappears through to the larger room.




  The hammering continues and then I hears the slide of the bolt and the door creak open and some whispering. Father Thomas comes back in the room and a man follows him. I knows by his long gown and cap that he’s one of those learned men what Father Thomas likes to talk wif.




  ‘This is my boy, Barnabas,’ Father Thomas says. ‘No need to worry. He knows how to keep secrets.’




  The man’s creepy an all—got a beaky nose and face like a skull. Before I knows it, Father Thomas wraps a musty, old cloak round me shoulders and he puts some wood on the ashes of the little fire. Thin green smoke trickles from it, making the man cough.




  ‘Sleep, Barnabas,’ Father Thomas says. There’s a note of warning in his voice as I curls up in the cloak.




  They whispers away then. It’s just loud enough to keep me awake but not enough so’s I can understand what they’re saying. Eventually, I manages to drift off.




  When I wakes I’m stiff wiv cold in the little black room. The fire’s out but I can see the dark lump of the priest on his pallet and another dark shape what I takes to be the man, huddled near the hearth. I tries to shut me eyes and crawl back into sleep, but I’m chilled to the bone. Me head frobs and me eyes is full of sand, and though I try shifting this way and that, it’s no use, cos me bladder’s full now. As soon as the light turns grey, I hauls meself up and creep to the little niche what the priest uses as a privy.




  The man groans as I sigh in the relief of making water, even though I’m shivering. There’s a bite in the morning air what makes me arms all goose-flesh, and I wriggles me toes to stop ‘em from going numb.




  There’s no sense in lingering. There’s nofink to eat here, and soon people will be filling this place. Father Thomas snores steady and deep now, so I rolls up the old cloak, leave it by the door and shoots back the bolts. The man stirs, but he don’t wake. I shake like a dog and sneaks out into the day.




  





  





  CHAPTER TWO




  La Pleasaunce, Greenwich, June 1440




  ELEANOR




  





  ‘Humphrey.’ She hesitated a moment before putting her hand on his arm. She could see he was engrossed in his letter and his brow was furrowed. There were papers scattered across the table in front of them. It wasn’t good news. Perhaps she would be a welcome distraction. She tried again. ‘Humphrey.’




  She had on a new gown, a deep blue with gold brocade trim on a very low cut bodice that showed her breasts, still milky white and soft, to best advantage. It made her look younger, she knew and deepened the colour of her eyes. Humphrey often remarked on her eyes. She leaned over and plumped her lips into a pouting smile.




  He glanced up at her for only a moment, but she could tell that he hadn’t really seen her. He was already reading the letter again. There was a time when he would have swept all these papers and books off the table and taken her then and there. It seemed a long time ago, now.




  She leaned over and kissed the top of his ear and ran her finger along it.




  He looked up again and this time he saw her. He ran a finger along her breasts and she gave a soft mewling sound. He kissed her deeply. Now was the time, she thought. When the kiss was finished she spoke.




  ‘Humphrey, I would talk to you about Antigone’s future. I was thinking that one of Edmund Tudor’s sons might do for her.’




  He looked at her and frowned. ‘Not now, woman.’ He turned away and picked up his letter once again.




  ‘Damn and blast!’ Humphrey threw the letter down on the table. ‘Bloody Beaufort has gone too far with Henry.’




  Despite the fire in the hearth and the warm summer day she shivered. ‘Henry, the King?’




  ‘Yes of course, the King. Who else is so bloody weak-willed to believe Cardinal Beaufort’s lies?’




  ‘Beaufort is pressing for peace again?’ asked Eleanor. She knew that the young King hated this war that had dragged on for decades.




  ‘Not only is Henry agreeing with Beaufort, he’s asking him to negotiate with France. It’s infuriating. Does my nephew wish to despoil my brother’s memory and all that he and the rest of us gained at Agincourt? You would think he was still a young boy under a regent, and not a twenty year old man.’




  Eleanor bit her lip. Lately, it seemed the King was always causing Humphrey to be disgruntled. But at this moment it seemed worse. Now was clearly not the time to bring up Antigone’s marriage, but she must. She smoothed her gown and laid her hand again on Humphrey’s sleeve. ‘My love, you must not get yourself so worked up.’ She licked her lips and opened her eyes wide.




  Humphrey leaned forward and kissed her softly, his hand reaching for her breast. She smiled inwardly.




  ‘About Antigone,’ she said.




  Humphrey pulled away and frowned. ‘What about her?’




  ‘Isn’t it time we thought about her future? I thought Edmund Tudor…’ Her words trailed off as his face darkened.




  ‘Edmund Tudor, the King’s half-brother? Have I not made you Duchess as well as my wife?’ He smiled but there was something in his voice, something dark that made her change tack.




  ‘Well perhaps not one of Edmund Tudor’s. Perhaps one of your other cousins?’ She thought if she was vague he might be more receptive. Antigone was approaching fifteen and still nothing had been done for her. It also begged the question about their son, Arthur. She dare not bring up the matter of their son’s future, though, for fear of the answer.




  ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ he said and pulled her close. She allowed him to thrust his hand down her bodice once more and rub and pinch her breasts as much as he liked. He hadn’t done it much lately, but today, her beauty and power weren’t to be denied. She’d talk to him later. And maybe share with him that there was the possibility of news. Her courses were nearly a week late, her breasts seemed full. She was certain that her prayers were finally answered.




  There was a knock at the door. Humphrey pulled away again and called ‘enter.’ A servant appeared and announced that Masters Bolingbroke, Hume and Dr Southwell had come to wait upon the Duke, as requested.




  Humphrey gave Eleanor a look of regret. ‘Yes, yes. Send them in.’




  Eleanor blew him a little kiss and took one of the seats over by the fire, away from the table. On the wall opposite, bound manuscripts and printed books lined the heavy wood shelves. Humphrey was so proud of this collection which attracted so many scholars. She enjoyed the visits of these learned men, as well as the poets and musicians that frequented her husband’s home.




  Hume entered, a bundle of parchment and books clutched in his arms. Behind him, Bolingbroke and Southwell followed, each carrying their own collection of documents. The three bowed in unison and addressed Humphrey. ‘Your Grace.’ Bolingbroke spied her first and made another bow. The other two followed suit. She gave them a slight nod and smiled.




  ‘Gentlemen. You have some wonders to share with us today?’ She arched her brow and smiled at them coquettishly. Hume reddened and looked away bashfully. Master Bolingbroke returned the smile, a glint in his eye. Southwell eyed her sceptically. Such a toady, that man, thought Eleanor. But cunning with it. Called himself Father Thomas when he was working at St Stephen’s, as if that would excuse his dabblings with alchemy and other things. Still, he had his uses.




  The men took the indicated chairs at the table. The light from the windows behind cast them in silhouette.




  Hume started off first, blustering, his fat face red with the effort. ‘I must point out an error Master Bolingbroke has made in one of the passages he has translated in his recent work. It changes the meaning of it entirely.’




  ‘What work is this, Roger?’ asked Humphrey. He gave him an encouraging smile.




  Eleanor looked at Bolingbroke and noted his reaction. His jaw clenched, making the skin of his face, so tight against his bones, stretch more.




  ‘I think, my lord, Master Hume is talking about my work on geomancy,’ said Bolingbroke.




  The two men tried not to glare at each other as Bolingbroke untied his bundle and placed one group of pages to one side.




  ‘Ah, the work on geomancy,’ said Southwell. ‘So interesting, so interesting.’




  Humphrey pulled the pages towards him and picked up the first page.




  ‘Doesn’t geomancy concern astrology?’ asked Eleanor.




  ‘Of a sorts, Your Grace,’ said Bolingbroke. ‘Like astrology, it speaks of signs and houses.’




  ‘It’s an ancient way to cast fortunes and predict the future,’ said Hume. The geomancer must cast the future through a series of sixteen dots or points drawn from right to left, while thinking hard on the question he wishes to be answered.’




  His explanation droned on and Eleanor only took in the occasional word like ‘planet,’ ‘demon’ and ‘signs.’ Her head felt fuzzy. She shifted in her seat in an effort to be more attentive and felt a pain in her lower back. Now she knew the cause of her fuzzy head. Her heart sank and she nearly wailed aloud. How could she expect any other outcome when Humphrey hardly spent a minute in her bed?




  She forced herself to endure the rest of the discussion, hardly taking a word in before the visitors rose to depart.




  ‘We will take this up again soon,’ the Duke said, a smile lighting his face. ‘In the meantime, I’m afraid duty calls me.’




  Eleanor knew that was her dismissal, too, and this time she had no complaint. She needed to get to her apartments quickly.




  *




  She heard the laughter before she even opened the doors. When she walked in, she saw her ladies dressed up in their russet velvets and scarlet silks with stiffened hennins and cones topping their heads and jewels everywhere, even on the fingers of Master Jolippe, the musician. They sat clustered around Master Jolippe while he strummed the lute, giggling at his words like harpies. Even the nobly born Lady Margaret and Lady Joan, who should have better manners. At this moment she hated them all.




  The group looked up, saw her and froze. Lady Margaret gathered herself first and stood to curtsey. The rest of the women hastily followed her lead. In the corner Eleanor spied Alys, her sewing clasped in one hand.




  She nodded to her ladies and motioned to Alys. ‘Attend me in my bedchamber, now, please.’




  When she was safe in her room behind a closed door, with only Alys for company she allowed the tears to flow.




  ‘My lady, what’s wrong?’




  ‘Oh, Alys. My wretched courses have come. I need you to clean me up and fetch some clouts.’




  ‘I’m so sorry, Your Grace,’ said Alys, her voice kind. She helped Eleanor to lie on the heavy brocaded coverlet that draped the bed and brought over a large silver bowl. ‘The water is cold. Shall I fetch some that’s been heated?’




  Eleanor waved her hand. ‘No, no. Don’t bother. I shall bear it, like I’ve borne everything else.’ She could hear the self-pity in her voice and it made her want to weep more. Ten years she’d been trying for a legitimate child. Ten years and nothing, for all of Margery Jourdemayne’s tisanes and brews. Eleanor had been so sure when she’d first used the potions. Hadn’t it been through Margery’s efforts that Eleanor brought Humphrey to her bed while he was still married to that goat-face Jacqueline of Hainault? But now that power had disappeared and no other children had joined her two illegitimate ones.




  She tried to relax under Alys’ calming ministrations. The cool water sluiced her bloodied thighs, wiping off the traces of her humiliation.




  ‘Next time, Your Grace, I’m sure of it. The summer has quickened and so will your womb. And if not then, soon. You are young yet.’




  That was the rub of it. She wasn’t young anymore. She was thirty-eight and time was running out. She must have a child for Humphrey. A legitimate son and heir for all that was his, and what would be his. It was clear that with weak and sickly Henry on the throne, her husband would succeed him as King, if not soon, then certainly later. And she must be ready for that.




  Alys held out a silver chased cup. ‘Drink this, Your Grace. It will help the pain and make sure you rest properly.’




  Seeing such fine workmanship soothed Eleanor for a moment. How she loved her fine trappings. She sipped gratefully and then lay back on her bolster. Tomorrow she would visit Mistress Jourdemayne. The time of Alys fetching tinctures and philtres was over. She needed to take action.




  *




  Eleanor left her men to wait in the warm kitchen and she and Alys followed Mistress Jourdemayne into the tiny chamber adjoining her stillroom, fragrant with the scents of drying herbs and infusing blooms. Alys, her hands fidgeting with her own skirt, took a place in the corner, near the door, as if she would be comforted by being close to the means of escape. Eleanor sat on the settle, pulled off her hood and rested her beringed hands on her dark velvet skirt. It was not her best dress, it did nothing for her eyes, but there was no need for those wiles today. Today was about business. About the future. She patted her hair nervously and for a moment avoided Mistress Jourdemayne’s eye.




  ‘We’re old friends, Mistress Jourdemayne,’ said Eleanor. Her words contradicted the formal tone she’d adopted to mark the distance between their ranks.




  Mistress Jourdemayne gave a wide smile. ‘We are indeed, Mistress Cobham—forgive me—Your Grace. We are indeed.’ She cleared her throat. ‘And what friendly help might you seek that brings you here in person?’




  Eleanor wanted to sniff at the cheeky remark alluding to her humbler past, but she refrained. ‘I must be clear from the very outset, my present business requires some extra—discretion.’ She forced a smile. ‘Your remedies have served me well in the past, but now I must ask something greater of you. I am informed that you venture into darker mysteries? That you have a showstone…’ Eleanor let her words trail off in the hope she would have to say no more. She held her breath.




  Mistress Jourdemayne paled a little. Did she want to risk the stone with someone as exalted as Eleanor?




  ‘I would pay you well.’




  Mistress Jourdemayne’s eyes narrowed and she nodded.




  ‘If you can look into the future, Mistress Jourdemayne, my gratitude will know no bounds.’




  Mistress Jourdemayne rose and went to the door and opened it. ‘Barnabas!’ she called. A moment later an imp of a lad came in, all skinned knees and shaggy hair.




  ‘The lady wants the showstone. Get it ready.’




  The boy stood rooted to the spot. He gave a small shake to his head. Mistress Jourdemayne cuffed him around the ear. ‘No more of your impudence, lad, you heard me.’




  Barnabas reluctantly disappeared into the stillroom and Mistress Jourdemayne turned to Eleanor. ‘I apologize for Barnabas, Your Grace. I do try, but there is only so much a person can do.’




  Barnabas returned with a casket which he set on the low table before Eleanor. After a moment he opened it. Inside was a clear globe cushioned in velvet. Barnabas snuffed all the candles but the one beside the showstone. It sparkled in the light. Behind her Alys gasped. Eleanor stared at the impressive stone and felt hopeful.




  ‘Your Grace, you must shut your eyes and think of what you particularly desire. Be specific as you can.’




  Eleanor did as she was told for only a moment before she opened her eyes just a little, to see what was happening. She saw Mistress Jourdemayne hand Barnabas a cloth. ‘Here, get on with it now,’ she whispered.




  Barnabas took the cloth, picked up the globe and began rubbing it with the cloth.




  ‘Many seek answers in the stone,’ said Mistress Jourdemayne, her voice low. ‘And many have had success.’




  The showstone shimmered under Barnabas’ hand. Carefully, he placed it back in the cushion and took a place behind Eleanor, near Alys. Alys eyed him and lifted her chin. Eleanor glanced back at him and caught him shaking his head at Mistress Jourdemayne. Mistress Jourdemayne pursed her lips until she saw Eleanor’s eyes were open and then she gave a smile. The smile didn’t reach her eyes.




  Mistress Jourdemayne put her hands above the globe, and for a moment they hovered there as if she was warming them. A moment later she started waving them around, muttering words with her eyes closed. The words finished and she opened her eyes and nodded to Eleanor.




  ‘Place your hands upon the showstone now and continue to think upon those questions. I will place my hands on the other side.’




  Eleanor leaned in and stared into the globe, her hands embracing it. Desperately, she strained to peer beyond the milky depths, Mistress Jourdemayne’s head nearly touching hers. A relentless wheel of questions tumbled round inside her. Will I have a child? Will Humphrey keep me by his side? Will he get the throne? Will her son get the throne? She found she couldn’t focus on just one question, no matter how hard she tried. Beside her the candle-flame dwindled and belched smoke. She felt a cold draft snaking up her back, creeping towards her neck and around her throat. She gave a strangled sound and dropped her hands from around the globe.




  ‘You saw something?’ Mistress Jourdemayne asked, her tone full of surprise.




  ‘I-I don’t know. No. I felt something. Something cold.’ Eleanor looked at Mistress Jourdemayne. ‘What did you see?’




  Mistress Jourdemayne gave her a studied look. ‘There were many fleeting images, you understand, and I was trying to get them to slow down, to get a clearer understanding and picture, but since you broke contact…. But that is of no matter. The spirits are being playful tonight. That happens sometimes. We will try again another night.’




  ‘Another night?’ Eleanor didn’t know if she could bring herself to come again. But it did seem as if they came close to finding the answers this night. Perhaps it was because she had asked too many questions that things went wrong. Next time she would be prepared. Next time she would have her answer.




  ‘Yes of course. We will try again,’ said Eleanor. ‘I will send a message and let you know.’




  ‘I will await your convenience,’ said Mistress Jourdemayne. ‘In the meantime I’m sure you will mention my skills to others who might need similar services.’




  Eleanor drew herself up to her full regal height. ‘We’ll see how skilled you prove in this area, in time.’ She motioned to Alys and began making her way to the door.




  Barnabas jostled in front of Alys and reached for the latch.




  ‘Have a care, boy,’ said Alys.




  A cheeky grin lit his face and his dark lashed eyes. ‘Barnabas. Me name’s Barnabas.’ His remark earned him a haughty look from Alys. The exchange lasted a moment only, but it gave Eleanor cause to feel a small bit better when she left Mistress Jourdemayne’s house. And the Lord knew that there were few times that had happened lately.




   




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Magotscroft, Eye near Westminster, June 1440




  BARNABAS




  





  Ow! The pain of me ear wakes me out of a lovely sleep. I open me eyes and it’s me mistress. She’s twisting me ear somfink fearful.




  ‘Up, you scamp,’ she whispers loudly. She drags me from me pallet. There’s some heat in them embers still and I look longingly at me bed. She pulls me out of the kitchen and down the hall. I know where we’re going and I drags me feet a little, though I know we’ll get there eventually. There’s no stopping her, not after she’s gotten a whiff of money and further customers from that duchess lady.




  She shoves me into the little room and shuts the door behind her. ‘Now Barnabas, you refused to read for me earlier, but I won’t let you get away with it.’ She points to the stillroom. She don’t have to say no more. I knows the drill and that there’s no escape tonight.




  I’ve the box on the table, eventually, and the lid open not too quick-like, but not so slow as she’d notice. There’s no need to do all them showy fings wiv hands and questions and stuff. I just blink me eyes a bit then look at the fing until the figures appear. This time is no different than any other.




  ‘I sees a fellow sitting on a chair painted wiv swords. He’s wearing a long dark robe and his head is bent like he’s reading. A candle’s burning on his desk and there’s a heavy looking book lying open. There’s diagrams and drawings and writing—and there’s a doll—not what a little lass might play wiv though—more like a little manikin wiv somefink sticking in its belly. Could be a nail—I can’t see very clear—but it’s got what looks like a little crown on its head—made out of a scrap of parchment or somefink. I can’t see the fellow’s face cos he’s got a hood pulled over it. It’s dark all round him. It’s like he’s sitting in a big black cloud all swirling round him and there’s showers of gold falling—’




  Me bref is gone and suddenly it’s like someone’s strangling me. ‘I’m choking.’ Me words can hardly come outa me mouf. ‘I can’t do no more, Mistress Jourdemayne,’ I says wiv a croak.




  Me mistress gives me a hard look, but I can see she knows me words is true. She nods and covers the showstone. ‘What can it mean?’ she says. ‘What on earth can I say to her?’
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