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Frequently described as the finest historical fiction writer of her time, Dorothy Dunnett earned worldwide acclaim for her blend of scholarship and imagination. She is best known for her two superb series of historical fiction – The Lymond Chronicles and The House of Niccolò – set in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and ranging across Europe and the Mediterranean, and for King Hereafter, the eleventh-century story of Earl Thorfinn of Orkney whom Dorothy believed was also King Macbeth. In 1992, Dorothy Dunnett was awarded the OBE for her services to literature, and in 2014 Dunnett’s most enduring hero, Francis Crawford of Lymond, was voted Scotland’s favourite literary character – beating the likes of Sherlock Holmes, Harry Potter and Ivanhoe. Dunnett died on 9 November 2001, having sold half a million copies internationally.
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In the end, as in the beginning,
for Alastair,
who was the inspiration of the
legend of Francis Crawford,
and whose love of Scotland,
in word and deed,
has done more for her
than Lymond ever could.



The Lymond Chronicles

Foreword by Dorothy Dunnett

When, a generation ago, I sat down before an old Olivetti typewriter, ran through a sheet of paper and typed a title, The Game of Kings, I had no notion of changing the course of my life. I wished to explore, within several books, the nature and experiences of a classical hero: a gifted leader whose star-crossed career, disturbing, hilarious, dangerous, I could follow in finest detail for ten years. And I wished to set him in the age of the Renaissance.

Francis Crawford of Lymond in reality did not exist, and his family, his enemies and his lovers are mostly fictitious. The countries in which he practises his arts, and for whom he fights, are, however, real enough. In pursuit of a personal quest, he finds his way – or is driven – across the known world, from the palaces of the Tudor kings and queens of England to the brilliant court of Henry II and Catherine de Medici in France. He fights for the Knights of St John in Malta and Tripoli, and assumes the role of Ambassador at the Topkapi Palace of Suleiman the Magnificent. He shares, for a while, the half-crazed rule of Ivan the Terrible in Moscow.

His home, however, is Scotland, where Mary Queen of Scots is a vulnerable child in a country ruled by her mother. It becomes apparent in the course of the story that Lymond, the most articulate and charismatic of men, is vulnerable too, not least because of his feeling for Scotland, and for the estranged family.

The Game of Kings was my first novel. As Lymond developed in wisdom, so did I. We introduced one another to the world of sixteenth-century Europe; and while he cannot change history, the wars and events which embroil him are real. After the last book of the six had been published, it was hard to accept that nothing more about Francis Crawford could be written, without disturbing the shape, and theme, of his story. But then I looked behind him, and saw another man, and another story. Or, perhaps, the same one.
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Author’s Note
In 1961 the initial manuscript in the Lymond Chronicles, The Game of Kings, was first launched in the United States of America. It had the great good fortune to be received and handled by a lady whose name is still known and respected throughout the publishing world, the late Lois Dwight Cole.

To Lois, for her unfailing support and interest throughout the series, my thanks will always be due.

I should also like to pay tribute to the Librarian and staff of The London Library, who have aided me so courteously over the years to assemble fact as well as fantasy.

The verses quoted at the head of each chapter are taken from the prophecies of Michel Nostradamus.
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Part One




Liepard laisse au ciel extend son oeil

Un aigle autour du soleil voyt s’esbatre.





Chapter 1


Quand ceux du pole arctiq unis ensemble

Et Orient grand effrayeur et crainte.



What the celebration at the castle had been, Austin Grey never discovered. He rode in to his tryst at the Tournai and found the inn ankle-deep in drunk burghers, thronging the common room and spilling out into the courtyard where inoffensive travellers like himself were attempting to sup their bread and mutton and chicory salad in the airless July dusk of Douai.

He avoided using his title. Money, and a steady, effective insistence, procured a room for him. There he removed the dust of his two days’ journey through French-speaking Flanders from Calais.

He had meant to dine indoors, but the heat and the smells forced him down to the yard where he cut food as best he could, between the elbows of a wheezing book-pedlar and a talkative merchant from Antwerp, playfully intent on the bodice-strings of the serving-maids. A group of students somewhere under the gallery were hymning cuckoldry (co co co co dae) with an artistry worthy of a Magnificat; and a pair of fishmongers, locked in liquescent brotherhood, reeled up and sent his cup rolling. A black-eyed Piedmontese slid past, limping, with a dubbed duckwing cock churring under his elbow.

There was no sign so far of the man he had come to Flanders to rescue. Austin Grey sat, seemingly quite at his ease, expertly deflecting the attention aroused by his uncommon good looks and reviewed, without pleasure, the mission he owed to his uncle, of the English fortress at Guînes, beside Calais.

‘If Francis Crawford wishes to leave Western Europe,’ irritably had said Lord Grey of Wilton, ‘then it is England’s duty to help him. Do you want him to lead the French armies into battle against us? Do you want him to go home to Scotland and encourage his countrymen to cross the Border and march into England? If he intends to go back to Russia, I for one will be happy to send him. You have his message. There is no doubt that it is authentic. Go to Douai and fetch him. You won’t be in any danger. He’s already thirty miles on the wrong side of the French frontier if he’s got there. He’ll be skulking, not you.’

And seeing the sleek, grey-bearded head turning to other business already – ‘You have considered,’ had said Austin Grey gently, ‘that this may be a French trap?’

And his uncle, an irascible but by no means unjust man, had laid down his pen. ‘This I can tell you. If anyone else here were able to recognize Crawford of Lymond or be recognized by him, I should send him in your place. But I really cannot see any man laying an ambush for you at Douai, with Pembroke and the whole English army to one side of him and King Philip at Valenciennes on the other.

‘We are invading France, Austin; and this man, if he stayed in France, could be a danger to us. It is enough to know that the French will not lightly release him, and that he has turned to us for help.

‘You dislike him,’ had said Lord Grey, folding his hands and raising the combed grey beard at his nephew. ‘You cannot possibly dislike him as much as I have reason to do. But you will go to Douai. You will tell no one your mission; and you will take the most excellent care that no one discovers that Crawford has crossed into Flanders. For much as I esteem our lady Queen’s husband, I should prefer King Philip of Spain to win this war and those after it with the distinguished commanders he has, and without the services of your much-sought-after gentleman at Douai.’

But the man best known briefly as Lymond had not come to Douai, and now the torches were lit and full night had fallen. Also, as the tavern trestles were cleared and pushed together to form a square-walled platform, the presence of the duckwing was abruptly accounted for.

The fatherless only son of a despot and the last of a long line of soldiers, Austin Grey, Marquis of Allendale, had been compelled as a boy to witness altogether too many cockfights. He rose, intent on leaving the courtyard, and halted.

In front of him, blocking his way, stood the Italian he had already observed in the Piedmontese bonnet. In either hand this time the man held a linen bag within which something live struggled and grumbled. He smiled, displaying a swollen, broken-toothed mouth and reaching across, hooked both bags into place on the wall behind Austin’s shoulders and stood back, arms akimbo, regarding him. ‘You wish to lay a wager, monsieur?’

He was a travelling cock-master, and there would be others with him. Austin said, also in French, ‘Later. Just now I wish to hear the singers.’

‘Les Amis de Rabelais? We had them last year. They perform at the castle. Four students from Montpellier, monsieur.’

He knew that already, having been struck half-way through his meal by the quality of the singing, close as a toothcomb. All Calais spoke of them. The cocker said, ‘But being English, monsieur, the words maybe escape you?’

His French was good but not good enough, apparently, to pass him off as native. They were singing Je fille quant Dieu with the Swiss countertenor, silk in the weave, in the girl’s part. Austin said, ‘Thank you. I know both meanings of quenouille,’ and made smiling to pass.

The cocker stood aside. ‘Saucy, yes? And the Battle of Marignon? Ah!’ And raising a mellifluous tenor he warbled:


‘Soyez hardis, en joye mis,

Chascun s’asaisonne,

La fleur de lys,

Fleur de hault pris

Y est en personne.

Suivez Francoys …’



He broke off, grinning, to a chorus of drunken hissing and catcalls.

Follow Francis. Austin Grey stared at the Italian cocker and the cocker, grinning, addressed him in perfect English. ‘Go and hear the singers, Lord Allendale. That is where you will find him.’

*

He went and heard the singers: four young men in breech hose and buff jerkins led by solid Hunno, the bass: Andreas, the lank, pale-headed Saxon tenor, Oswald of Basle, baritone, brown, energetic and cheerful; and auburn-haired Hilary from the eastern cantons whose ragged moustache and bleeding cheek told of the violent and continuing battle to defend his virility. From behind the moustache emerged the delicious head-voice of a eunuch, while the three others chanted, with the force and precision of wire-weavers:


La plus belle de la ville, c’est moy

La plus belle de la ville, c’est moy

Non est

Sy est

Non est

Sy est

Non est, non est, je vous jure ma foy

Non est, non est, je vous jure ma foy …



Then someone shouted a pleasantry and the next moment Hilary had leaped straight into the thick of the crowd, followed protesting by his three colleagues striving to restrain him. Deafened and buffeted, Austin was standing, searching in vain for his quarry, when Francis Crawford made himself known, as a quick, amused voice in the mêlée. ‘Faith has a fair name, but falsheid faris bettir. In your room, after the cockfight.’

But when Grey twisted round, there was no one behind him that he recognized.

*

He would have gone to his room then and there, but the Piedmontese cocker waylaid him. ‘You heard him? Till then, you’re to stay in the courtyard.’

‘Who are you?’ said Austin Grey.

He had wound a filthy scarf round the torn mouth, but you could tell the dark face was grinning. ‘A friend. Did you not see who he was?’

‘He spoke from behind. No,’ said Austin.

‘The counter-tenor. There he is, at the cock platform. Go and watch. But do not speak to him,’ said the cocker; and grinning, made off through the crowd.

Austin gazed at his back. Then he forced his way with extreme firmness to the mat-covered platform of trestles.

Les Amis de Rabelais were there, vociferously proclaiming their bets from the opposite side of the platform. And there, visibly battered, his fists full of livres and sols and deniers, was Hilary of the tousled red hair, bouncing with glee like a clown on a clock spring.

It couldn’t be. This half-fledged, ebullient Graindor could never be the man who controlled armies in Russia; whose skill in war was so celebrated that Lord Grey was prepared to take any risk to help him leave France; and even to keep him out of the hands of his allies.

And yet … Take away the moustache, and the hair, and you had a man nearer thirty than twenty; whose eyes had seen more than the frets of a lute and the inside of a medical college, and who had learned lessons other than his praxis and chirurgia and theoria.

It was Francis Crawford of Lymond. He drummed his fists on the ledge, and talked and quarrelled and shrieked with his friends, casting no single glance in Austin’s direction. But Austin, all through the fight, watched him silently.

It was not, he thought, acting. Most men of war delighted in cock-fighting. Socrates had drawn from it an example of valour; the sons of the Emperor Severus had been brought to watch it daily before being sent to reduce England. And Themistocles had braced his army to vanquish the Persians with the same analogy: Behold: these do not fight for their household gods, for the monuments of their ancestors, for glory, for liberty or the safety of their children; but only because the one will not give way to the other. In Christian lands, to give one’s cocks strength, one fed them filched bread from the altar-table.

Austin continued to watch. The docked birds dashed to each other and remained beak to beak, each shaved serpent neck straining upwards. Then came the familiar, blustering rattle as of a masterless sail in a whirlwind. Beating, gnawing and striking the cocks sprang from the mat, wrung together, and the red-haired student screeched and shot his arms over his head, half concussing a dyer and knocking a barber’s hat over his face like a chafing dish.

Then the birds dropped, in a fury of warm, gouting blood and black feathers, and Austin saw that the birchen grey, a big eight-pound fowl, had a spur sunk up to the hilt in its enemy’s neck, and the fight was already over.

He would have gone then to his room, but the crowd behind held him stapled fast to his place. They took the dead bird out for the pot, and the owner, his beaming face red in the torchlight, lifted the victor tenderly in his thick hands and with his tongue began searching its injuries.

Soon, stinking with curative urine, it would take a pat of sweet rosemary butter and be put to stove in the straw of its sweating basket. It had been fortunate. He had seen a fight between two wounded cocks last a couple of hours, even though the spurs were cut smooth and sharp with a penknife. As the ancients had said: in their raging pride, indifferent to pain and injury, they would fight to the end of their powers.

Looking through the eyes of the man opposite you could, he supposed, see a barbaric magnificence in it. You could admire the quick, graceful movements of the bird they now put on the mat, with its tight glossy plumage and muscular thighs; brilliant yellow on shoulder and saddle. Or the sprightly strut of its black and red adversary, the polled head darting and glinting; the spurs growing low and wicked and curved on the white and sinewy legs.

They liked to fight, it was said. It was their instinct. They would seek battle regardless of the presence of man, and would pine if denied it. And here, in the darting bodies, the sparring, the dodging, the high, rustling flirts when with beak, foot and spur, bird grappled with bird, there was strength and fire and a most unflinching valour for men to admire and emulate.

Half an hour went by of the struggle. By the end of it the golden fowl, slashed and impaled, was sorely beaten, but continued steadily to attack its superb and untouched antagonist.

Then it weakened. In silence among the screaming spectators Austin Grey watched the tired legs beginning to tremble; the beak to open; the tongue to palpitate. One barred yellow wing trailed on the mat and when, in the flurries, it sought to grip with its beak, the rich red wings of its foe beat it down, and the other’s strong spurs struck again and again, at its head, its throat or its neck, or the place in its back where, sinking through, the sharpened point would spear through its vitals.

Austin had laid no wagers. But when, in one such bustle, the golden cock struck to the head and against all expectation, the bigger bird disengaged and dropped aside, staggering, he was glad; as if he and not the duckwing had been suffering. Then he saw what the chance blow had done. The black-breasted red had lost the use of its eyes.

Silence fell. The yellow bird, its abdomen slit, was almost vanquished. It moved as if drunk, toppling first on its breast and then on its ragged docked tail and you could see sweat, like citrines, on the torn feathers. It lay, red eyes glaring its challenge.

And the red, strong still, trod forward groping in darkness and found and gripped the fallen bird with its beak. Then, beating down its cut wings, it attacked and went on attacking its enemy’s body.

It should have been the end. The yellow bird twitched and raised its stained head. It lifted itself, shivering. It stood, and might have fallen. Instead, in a single magic explosion of courage and anger, it hurled forward the naked head and caught the blinded red foe by the throat. Then springing high in the air, the yellow cock brought down its spurs in a stroke no living bird could have fended.

The black-breasted red toppled and lay, in the jumping, glistening stream of its blood. And the yellow stepped on its back, and moved its one wing, and throwing back its gored head, crowed in triumph.

Courage, of a noble and humbling order. Courage of the brute, subject to neither reason nor discipline. Courage which could inspire emulation or greed, or brutality. What were they celebrating now, these bellowing figures about him, but a win against odds, and the making or losing of money?

Opposite him, the red-haired student had won his wager. The others had thrown him in the air and he descended upside down, in a rain of silver, attempting through hiccoughing laughter to semaphore to himself a serving of Auxerrois.

It was easy now to get away from the mat. Austin Grey turned, his face unsmiling, and ran up the gallery stairs to his chamber.

Inside was the Piedmontese cock-master and two other men, one of whom closed the door behind him and locked it. The other, as Austin snatched at his scabbard, pricked with a blade the wadded back of his doublet. They took his sword from him.

‘Ah, Lord Allendale,’ said the Piedmontese, indolent thumbs in his sword-belt. ‘A fine, small head; a muscular pair of shanks and a bold, smart demeanour for a game fowl. But all the same, as you will note, we have our spurs in you and you will shortly (bind the gag tightly, Demetrio) also be made, as you see, safely voiceless.

‘What are you trying to say? Where are we taking you? To France, of course. It will be a pleasant captivity, and short-lived, unless your uncle is foolish. But then, I don’t imagine Lord Grey could ever be foolish. And you are, are you not, as a son to him?’

They had to shift the knife in order to bind him and he fought then with considerable success, because he had been well trained and did not care, in that moment, what they did to him. But against three, he had little chance; and soon enough his limbs were tightly corded and he had been heaved, wrapped in his cloak, into a smaller room where they dropped him on a pallet and left him.

Bound, gagged and thrown in a corner with less accommodation than any trussed fowl in its cock bag, there was nothing Austin Grey could do but give way, breathing hard, to bitter anger.

If Francis Crawford wishes to leave Western Europe, his uncle had said, then it is England’s duty to help him.

And what if it is a French trap? he had answered. For of course, a man who revered bloody courage and was stirred to wildness and laughter by its apotheosis was not of his kind, and did not hold to his rules. But his uncle had trusted the fellow.

He could not move. Through the shuttered window he could hear from the noise, surging and checking, that another cockfight had started. Perhaps the ‘Piedmontese’ had been forced to take part in it, since this was his alibi. And of course, as a travelling cocker, he would have horses and carts and a perfect excuse for leaving late at night for his next station. No one would look in his feeding sacks, or under the straw. No one would suspect he was a French spy taking back captive an Englishman.

Of course, the cock-master was not a Frenchman. He had spoken fluent Italian, and his English, though accurate, was inflected with the same accent. Naturally, since the Queen was a Florentine, the French court was full of Italians.

A Florentine …

What was it Lord Grey had said, testily, only last week? The devil has a charmed life. He got a hackbut ball full in the mouth while in Italy, and all it did was shatter his dog-teeth.

The dark and masterful man with the broken mouth was not a Piedmontese or a cocker. He was Marshal of France Piero Strozzi, one of King Henri’s most able generals. And a friend, long since in Scotland, of Francis Crawford.

The bragging red game-cock – two of them – against the tormented yellow, indeed. And since he had a high pride of his own, although he would have denied it, Austin Grey sought about him for a weapon … a baton he could wrench out with his fingertips, a sliver of glass … anything with which to free himself, or inflict injury at least on his captors.

What he found, lost in the straw, was an eating-knife. He felt, disbelieving, the sting of its blade, and ignoring the blood on his hand, did not rest until he had disentangled it. Then, hacking and sawing, he cut through the cords on his feet and then, in a gory mess, those on his wrists, and freeing himself from the gag, strode to the door of his prison.

It was locked and would not give way, although he charged it again and again. Nor, because of the noise, could he make his voice carry.

There remained the casement. He ripped open the shutters. It did indeed give on to the courtyard. Noise and torchlight streamed in, but he could not get out. The window was barred.

He could not get out, but it wouldn’t matter, if he could attract someone’s attention. Outside were his enemies, but there were only three of them, and Francis Crawford. In this room, even armed with a knife, he might have little chance against four resolute men. But what chance had four men in French pay in a tavern in Douai, once the burghers knew of their presence?

So Austin Grey snatched up his cloak, and thrusting it between the bars of his window shouted at the fullest pitch of his voice, ‘Treachery! Treachery! There are French spies among you! The cock-master with the broken mouth is Piero Strozzi!’

Faces turned. He waved his cloak and shouted again. With careful clarity he was still calling when he heard a key grate in the lock behind him. He wedged his cloak in the bars and whipped round, knife in hand, to defend himself.

In the doorway stood Hilary of the red hair, with steel in his hand and neither laughter nor civility in his voice. He said, ‘Come with me.’

Behind him, the door rested invitingly open. An eating-knife versus a sword made long odds again, but it was worth a leap and a stab, which the other man countered quickly. In the moment’s fighting that followed, both weapons clashed to the ground; and Austin fell with a grim and heady satisfaction on the man who had so coolly betrayed him.

But although brave and obstinate, he had not the iron will that subdues armies. He saw coming the blow which would fell him, but unlike the gold cock, by that time had no means to parry it. It hit him cleanly, and he knew nothing more.

*

He had thought, in his innocence, that a Marshal of France would enter Douai with only two men to accompany him. Had Austin Grey been conscious and still at his window, he would have seen the courtyard doors swung suddenly shut and, plucked from the crowd, a circle of thirty men range themselves, sword in hand, enclosing the cockfight and all its spectators. Men oddly attired: here a tinsmith, there a clerk or a book-pedlar. But none of the three remaining Amis de Rabelais who stood where they were, staring about them.

Staring perhaps at the fourth of their number, who had stopped in midflight, sword in hand; with two of Strozzi’s men behind him at the top of the staircase and two below, their hands ready to grasp him. The fourth student Hilary, divested at last of red moustache and wig, who stood, looking down at Piero Strozzi, with the famous Crawford hair gilt in the torchlight.

Strozzi said, grinning, ‘La plus belle de la ville. I was not sure which you were, until you spoke to the beautiful marquis. You will have discovered. All the exits are guarded.’

‘Who betrayed me?’ said Francis Crawford. The voice, very different from that of Hilary, was light and level and empty and he held his sword, its point on the stairs, like an extension of his own flexible body.

‘Your own men,’ said Strozzi. ‘Guthrie and Blacklock and Hoddim and Hislop. They have no mind, mon fils, to go back to Russia. They want you, as all of us do, to remain with kind Mother France. You will give up your sword.’

‘Hardly,’ said Francis Crawford.

‘Then we shall have to take it,’ said Strozzi reprovingly. ‘As you see, we are clearing the courtyard. Soon all will be locked in the tavern. Then you will be one man against thirty. What can you do?’

‘I can kill,’ said the man on the stairs known as Lymond.

‘You cannot kill thirty men. Even you,’ said Strozzi, grinning again. He turned. ‘Citizens of Douai, do not be alarmed. I have not come to harm you, but to take back to France this gentleman who thought so little of King Henri’s hospitality that he decided to spurn it. In a little, we shall be –’

Lymond hurled himself down. Someone screamed. Under Francis Craw-ford’s swung steel the man at the foot of the staircase perished. Still running, Lymond killed the next who opposed him, and a third rolled under his feet as a dozen more, racing, converged on him. He staggered as first one and then another crashed into him but the sword still stabbed and glittered and Strozzi, his brows drawn under the Piedmontese cap, saw a fourth stuck and collapse, choking. For a moment, it made the rest falter. Then they swarmed after, ducking, dodging, clutching at that damnable, that diabolical sword-arm.

On that, furious, Strozzi shouted an order and the fools drew off at last and deployed, cutting off the way to the gates, so that Lymond was forced back against the doorless wall with a half circle of men crouched before him, out of reach of that swift clotted sword-blade.

Piero Strozzi snapped his fingers and, with a fresh-lit torch in his hand, walked forward and joined the gasping group of his men.

Crawford of Lymond watched him come, his breathing fast, his knuckle bones white on the sword hilt. He said, ‘The Kyng of Fraunce spared none … But sent for hem everychone. What have you promised them?’

And Strozzi, holding the illuminating torch just out of reach, said calmly, ‘That the man who harms you will die. As you see, their swords are still in their scabbards. You have killed four. You may kill four more before they take your sword from you. But you cannot escape. Is Russia worth eight loyal men’s lives?’

‘Yes,’ said Francis Crawford. ‘You will have to watch me take them.’

‘Including mine?’ said Marshal Strozzi.

‘If you insist,’ said the other man pleasantly. He had recovered his breath. ‘My dear Piero, I abide and abide and better abide. How can I be made to take a command in your army? The bribe does not exist that would interest me.’

‘There is one, they say,’ said Piero Strozzi. ‘You had wealth in Russia, and power. You may have both in France. You may also have something they tell me Russia could not offer you.’

‘A loyal Florentine friend?’ Lymond suggested.

‘No, although you will thank me for this yet,’ said Strozzi with equanimity. ‘You cannot obtain an annulment, they say, for your marriage.’

Distantly from the inn came the sound of voices and hammering. In the darkness someone groaned, and the dying torches, spluttering, lit the long grotesque rows of the game bags, each with its occupant. A cock chuckled and another, savagely, gave tongue in answer. Lymond said, ‘I hear gossip too. I do not always repeat it.’

‘This gossip,’ said Strozzi, ‘says that there is nothing you will not pay to be freed of this contract. I am to tell you that unless you come back to France you will never secure this divorce. I am to tell you that it will be granted you when you have served the King of France for a year, freely and to the best of your powers in any theatre where he may need you. And, in case you may doubt what I say, I have the promise in writing, with the Cardinal Legate’s own signature.’

Lymond took the thrown packet and opened and read it, without relaxing his guard, in the light of the fresh burning cresset.

Strozzi watched him.

This time, there was no trick and Lymond would know it. The Pope, the friend of France, could withhold or grant this annulment as France requested. All that mattered now was whether gossip spoke truly. Whether, to obtain his divorce, Francis Crawford would conceivably undertake the year’s service demanded.

He stood for a long time, considering. Then the point of his sword moved slowly downwards, and Strozzi knew, amazed, that he had surrendered.

‘I have one condition,’ said Francis Crawford. ‘Les Amis de Rabelais should not suffer. They had no idea who I was.’

Strozzi doubted it. But there was no need to quibble. ‘Am I a clod,’ he said, ‘deaf to the call of the Muses? They may return on St Luke’s Day for their doctorates. Their punishment, mon fils, must be the loss of their tenorino. So you are coming?’

‘I find your arguments irresistible,’ said Francis Crawford. ‘You didn’t think to introduce them before? You might have saved four soldiers’ dead pay.’

‘Christ,’ said Piero Strozzi, relieving him prudently of his sword, ‘I didn’t think, to tell you the truth, that marriage weighed so heavily on you. You surprise me. Does she bore you, or have you met a rich heiress?’

‘I am abandoning,’ said Lymond, ‘the foul yoke of sensual bondage. You’d better hurry. I sent Austin Grey for the eswardeurs.’

They did not know whether, on the last point, to believe him, but it encouraged Marshal Strozzi to vacate the Tournai quickly. And certainly Austin Grey, hurriedly searched for, was nowhere to be found on the premises.

It hardly mattered. Of the two men he had hoped to appropriate, Piero Strozzi was bringing the jewel.

He whistled, leaving the tavern, and on his way to the gates blithely slit, one by one, all the hooked row of hanging white cock bags.

Before he had stepped on to the quay the serpent necks, stretching and twisting, were out of the canvas.

Before he had sculled up the small river or the rest had reached, in their various ways, the Porte d’Arras, the Porte d’Equerchin, the Porte d’Ocre, the fighting-cocks had flounced to the earth two by two in the wide empty yard of the Tournai; and tearing, gouging and stabbing, with dogged courage were killing each other.

*

Like the Duke of Arschot, Austin Grey made his escape in the pipe of a privy. How he got there he did not remember, but he awoke to find he was free and that his enemies, thwarted, had left Douai without him.

Lord Grey’s fury over the matter, when he reported it, exceeded even his own, but seemed to derive less from the deceit than from the consequent waste of Lord Grey’s time and energy. When, some weeks later, the English army in France received notice of other consequences rather more telling, he made a point of informing his nephew.

‘Your man Crawford of Lymond has left court to go south to Lyon,’ said the Governor of the English fortress at Guînes. ‘On a French mission, naturally. It really is damned inconvenient that you didn’t kill him at Douai. It was a trap. They were out to catch you. You were quite entitled to.’

With Lord Grey, one did not make excuses. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Austin woodenly.

‘He’s gone to Lyon,’ said his uncle, irritably repeating himself. ‘Ostensibly to raise money, but it won’t be. The last place I want a senior French command to interest itself in. Those Spanish tacticians want their great donkey mouths pasted shut for them. First, the French find out we’re using Lyon as a mail-box. Next, they’ll hear about the German levies at Ferette. They’ve probably heard of them already. Two thousand horse and ten thousand cavalry preparing to attack Lyon once we’ve taken Saint-Quentin. And with Lyon and Paris in our hands, the war’ll be over.’

‘Paris, sir?’ said Austin Grey, his eyes on his uncle. Obstinate, old-fashioned, over-meticulous to a degree, Lord Grey was a figure of melancholy fun to his valet, his secretary and all those between wars who served him.

In battle, it was a different matter. He had a flair for it: a military instinct revered by the English high command and also by their allies the Spaniards, to whom he was now seconded.

‘Naturally, Paris,’ said Lord Grey of Wilton. ‘After Picardy is overrun, who is there to stop us? The Constable, in his dotage? The princes of the blood, St André and the rest of their decadent chivalry? Who is there? Even Piero Strozzi is on his way back to Italy.’

‘And Mr Crawford to Lyon,’ said Austin. ‘Is that such a bad thing for us, sir? It must have weakened the Constable’s forces.’

‘It might have,’ said Lord Grey testily, ‘if he had taken any troops to Lyon with him. All he has are some officers of the Bureau of Finance and a group of his own captains. They’ll be mustering Switzers on the spot, I shouldn’t wonder, and withdrawing Piedmont troops into the bargain. He’s no fool. It’s what I should do. And it’ll leave the Constable a full army here in the north to attack us with. As you know,’ said Lord Grey of Wilton, ‘I can’t stand the fellow. But I wish to God he were fighting for us instead of against us. Or that he wasn’t fighting at all.’

He glared at his nephew, who had failed to kill Francis Crawford of Lymond, and Austin Grey sustained his gaze without moving.

At Lymond’s hands he had risked the loss of more than his time and his patience. He had enjoyed a grim satisfaction in attempting to repay him, painfully, in that brief moment of fighting at Douai.

But he had not sought to kill him.

One could not say that to Lord Grey. One could not say that in honour one could not bring oneself to slay Francis Crawford, then or at any time in the future, no matter how much one disliked him.

One could not say that one deeply loved, and wished to marry, Francis Crawford’s exquisite wife.



Chapter 2

Dedans Lyon ving cinq d’une halaine

Cinq citoyens, Germains, Bressans, Latins

Par dessous nobles conduiront longue traine

Et descouvers par abbois de mastins.



That a royal deputation was coming was known to every burgher in Lyon by the last week in July, but only the doughty Scottish merchant called Jerott Blyth knew who was to lead it, for Francis Crawford sent him a letter.

Once, Jerott had fought under Lymond, when his band of mercenaries had first made their mark throughout Europe. He still exchanged news and heard from his former colleagues occasionally. He knew, for example, from Adam Blacklock what Lymond had done and said on his return from Douai, when his captains had succeeded, with Strozzi’s help, in preventing him from leaving France.

Jerott Blyth was a tough and even a foolhardy man, but he was glad he had not been there. He was content to receive his instructions by letter and to carry them out in the pleasant place where he had chosen to settle, in the Presqu’île, the flat pendant of land on the breast of the south-flowing Rhone which was the heart of commercial Lyon.

To his north lay the streams of the Saône and the Rhône, the cords of the pendant here united. From Marseille up the Rhône to the Presqu’île there came the wine, the crystal, the oil, the vats of silk and the ostrich feathers, the gold, the carpets, the almonds, the sugar, the balms and the spices of Venice, Africa and the Orient. Through the river-passes to the north and the west, trade and conquering peoples flowed over the Alps and into Italy as well as into Germany, Flanders and Paris. Long after the Romans had founded it, Lyon remained the crossroads of the world: the springboard of every Transalpine campaign; the station in every traveller’s journey from the Mediterranean to the court in the north.

And so Lyon was larger than Paris, and, fed by the rich blood of its immigrants, grew richer and still more brilliant. It gave to the world silks and poetry, the finest banking system Europe possessed, and the most distinguished collection of printing houses. And from its wealth, it came in time to pay the penalty. Four French Kings, coated in silver-etched armour, had hurled themselves into warfare on the bankers’ orders loyally proffered by Lyon, and the burghers were in no doubt at this moment as to why a Russian general with French and Scottish titles should be riding from Compiègne to address them. But none the less, on this Sunday, August 15th, they gathered outside the Hôtel de Ville on the Presqu’île and waited for the welcoming party to appear on the bridge with their visitors.

And Jerott Blyth, standing with them in his expensive high-collared cloak and paned pourpoint, wondered why, successfully settled in this handsome city, he troubled to further the career of someone who was, after all, no longer his commander. And why, gazing over the river to the tree-cloudy hill of la Fourvière palisaded with the tall, crowded homes of the bankers, the administrators, the clergy, he should find his gloved fingers clenched, his pulse hurrying.

He had nothing to fear. He was beyond the age, now, of being hectored. He was even now, in a sense, part of the family.

To his left, darkly curving, was the rue Mercière, the richest street in the city, in which stood his great house of Gaultier, which had come to him with his wife.

There were some, he knew, who believed he had married Marthe for the house, or for her inheritance from the two people, now dead, who had lived in it. She had never troubled to conceal her illegitimacy. It still angered him that, set against her looks, her quick wits, her business acumen, it should be held to matter.

The connection with Lymond she had never publicized. Until last week, when the letter to Jerott from Francis himself had referred to it. ‘Your former service with me is no doubt common knowledge. Since the resemblance between Marthe and myself will cause comment, you might refer to her now as my step-sister. Any antecedents you care to invent on this score, I shall be happy to substantiate.’

It had, in fact, been difficult to persuade Marthe to agree to this, but he had succeeded and the reaction among their neighbours had varied, as he had expected, from austere disbelief to jocularity.

There was no doubt that Lymond would never have dreamed of advertising the link except from necessity. The resemblance between himself and Jerott’s wife could have been no greater if they had been of one birth, brother and sister.

As it chanced, neither Lymond nor Marthe knew the reason, and neither cared. One assumed that Lymond’s late father, a foot-loose nobleman, had sired Marthe and left her in France, where four years ago, Francis had come across her, on his way to Turkey.

At the end of that voyage he, Jerott, had married her. But Francis had not seen her since, nor had he corresponded with her. Whatever its antecedents the link, so lately formed, had proved a tenuous one. Once, to be sure, he had got the impression they hated one another.

Then the man on his left said, ‘There they are!’ and Jerott saw the flashing of halberds and morions and the flutter of flags between the tall houses on either side of the bridge. The Delegation had spent the previous night outside the walls of Saint-Just and had come fresh this morning down the steep path of the Gourguillon, where a Pope had once lost his tiara, and along the crowded right bank of the Saône.

Escorting it would be the twelve members of Lyon’s Consulat but not the Governor, the Marshal de St André. The Marshal was on campaign in Picardy. The Governor’s lodging, in an elegant square on the other side of this bridge, was where Lymond would henceforth be staying.

Jerott Blyth had been relieved to hear it. Any visit Lymond paid to the Hôtel Gaultier would consequently be a brief one. A young priest standing beside him said, ‘I’m told you fought, sir, under his lordship of Sevigny. In Scotland, is he of good family?’

The usual question. ‘He is the second son of a very old Scottish house,’ Jerott said, watching the bridge. ‘He has a Scottish property at Lymond and a French estate at Sevigny, on the Loire. His brother, Crawford of Culter, has the title.’

‘Ah!’ said the monk. He looked impressed. ‘I have heard of Lord Crawford of Culter.’

And the usual answer. ‘You will have heard of the first baron,’ Jerott said. ‘This is three generations away. This Mr Crawford has only fought occasionally in France and has just spent two years in Russia.’

Which in some degree, he supposed, must have altered him. On that point, Adam’s letters had not been informative. The mounted procession, feathered caps bobbing, was coming closer. He had not far off a hundred men at arms with him, Jerott calculated; and God knew how many servants, as well as a jogging group in black skirts: the finance officers. Then the Consulat and the chief burghers. Then Adam Blacklock, lean and unexpectedly scarred, riding next to a small, fresh-faced person unknown to him. Then …

Then Francis Crawford of Lymond, comte de Sevigny. At Douai, before he killed Strozzi’s men, he had played the part, Adam said, of a red-headed student counter-tenor.

Now he was not playing a rôle. Jerott wondered what the Douaisiens would have made of this fair, slender man with the sculptured face and wide, watchful eyes, and the lyre marks of satire and also of arrogance about the long mouth. Lymond rode under the personal banner of his house, and wore for his entry a high-throated doublet and surcoat of floating Persian tissue whose stuff drew comment like the chatter of looms from all the watching weavers, and whose jewels, luminous in the sunlight, cast their bloom as through a wine glass, citrine and azure and amethyst; to gratify bankers and make merchants fall silent, appraising them.

Then the Captain-General dismounted and Jerott found himself, all too soon, summoned to his place in the introductions. Face to face: ‘My God,’ said Francis Crawford in English, smiling cordially and shaking his hand. ‘Caffa and purled lace and pinking, and a butt on him like one of Shah Mahmút the Ghazněrides’ elephants. How is Marthe?’ To his escort he added blandly, in French, ‘Forgive me. Mr Blyth and I are old acquaintances.’

‘Don’t apologize. M. le Prévôt speaks English,’ said Jerott coldly.

‘So he does,’ said Lymond thoughtfully. ‘Remind me to tell him that the Shah Mahmút the Ghazněrides kept very small elephants. And Marthe, you that in love find lucke and habundance? May I call on her?’

‘If you wish. That is, we shall be honoured,’ said Jerott quickly. Francis could always tie him in knots.

Lymond, his mouth twitching, moved on. His two captains, Adam Blacklock and Daniel Hislop, watched him go and turned their gaze with one accord upon Jerott Blyth, left staring after him.

‘This man Jerott,’ said Danny Hislop accusingly. ‘You said he was middle-aged.’ Jerott turned.

‘I didn’t,’ said Adam Blacklock indignantly. ‘I said he was stinking rich and cut his old allies dead in the street. I did not say he was middle-aged.’

Vivid, black-haired and muscular, with passions far from middle-aged lodged between the flat belly and lean hips on which he had just been insulted, Jerott Blyth looked at the two men and, for the first time, his face lost its apprehension.

Then Adam put his hand on his arm, and laughed, and introduced the short, sandy-haired man called Danny Hislop, and together they went into the Hôtel de Ville after Lymond.

*

Jerott’s golden-haired wife watched them go. Unknown to him, Marthe had stood for an hour in the crowd facing the church of Saint-Nizier to obtain a sight, her first for three years, of the Scotsman who so resembled her.

Conscious of her own singular beauty she had wondered if he had lost his own looks, but this was not so. Indeed, he had come into them in an odd way; the pastel colours subtly enlivened by the snows of Muscovy; or what he had found there.

The thought did not please her. She watched him dismount and, her lips tightening, saw him speak to her husband and Jerott, flushed, answer him. Then Jerott was joined by two other men and the three followed her brother to the entrance of the Hôtel de Ville.

In the archway, Francis Crawford paused and turned. The crowd, readily sycophantic, raised some applause for him. He smiled, acknowledging it and, turning his gaze unerringly to where Marthe stood, performed for her lightly a complete court salutation, his hand on his heart. Then, amusement on his face, he continued on his way leaving behind him Jerott, red with embarrassment, and the smaller of the two captains staring in her direction, his roomy mouth fallen open.

Other heads, craning, had recognized the woman dealer from the Hôtel Gaultier. Marthe turned and, without hurrying, strolled through the dispersing crowd to the rue de la Platière behind her.

So, riding by without a glance. Lymond had still noticed her. And telling her so, delivered a warning. You must do better than this, that charming greeting conveyed, if you wish, my dear Marthe, to study me. It was useful to be reminded that she, too, had tended always to underrate Francis Crawford.

It was not a mistake she intended to repeat. In a few moments, walking north, she had reached her meeting place.

The road was full, as usual, of carts coming through the Porte de la Lanterne, and a clutter of stalls, and knots of gossiping people on their way to and from market. Sitting on the steps of the Cross was a small, weather-worn person with a broken nose, working with a knife at a piece of wood. A group of children surrounded him.

As she approached, he stood up and said something in idiomatic French with a strong Scottish accent, handing the piece of wood as he did so to one of the children. It seemed to be a puppet of some sort. They ran off, laughing and shouting, and the man turned and came towards her.

Close to, his face was not prepossessing: the grizzled beard more grey than black, and the skin seamed with scars and stiffened with suns hotter than those in Scotland or France. Marthe said, ‘You keep your word, Mr Abernethy. Is Mr Crawford’s wife coming to Lyon?’

Archie Abernethy, a veteran of more skirmishes than Marthe could have imagined, stopped, cocked his mahogany cranium and said, ‘Aye so, Mistress Blyth; and good day to ye. But ye didna tell me Mr Crawford would be here at the same time, now. Or is that a coincidence?’

The long-lashed blue eyes held his, peacefully. ‘Does it matter? I told your mistress that a visit would be rewarding. When she died, the Dame de Doubtance left many papers. Mr Crawford may have no interest in his family history, but his wife, I am told, is a tireless investigator. She shall have free access to all the documents. Whether Mr Crawford is here or not, surely, will make no difference.’

Through a gate in the wall was the small churchyard of Saint-Pierre, with shade under the trees, and some white marble benches. Jerott Blyth’s wife, turning, entered and seated herself. ‘Unless, of course. Mistress Philippa is still afraid of him?’

Arms folded, the little man stood and considered her. ‘You could say she doesna relish the notion of meeting him. He would be in Russia now but for his wife handing him over to the French ship that captured him.’

‘Why? I didn’t know that!’ said Marthe sharply.

In a liquid gesture, Mr Abernethy expressed helpless ignorance. ‘She didna want him to go back to Russia.’

‘I wonder why?’ Marthe said. ‘She hasn’t changed her mind about the divorce?’

‘Fegs, no,’ said Archie. ‘Ye havena seen her since the English court got hold of her. She’s had suitors like a pierhead has wulks ever since she left home, and since she came here we’re fair palsified with them.’

‘So Philippa is already in Lyon?’ said Marthe softly.

He stared back at her owlishly. ‘Aye. At Mr Crawford’s bankers, the Schiatti,’ he said. ‘We had lodgings, but they took a fancy to her, and invited us to stay. We came properly escorted, with a safe conduct.’

‘The Schiatti,’ said Marthe thoughtfully. There were two middle-aged brothers, both with sons.

‘Aye,’ said Archie Abernethy. He cleared his throat. ‘You have no objection, then, to this hunt through the Doubtance papers?’

‘I?’ said Jerott’s wife, and raised her arched eyebrows at him in a stare which recalled, unpleasantly, her masculine counterpart. ‘The facts of my birth are beyond either redemption or further embarrassment, Mr Abernethy. If Mistress Philippa finds satisfaction in laying bare the truth about her husband’s origins, it is not for me to dissuade her … Do you know, I wonder, his purpose in coming here?’

‘To raise a loan for the King. So the bankers say.’

‘The bankers know more than they say,’ Marthe said. ‘And Mr Crawford – or should we call him the comte de Sevigny? – knows more than most of them. The greater the general, the greater his grasp of the manifold uses of espionage. Through all his months in Russia and after, he required my husband to write to him. And obviously, he has other correspondents.’

‘In Lyon?’ said the man Abernethy. He was listening intently.

‘Some of them,’ Marthe said. ‘One can guess perhaps where. For a long time, M. le comte has had cronies among printers. He has been a paid soldier, a courtier, a galley-slave. He knows his Paris, his Algiers, his Geneva. He must have a friend in every whore-house in Germany. And men who write him from Scotland.’

‘Not me,’ said Abernethy, agreeably. ‘My writing’s terrible. But he had his wife followed frae London to Dieppe. It made her nervous.’

‘And after Dieppe?’ said Marthe; and had her answer in the sudden gleam in the man’s eyes.

‘No one followed us,’ said Archie Abernethy with simplicity. ‘So unless you tell him, Mr Crawford – M. le comte – need never know that she’s here.’

‘Except,’ said Marthe dryly, ‘that the whole male Schiatti family are at this moment in the Hôtel de Ville with him.’

‘Sworn to silence,’ said Archie. ‘I told ye. She’s dead set on avoiding her husband. Only she needs his signature to look at the papers. We were hoping you could get it.’

It was what she had counted on. ‘Yes,’ said Marthe. ‘If you bring her to my house in the rue Mercière at six o’clock tomorrow. Do you want to swear me to secrecy also?’

‘No,’ said the little man slowly. He added suddenly, ‘Does Mr Blyth know all about this?’

The truth, one supposed, was often the best. ‘He knows,’ said Marthe, ‘that there are family papers. He doesn’t know that Mistress Philippa has come south to look at them. And if he did, he would discourage a meeting between her and Mr Crawford. Jerott believes Mr Crawford should be encouraged to dissolve his marriage and set out for Moscow. He likes the idea of Mr Crawford in Moscow. The French monarchy, as you may know, does not. If M. le comte wants his freedom from Philippa, he has to stay in France for a twelvemonth.’

‘So I heard. Marshal Strozzi, they say, put the proposition to him in Flanders. It couldn’t be right,’ said the little man gently, ‘but they say that Marshal Strozzi got the idea from Mr Blyth, your husband?’

‘Do they?’ said Marthe, and rising, smoothed her gown and began walking slowly over the grass to the gateway. ‘Then I suppose there is nothing to be gained by contradicting it. But you may tell your mistress that Jerott played no part in baulking my brother.

‘Philippa may have sent him to France. But I, dear Mr Abernethy, devised the ultimatum that will keep him here.’

*

She was at home when the Hôtel de Ville emptied; nor did she see fit to mention her rendezvous. But in fact, Jerott Blyth had no thought of her. Like the other burghers of Lyon exposed to that stinging forty minutes’ exposition by the new Captain-General from Compiègne, he came down the steps silent, sober and thoughtful.

So often, in the past, had he heard Lymond use this technique. The graceful exordium with its poetic and classical allusions: in this instance to Colonia Copia Lugdunum, sometime shelter of Popes and of Kings; home of wisdom, of poetry, of beauty; birthplace of Delorme and foster-parent of Rabelais; fount of learned men – M. Grolier; M. Guéraud the Receveur; M. Aneau the Rector beside him.

And, of course, the distinguished daughters of Lyon … Madame Labé: Madame de Bourges whose words, with those of Scève and Dolet and Marot, might be recorded for posterity in more than four hundred printing-shops.

The silk … the merchants … the bankers; the Gondi, the Spini, the Gadagne, the Arrighi, the Schiatti who, for two hundred years had married the wisdom of Italy to French acumen.

Those who created annually her four magnificent fairs. All those who had made a city fit for Marot’s description: ce Lyon qui ne mord point; Lyon plus doux que cent pucelles.

‘… And from these loyal burghers of Lyon,’ had continued the agreeable voice of the King’s new commander, ‘from among these 50,000 fine souls in the wealthiest jewel of our crown, come the eight rotting heads you see on the Bridge of Saône gateway this morning.’

The well-placed knife, which takes a moment to declare itself. With an interest almost clinical, Jerott waited for the rumbling stir, and the ensuing silence, and then for the voice, less melodious, taking up the brief, nasty story of treachery.

He watched Lymond, since he hardly needed to listen. He himself had provided the report on which much of it was based. Letters had been found, under cover of packets to merchants in Lyon and Besançon, and a plot uncovered to admit troops at the next fair, dressed as traders. He, Jerott, had taken no direct part in the arrests. The orders for that, he now realized, must have come direct to the city from Lymond.

On one side of him, Adam Blacklock sat quietly; long and brown and tougher in some ways than Jerott remembered him. And on the other, the short man with the hazel eyes and snub nose and drift of thin, sandy hair whom they had called Danny Hislop. A man more recently in Lymond’s employment, Jerott guessed, and still with an edge that could cut. And enjoying, of course, the expertise of it all.

‘Every family, I need not tell you,’ Lymond said, ‘has its wastrels. Those of yours have been extirpated. A great city, steadfast and loyal, can withstand that which would annihilate a divided one, and draws to herself, by her greatness, the succour of others …’

The Captain-General from Russia stopped, and let his eyes travel over his audience from wall to wall. He had spoken without notes; his bearing relaxed, his hands still, his easy French conveying all the emphasis he required. He waited, and then said gravely, ‘Burghers of Lyon, you are standing upon a new battlefield. Philip of Spain has decided to capture this city. The Baron Nicolas de Polvilliers, a lieutenant of the Duke of Savoy and a disciple of the Bishop of Arras, has mustered two armies and is preparing to march with both to Bourg-en-Bresse, ten leagues from this spot. While King Philip’s army engages his Excellency the Constable’s forces in the north, Pollvilliers will advance upon Lyon.’

He paused. ‘Will you, as these eight traitors wanted, open your gates to him?’

Not the knife a second time, but the bludgeon. Stunned by the unexpectedness of it, Jerott heard the repercussion begin; the noise increase; the sharp voices of inquiry, of denial, of anxious disbelief.

Lymond held up his hand. ‘You ask how I know. I tell you, the monarch knows everything. You ask why I am here, and I will tell you. To seek out and punish the merchants who invited Polvilliers … You need not look at one another. It is done. The men were invited to Saint-Just last night and persuaded to confess. You may think it should not be long before they join their fellow traitors, there on the bridgehead. I shall read you their names.’

It was new to Jerott, but he believed it. Two of the arrested men were neighbours of his. He listened, absorbed, to the details. The enemy, it seemed, was on the march through the Franche-Comté.

Jerott said aloud, ‘But we have an agreement. The Franche-Comté has promised not to allow hostile troops through its territory.’

‘It’s being looked after,’ said Adam Blacklock. ‘The Swiss Cantons are to be reminded of their treaty also. We’re holding a Diet of Switzers to levy eight thousand and we’ll place them as soon as possible at Mâcon and Bourg as well as round Lyon. Part of the Piedmont force is on its way already. You’ll hear if you listen.’

Jerott heard. He listened to Lymond read out the formidable tally of the armies being brought to save Lyon. Discussions about the defence of the town had taken place already with their Consulat. Instructions would be posted: every citizen would be told how he or she could assist them. They, the responsible burghers of Lyon, had been informed first because on their resolution depended the safety of the city.

‘There will be no panic,’ said the King’s commander quietly. ‘There will be no evacuation of the city; and any man attempting to leave, or to send his goods or his money to safety, will, I assure you, be hanged. The King is not abandoning his city of Lyon to King Philip. If the enemy comes, he will find a defensible fortress, with about it an army which will die for you. For this, your King will strip himself of all but honour. He asks for your help, and trust. What more you can do, you may think of.’

‘How much?’ said Danny Hislop as they came down the steps with Blyth presently.

‘Imagination boggles,’ said Adam dreamily. ‘Two hundred thousand. At least. They’ll pour up to Saint-Just tomorrow with their moneybags.’

Danny smiled at the splendid, unsmiling face of Jerott Blyth. ‘They know very well, you see, what happens when Switzers don’t get paid. And none knows better than a banker that the King hasn’t an écu to pay them with. Added to which, if they don’t contribute –’

‘The King’s representatives might just conclude that they are in sympathy with the enemy. He hasn’t changed,’ Jerott said.
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