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Cast of Major Historical Figures

KING EDWARD IV:

Victor of the battle of Towton, crowned king in 1461, he has been on the throne nine years, but has yet to achieve real peace or fulfil his promises.

WILLIAM, LORD HASTINGS:

Ennobled after Towton and still King Edward’s Chamberlain and procurer, now with a substantial power base of his own.

GEORGE, DUKE OF CLARENCE:

King Edward’s younger brother, willingly used as a pawn by those seeking an alternative king.

RICHARD, DUKE OF GLOUCESTER:

King Edward’s youngest brother. As staunch, loyal and honest as the day is long – for the moment.

RICHARD NEVILLE, EARL OF WARWICK:

Architect of the first Yorkist victory, later known as the Kingmaker, now dissatisfied with his lot and happy to make use of the Duke of Clarence to unseat his former protégé the King.

JOHN NEVILLE, EARL OF NORTHUMBERLAND:

Younger brother of the Earl of Warwick, used to be Lord Montagu, promoted for services to the House of York.

JOHN TIPTOFT, 1ST EARL OF WORCESTER:

Constable of England, later known as the Butcher of England.

LOUIS DE GRUUTHUSE:

Flemish nobleman who offered succour to the exiled Edward IV.

KING HENRY VI:

Last Lancastrian king, who spends most of Kingdom Come locked in the Tower of London.

QUEEN MARGARET:

Henry VI’s almost indomitable wife, sometimes known as Margaret of Anjou, living in France, still trying to get her husband’s throne back, either for him or their son.

EDWARD OF WESTMINSTER:

The son of Henry VI and Queen Margaret, sometimes known as the Prince of Wales. Rumoured to be extremely warlike, as befits Henry V’s grandson.


Prologue

In the first few snow-girt weeks of the year 1470, the subjects of England held their breath. The Yorkist King Edward IV held the throne, while the old king, Henry of Lancaster, still languished in the Tower, his cause seemingly beyond hope. But in place of the old strife between the two royal houses, a new discord had arisen among King Edward’s kinsmen. The truth is that during this summer last past, when King Edward was held at the command of his cousin and erstwhile ally the Earl of Warwick, the late-blooming seeds of war were planted deep in fertile soil.

And now, as the country wakes from winter’s grip, it is widely supposed these barbed and iron-tipped seeds will soon break winter’s hard-frosted skin and grow to bring misery to the land. And so it is that every wise lord keeps his men close by. And never were the country’s smiths and bowyers so busy at their forges and benches as they are today …



PART ONE

Marton Hall, Marton, County of Lincoln, Before Candlemas, 1470
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Thomas Everingham and Jack Bradford saddle their horses in the light of a rush lamp, and they are already on the road to Gainsborough when grey dawn makes itself known in the leafless crowns of the elms to the east. Snow lingers on the ground among the trunks of the trees, and even though Thomas is wrapped in twice as many layers of linen and wool as there are Evangelists, he still feels the ache of his old wounds.

‘You’re getting on,’ Jack tells him.

And Thomas supposes this is so. He must be nearly thirty,  he thinks, though he can’t be sure. He pulls his rabbit-fur-lined cloak about his shoulders and settles deeper in his fine saddle, and he takes some consolation from the warmth of his smooth-pacing palfrey.

‘My leg hurts a bit too, though, when it’s like this,’ Jack admits, straightening it to look at it in the stirrup. ‘Where Katherine pulled that arrow out.’

Thomas laughs because Jack makes it sound as if it’s Katherine’s fault his leg aches, rather than one of Lord Montagu’s archers who shot the arrow there in the first place, and he thinks of reminding him that Katherine did not so much pull the arrow out as hammer it through to the other side, and she did it with an old piss pot.

Instead he turns to the boy they’ve brought with them, a sort of servant, though you’d never say that to his face.

‘What about you, John? You got any old scars to show us yet?’

John is about fifteen, Thomas supposes. His mother died in childbed and his father has brought him up in rough-and-ready fashion ever since, and he’s a wild-looking boy, with a foul mouth, and it is broadly agreed that it is a miracle he has not been hanged twice over, let alone not lost both ears to the clippers. The boy extends his muddy wrist from his muddy sleeve and shows them  a whorl of puckered pink flesh, only recently healed. Thomas  and Jack suck their teeth sympathetically, though both have seen worse.

‘Hog tusk,’ the boy tells them proudly. ‘Bled like a Jesus Christ himself – begging your pardon – till Mistress Katherine put some of that salve on it. Then it stopped.’

He tucks his wrist away proudly, as if it is something precious he did not want just anybody to see, and they ride on through a narrow defile in a dense wood of holly trees where birds cluster among the berries. Even their little bodies are steaming in the cold. Thomas wonders how much John Stumps must suffer in weather like this, with his arms cut so short just above the elbow? He hasn’t complained of it yet, which is a surprise, for John Stumps takes much pleasure in complaint. He moans, Jack has told them, because he cannot sleep for any length of time before he is woken by pain in his arm where the imagined bracer on his left wrist is too tight, and it pinches him, and there’s nothing more he’d like to do than run a finger under it, or loosen the strings, but he can’t for he has long since lost the wrist on which it is strapped. So it is not his fault that he grumbles so, but it makes his company heavy, and is one of the reasons Thomas did not ask him to come this morning. That and the fact that it is hard for a man with no arms to ride a horse, even over these few short miles to Gainsborough, where they’re riding this morning to see a lawyer named Mostyn.

They could have made this journey any time, Thomas knows. They could have made it in the spring, perhaps, when the road might be busier and so presumed safer, but Thomas is anxious to buy back the last of Sir John Fakenham’s land that the old man’s stepsons sold to ease their debts, and Thomas wants to do this as soon as he can, because he has become gripped by the unvoiceable conviction that his fortunes reflect those of the country at large, so that when he has been down, as he has been, so has the country, and when he has been up, as he is now, then so is England herself. So now he believes if he can restore Sir John’s estate to wholeness, then England will knit herself up, and peace and prosperity will return.

It is a silly thing. A dream. A fancy. He knows that, and he has never mentioned it to a soul. And yet, and yet. Look around. Since he first took possession of Marton Hall, back in the autumn, have there been rumours of insurrections in the Northern Parts or in distant Wales as was once usual? Have armies been mustered? Have Commissions of Array been sent out? Has the country seen riot and affray? No. The peace may be imperfect, true, but that – in Thomas’s mind – is because he has not yet reclaimed these last scraps of Sir John’s estate. Once he has, and once he’s ploughed his own furrows deep into its damp black earth, then everything – everything – will fall into place, and he, and England, will find this perfect, elusive peace at last.

This is why he has pressed so hard for the sale of these last furlongs, why he is paying so much for them, and why he is now riding out so early in the day, early in the year, when all decent men should be abed, or at prayer, and with only Jack and young John for company.

The sky above is a flat scrim of pale cloud, and the hard-frosted slips of snow and ice on the track remain brittle all morning. They ride north, with the river to their left, and all about them the sodden fenland in winter is cheerless, with rotting thistles struggling to keep their heads above the ice-veneered meres and the birch trees ringing with crows’ dismal caws.

‘Kind of weather you’d want to be hanged in,’ Jack notes.

And yet Thomas is feeling buoyant and hopeful and his mood is contagious, and Jack and young John are cheerful too, and they greet those few cloak-muffled travellers they pass with blessings that are returned, and they raise the spires of Gainsborough by early mid-morning, to find a well-wrapped pack-horseman to point them in the direction of the house of Sir Thomas Burgh, Master of the King’s Horse, Sheriff of Lincolnshire, and the present owner of the parcel of land that Thomas wishes to buy back.

Burgh bought it from Isabella’s sons for a good price when they were hard-up this last summer, and it is not absolutely in the man’s interest to sell it to Thomas, but Thomas offered him good money, and Burgh is one of the men who came to meet King Edward – and Thomas and Katherine, as it happened – in York the year before, when the King was released from the Earl of Warwick’s custody. Thomas supposes that Burgh must believe him still high in King Edward’s esteem, and this sort of exchange of favour, Katherine tells him, is how things are done among such men.

‘Will he be there himself?’ Jack asks.

Thomas supposes not. While Burgh is happy to do Thomas the favour, he is far too grand a man to receive him as an equal, and so they will only be seeing his man of business, this attorney, John Mostyn, who will give him the deeds and see to what is needed.

As they near the town, the woodland is better kept, and there are men and women in the fields with ox and plough, readying the soil for the pea and rye crop. They ride the familiar path towards All Saints, where the sun catches the vane on the spire, through the marketplace, deserted now, and past the road that leads down to the ferry dock on the river’s bank, likewise still deserted. But in a small orchard that Burgh has planted to shield his house from the town, they find a man up one of the mist-dampened trees, pruning branches with a small saw. He is in russet, with no gloves, and a black cap pulled low. His breath is like a small cloud about his head.

‘God’s bones,’ Jack greets him. ‘Could you not find a better day for it?’

The man grumbles that pruning must be done when it must be done, and Thomas supposes this must be true, and wonders if it is the sort of thing they ought to be doing at Marton; he’s about to ask a few more questions, but the horses are unsettled hearing anyone talking so high in the branches, so Thomas and Jack kick on down a gentle slope to find the house – a grand thing, far finer than Marton, but still no castle – hidden now behind ash-pole scaffolds. It is as if the place is still being built, though there are no labourers to be seen since, it transpires, it is too cold for the mortar to set right and the men Burgh hired to lay the bricks are from Flanders, and are back home for the winter.

‘It’s why you shouldn’t build a house with those bloody bricks,’ the man who meets them at the gate tells Thomas. ‘Not that I blame them, mind, them Flems. And besides, imagine trying to daub wattle in this weather?’

Thomas and Jack, who have both tried daubing wattle when it is so cold the mud and straw are stiff enough to strip the skin from your fingers, agree. The man – huddled in Burgh’s blue livery, with a long glaive resting on his shoulder – sends a boy off to find the attorney while Thomas and Jack wait in the yard, admiring the works; after a moment, Mostyn emerges to greet them. He’s a thin-faced, quick-eyed little man in clacking pattens, long, very dark robes and a tall red hat made of folded felt that he removes to reveal a shiny pate.

‘God give you good day, masters,’ he says with a smirk and what might be an ironic bow. ‘Come. Come. Warm yourselves by my fire.’

Thomas does so, but Jack is put off by the man’s manner and stays with young John and together they go with the ostler to the stables to tend to the horses. Thomas is uncomfortable at the separation because he thinks of himself as no better than Jack; though, to be honest, he doesn’t feel the same way about Foulmouth John, who is as likely to drink the ink as write with it.

Mostyn leads Thomas into one of the new-built chambers on the first floor warmed by a well-set fire of glowing coals. He has the papers they need weighted out on a desk alongside a jar of his pens, and a pewter jug and a couple of matching cups on a table nearby. He pours Thomas a drink of the dark wine while Thomas removes his fur-trimmed cloak to reveal his best clothes, worn in the vain hope of impressing Mostyn, and a boy is there to take it, and his hat, and Thomas rubs his hands over the flames, and then while they drink Mostyn tells him about the building works and about the Easterling builders. He speaks as if he is trying to soothe a dog, Thomas thinks. Soon the change in temperature makes Thomas’s face and ears burn, and he wishes he had not gulped the wine so, and he starts to feel fuzzy-headed; and then Mostyn refills his cup and they drink some more, after which Mostyn sighs, takes out a set of horn eyepieces that he arranges on his nose and says: ‘So, to business.’

This they then conduct. Money has already been deposited with a third party and these are only the final niceties, which Thomas must complete by attaching his sign to the bottom of the various papers that Mostyn has laid out. Thomas is thrilled. He can feel his heart thumping with the pleasure of it all, and as he first reads and then signs each, Mostyn, who had obviously understood Thomas to be unlettered, becomes more admiring.

‘You have a right fine way with letters,’ he says. ‘Neater than mine and I make my living by it.’ He speaks quickly, in fluting, breathy phrases.

‘By that and other things, surely?’ Thomas brushes aside the false modesty.

‘Well, perhaps,’ Mostyn agrees. ‘But no, sir, really? I’ve scarce seen so fine a hand outside a cathedral cloister.’

Thomas enjoys proving his appearance has deceived Mostyn as much as Mostyn’s flattery, but it is also a welcome thing to be discussing letters and ink and the quality of paper and so on when he is usually concerned with domestic matters such as whether the pigs need gelding or the privy is full. And Mostyn knows what he is talking about, because look: Thomas does have a nice hand. Beautiful regular letters.

‘I was briefly in a priory,’ Thomas admits. ‘A little to the south of here.’

He has never spoken of his time at Haverhurst Priory to anyone save his wife Katherine, and he feels a guilty thrill in doing so now. But it was such a long time ago, and really, does his past matter so very much now that he has become who he is? But there is the briefest hiccough in the flow of Mostyn’s words, and Mostyn blinks at him through the polished lenses that make his eyes very large.

‘A priory?’ he repeats. ‘Oh.’ And when Thomas can only nod, he goes on: ‘It is a good life, I dare say, that of an ecclesiastic, though it is not for every man, is it? The privations of the body and so on. Though I cannot see you as a white friar, nor some brown Franciscan either?’

Mostyn is fishing for something and Thomas suddenly feels very vulnerable. He regrets saying anything of this, and shakes his head to change the subject, but Mostyn takes this to mean that Thomas was the other sort of friar.

‘Ah,’ he says. ‘An Austin friar, then? And how did you leave them?’

Thomas knows he has already said too much, and so he ends the conversation more firmly, squaring the pages on the desk.

‘In good order, master,’ he says. ‘Much as we leave these papers.’

Mostyn is brought up short and blinks, reprimanded.

‘Quite so,’ he says, and he leans forward to take them for filing, but there is a flicker of some satisfaction at the corners of his mouth, as if he’s glimpsed the inkling of an opportunity, and so the event that Thomas hoped would bring him such satisfaction, which they would celebrate on his return to Marton, is spoiled, and becomes a niggle of worry. Mostyn hums through his smile as he files his copies of the papers in a pigeonhole before handing Thomas his, and then he offers to show him the rest of the house.

When it is done, and they have seen from cellar to attic, and they find themselves back in the courtyard, Thomas can only agree that it is very handsome.

‘Though hard to defend,’ he ventures.

‘Defend, Master Everingham? Defend against what?’

‘Attack?’

‘Attack? Sir Thomas is Master of the King’s Horse, Master Everingham. He is not some – some – some out-of-the-way man with no interests at court. Who would dare attack him? Besides, we have John here, and he is formidable enough to see off any mere bandit.’ He jokingly indicates the man in livery, who has put aside his glaive and is wrapping his arms around his shoulders, letting his hands thump on his back to keep himself warm. He does not look very formidable.

‘I dare say you are right,’ Thomas says. ‘I am sorry. It is a preoccupation of mine.’

Mostyn raises his eyebrows as if to indicate he expected no less, and he walks on. Thomas watches him adjust the hang of a painted wool cloth on the wall, and he sees that Mostyn’s problem is not that he believes himself so very much grander than Thomas – though he does and perhaps he is – but that he believes this hall is everything that the world is to become, while Thomas, with his clumsy heft, his sword and his mud-splattered riding boots, with his fears of attack by God knows whom, is everything the world once was, but is no longer.

Thomas trails along the corridor a step or two behind, and he finds himself hoping Mostyn is right, and that soon a man won’t have to build a house with arrow slots and drawbridges, or keep a crossbow by the door. He finds himself hoping that soon the world will become dominated by corridor-stalking attorneys and black-coated moneymen such as this John Mostyn.

Mostyn suggests dinner, but Thomas is anxious to be away. He does not want to be on the road after dark, and he worries about what might be happening back at Marton Hall. He shakes Mostyn’s hand, which is slim and cool, and he goes to find Jack and Foulmouth John in the sort of stables one might expect the Master of the King’s Horses to own.

‘They treat horses better than they do any man I’ve yet to meet,’ Foulmouth John says, but this comes as no surprise to Thomas or Jack; nor are they surprised to find the boy has stolen a handful of oats.

‘Come on then,’ Thomas says and they walk their horses out and back through the yard.

‘Are you right well, Thomas?’ Jack asks. ‘I thought you’d be happy with having got that land at last?’

Any pleasure Thomas might have felt has been tainted by the bitter thought that he let Mostyn know he was once an ecclesiastic. He was a canon, true, rather than a friar, but that makes no material difference, for everyone knows that to become either a man must take a vow to follow the three evangelical counsels: of chastity, of obedience and, crucially, of poverty. You cannot go around buying land if you are – or once were – an ecclesiastic. You cannot go around owning land. Not if you are holding it for yourself, unless you have a dispensation from, of all people, the Pope in Rome, and who has that? Not Thomas.

Thomas mounts his horse in preoccupied silence and they begin making their way back though the orchards, following the winding track towards the tree-pruner, who has moved to a new tree and is working away. Thomas tries to think what use Mostyn might make of the information. Something? Nothing? Of course it is going to be something, but what? Thomas looks over his shoulder. He should not leave it at this, he knows. But what can he do?

The pruner sees them coming and waves his saw at them, but he does not seem to have done much work, Thomas thinks, and if it were not such a frigid spot in which to be working, he might believe he was malingering. But before they reach him, he stops his waving, and he glances back over his shoulder. Then he jerks his head around like an alarmed cock pheasant and stands upright in the branches and stares southwards.

‘What’s he up to, the idiot?’

Foulmouth John laughs.

‘Hope the fucker falls.’

But there is something else odd happening. Jack turns and looks at Thomas. Thomas stares back, incredulous.

‘What’s that noise?’ Foulmouth John asks.

Thomas and Jack both know what it is. They’ve heard it before, but why should they hear it here, now? A low rolling drum that comes from the ground. Horses. Many of them. Coming fast. Why? And the man in the tree can now see what they can only hear. He stands alarmed for a moment, staring. Thomas and Jack both pull their horses around.

‘What is it?’ Foulmouth John asks again. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Come on!’

Thomas snatches the boy’s bridle and hoofs his horse into a gallop, pulling the boy’s pony with him, through the trees, away from the track, away from the house, out of the way of the horsemen. Jack follows. They ride as fast as they can, ducking low branches, through the orchard and out across some ridged furlongs where the horses need to step carefully. Beyond is the line of willows that must mark the river. They ride to them, and then, when they are under their tendrils and the river smell is strong in their nostrils, they slide from their saddles and lead their horses down to the frosted mud and the smooth black waters.

‘Hold them,’ Thomas tells Foulmouth John, ‘and wait here.’

The boy nods. His eyes are as round as pennies. Jack nocks his bow and takes a handful of arrows, of the slim-shafted sort, better for hunting than for shooting at a man, but who keeps the other sort about his person? Thomas loosens his sword and they make their way back through the fields. Ahead is a great commotion of neighing and shouting. Thomas catches a first glimpse of the men coming through the orchard. There are perhaps fifty men, riding fast five abreast, all helmeted, all carrying some sort of weapon, and they are making for Burgh’s new house with only one intent. It seems Mostyn spoke too soon. Thomas wonders what the soldier with the glaive will do. Run? It is what he would do.

‘Who in the name of God are they?’ Jack asks.

They are well organised for mere bandits, and this seems more than mere banditry. This is something planned. They’ve even brought those poles for pulling down walls and roofs. Thomas and Jack make their way through the trees to find a better view of the house. They crouch in some long withered grasses under an old pear tree and watch as the men climb down from their horses and flood through the gates and into the courtyard. They have sent the guard running, and now they are getting to work pulling at the scaffold. Someone has a fire burning. A woman screams and something smashes. There is much rough splintering. Another section of the scaffold teeters and then collapses in a ripple of cracks and snaps. Alarms are shouted. There is another scream. Dogs are barking as they are kicked and horses are skittering as they are dragged from the stables.

Thomas and Jack see windows knocked out and objects thrown or passed down. The place is being looted. A few men – of the usual sort – are still on horseback, directing the foot soldiers who are now investing the house. There’s more smoke. More window frames are pushed out from the upper floor and lowered to hands raised below. Then someone is thrown out. A boy. There’s a roar of soldierly approval and a woman starts screaming and it’s obvious something bad has happened.

‘Lucky we signed for the land when we did,’ Thomas mutters. He swings the leather bag around his shoulder and clutches it tightly. What will happen to the men and women inside? A slim part of him hopes to see the lawyer Mostyn fly from an upper window. Grey and then black smoke begins to billow from another part of the estate, and a moment later the thatch below is cheerfully aflame.

‘The stables,’ Jack says. ‘Said they should have used tile.’

As he says this the men start ripping tiles from the main house, one by one at first, and then there is a great sliding crash of them as they give way together.

‘But who are they? Can you see a badge?’

Jack shakes his head. ‘Could be anyone,’ he says.

A couple of them wear black and red livery jackets, but what Thomas will have to see is a badge to know if this means anything. Another length of scaffold is levered from its wall and there’s a further crash of masonry or something. A string of horses is brought neighing away from the stables where the flames have caught properly now, and the roofs of the barn and what looks like a dairy seethe with pale grey smoke. In a moment they will catch flame too, and then there’ll be no stopping it.

They watch as men bring out coffers and furniture from the house and set them down a little distance off. Two or three men remain in their saddles. One of them gestures with his sword and, above the popping of the flames, Thomas can hear him barking instructions and the house Thomas had so recently admired is pulled apart, bit by bit, and everything – all the fine furniture and so on – is dragged out and carried away.

Two hatless men in hose and pourpoint appear behind the house and go running pell-mell towards the buildings beyond. More follow. Women too, hampered by dresses. One of them is clutching a bowl of something. Another, a babe in arms. More children come after them, scattering to the various folds where once they might have hidden in a game. Three soldiers in red and black come running out after them but after a very few yards they stop their pursuit, laughing, and they return to the house for better spoil.

At that moment Mostyn emerges, running awkwardly towards them, one hand on his hat, his coat undone, something under one arm.

‘We could save him’ Jack mutters. He nocks his bow.

‘No!’ Thomas says. He pushes Jack’s bow down. ‘No. There are too many of them.’

Watching Mostyn floundering towards the men, Thomas feels a sudden leap of hope, but then quashes it. He cannot bring himself to admit for a moment that he would see Mostyn dead, but at least that way – but then the useless soldiers let him go by. They hardly bother with him. It is as if they were meeting one another on the road, and after a moment he is past them and hobbling away into the gardens of the houses.

Thomas gasps with frustration.

‘Look: just red and black. Anyone you recognise?’

Jack shakes his head again.

‘They aren’t all in red and black. Look. That one’s in blue.’

Then it strikes Thomas. What about Marton Hall? If these men have come up the road from the south, they will have come through Marton. Past Katherine. Past Rufus. Christ! What if they have attacked them too?

‘Jack,’ he says. ‘Let’s go.’

They run, crouched, back to the willows where the horses and John wait shivering noisily and they fumble with the bridles and then lead the horses through the mud alongside the swirling black waters. They grab them and lead them on, keeping as low as they can.

‘Ha!’ Foulmouth John croaks. ‘That fucker’s still up his fucking tree. They’ve not touched him! They must think he’s the biggest fucking crow what ever lived.’

There is no time to ponder this.

‘Come on, damn you!’ Thomas shouts. ‘What about Marton? What about Nettie? And Katherine! Think of them!’

They mount up and ride until they find the track that takes them back on to the road south. Its mud has been much churned up by horses coming north. Seeing the tracks, Thomas knows it is as he feared: they will have come through Marton.

‘Come on,’ he urges. ‘Come on!’

They should never have left the house, Thomas thinks. What good would John Stumps have been in protecting it? He sees dead bodies. Ripped clothing. Naked flesh. Blood. Soot. He can smell it. Hear it. He stands in the stirrups and kicks his horse into a gallop. Jack and John can hardly keep up.

‘Wait!’

But he rides on across the mud stippled with the prints of their horses’ hoofs. There are tears in his eyes. He looks up above the treetops. The sky is grey now, very pale, the colour of smoke and bone, of burning thatch, wood, rush. Jesus!

They reach the village and still there is nothing. No sign of any robbery. No dead bodies or burning buildings. The village is deserted, as it might well be in this weather, and the tracks run on south, past the track to Marton Hall, back down to Lincoln. All seems as it should. He allows his heart to slow, his fears to abate, his hopes to grow. He kicks on, up the track, past the church. There is a catch of smoke in the air, but once through the trees, he sees it is gusting from the hall’s chimney.

Thomas reins in his sweating horse. Pats him on his neck. Both man and beast are steaming in the cold.

‘It’s all right,’ he breathes. ‘God be praised, it’s all right.’

His heart slows. He is shaking, though. He had imagined such terrible things. Jack and John come cantering out of the trees behind him. Jack looks grim but relieved. Foulmouth John clings to his pony. They ride together into the deserted yard.

A face appears at the window, and a moment later the door opens and Rufus comes spilling out, laughing, clumsy, in his robe but no cap, his red hair springing everywhere. Thomas drops to the ground and bends to pick the boy up and hugs him. Rufus squeals and grabs his ears in both hands.

First Nettie comes to the door, and then Katherine, hand across her belly. They are shoulder to shoulder and they stare smiling at their men in mild surprise.

‘That was quick,’ one of them says.

‘So who were they?’ Katherine asks.

They are sitting in the hall at the table where Sir John used to sit and the fire is lit and there is bread and smoked cheese and some very salty ham and Thomas and Jack, still red-faced from their ride, are both drinking ale.

‘I don’t know,’ Thomas admits.

‘We didn’t stay to find out,’ Jack boasts. ‘We were worried about you.’

Nettie is nursing their baby at the chair by the fire, and she is merely cross that Jack has been out and got himself involved in something that might endanger him, while Katherine looks more distantly worried. Thomas, whose recent desperate fears afforded him a glimpse of a different future, is so relieved to have returned to find the hall and his family just as he left it, and them, that he cannot take his gaze from his wife, unless it is to look at his son. She wears her dark green dress, which she will soon need to let out over her swelling belly, and she has on a bleached linen headdress that wraps under her chin. Time, or motherhood, or lack of want, has changed her face, and the austere, bird-like ferocity of her youth has softened into something more approachable, and she is to Thomas’s eye ever more beautiful than ever she was. But there is something awry between them, some distance that he cannot cross, however much he tries, and however much he does.

And now he has said something to worry her, and there is a crease between her brows, and he feels that same old feeling, as if he has missed something.

‘But they didn’t look like robbers?’ she asks. ‘As you would imagine robbers to look like?’

Thomas thinks.

‘No, I suppose not. They were like someone’s household retainers, but they were in motley, weren’t they, Jack? And they carried no flags, and wore no badges, or none that we were close enough to see.’

‘And they were properly led,’ Jack adds. ‘Did you see their captain? Sat in his saddle all the while, pointing his sword and telling everyone what to do.’

‘We can ask in the village,’ Katherine supposes. ‘Ask if anyone saw them passing through. We must find out who sent them.’

‘Sent them?’ Jack asks. ‘They were just a band of robbers. A bit better organised than most, I grant, but the sheriff will have them hunted down—’

‘But they attacked the sheriff. That is my point. They did not attack anyone else, did they? Not us, and no one in the village. No one as they passed. Only Burgh. Only the sheriff.’

‘So? He is the wealthiest man in the county,’ Jack says. ‘And like to have the most things worth stealing.’

Katherine nods.

‘He may do,’ she says, ‘but we have things worth stealing too, don’t we? And yet they passed us by. Any normal band of thieves would have come here first.’

‘But it is as I’m trying to tell you,’ Jack says. ‘They were no ordinary thieves.’

‘Exactly,’ Katherine says. ‘So who were they? Why would they single out Thomas Burgh and his new house?’

‘Because of who Burgh is?’ Thomas suggests when he has finished chewing. He doesn’t know where Katherine is leading them, but he knows her well enough to follow.

‘And who is he?’ she asks.

‘He is the Sheriff of the Shire, and Master of the King’s Horse.’

‘So he is King Edward’s man hereabouts, isn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ Thomas supposes. ‘Yes. He is.’

‘And yet someone gathered, armed and then sent troops to attack his house.’

Now he sees what she means.

‘They attacked him because he is King Edward’s man? So it is an attack on King Edward?’

She nods shortly.

‘Don’t you think?’ she asks.

‘But – who would do that?’ Jack asks. ‘Only a man out of his wits.’

‘That’s true,’ Thomas says. ‘Do you remember King Edward saying how he had learned his lesson from last time when he was so slack? He’ll not dither this time. He’ll come with thousands of men to find whoever did it, and when he does, each and every one’ll find himself hanging from a tree.’

Jack gallows-laughs.

‘Saints,’ he says. ‘I would not wish to be in their shoes.’

Katherine nods, but Thomas can see she is concentrating on something beyond the thought of men hanging from trees, and that bird-like ferocity is back.

‘But that’s the point,’ she tells them. ‘Whoever did this, they did it knowing King Edward will react that way.’

Thomas is sceptical.

‘How would they know that?’

She is becoming impatient.

‘It is such an obvious affront,’ she says. ‘To pick out King Edward’s man above all else. A provocation.’

There is a long moment’s silence while they try to think what this might mean. The light is fading. A new log on the fire would be welcome.

‘But why?’ Thomas asks. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

‘Only someone who feels himself as powerful as the King,’ Katherine tells them.

Thomas looks at her. He feels as if something is being spoiled. It’s like finding the season’s first lamb is stillborn.

‘You can’t mean the Earl of Warwick?’ he asks.

‘Oh Christ, not him again!’ Jack moans, putting both hands to his face.

‘But why would he do such a thing?’ Thomas presses.

Katherine sighs.

‘I don’t know,’ she admits. ‘He might want King Edward to come up here. So he can cause trouble in London. Or wherever he is. Or there might be something else. I don’t know.’

The thought that the strife is reawakened and might come again is too much to bear. He will not believe it.

‘No, no,’ he says. ‘All that is over now. The two men are reconciled. Surely?’

‘I hope you’re right,’ is all Katherine says, but she’s looking at Rufus, their son, who sits dark-eyed by the fire, playing a complicated game of his own device with some blocks and a cloth doll. Thomas sees she has a discreet hand on her belly and her own eyes seem to have deepened in the shadows of her brow, and she looks, for the first time in a while, fearful.

So he repeats that the robbers were simply robbers, and that the wars will not come again, because did not the King prove to the Earl that only a king can rule the country? But Thomas finds himself less certain with each passing moment, and then John Stumps, who has been uncharacteristically quiet all this while, wades in with one of his predictions:

‘It is well known,’ he says, ‘that if January the first is a Monday, as it was this year, remember, then sheep will die, and grain’ll rot, and those of us that are not killed fighting in the field will die of sore throats.’

‘Of sore throats?’

‘Of sore throats.’

This might be a joke, but John Stumps doesn’t joke. So Thomas tries to stop himself thinking about what will happen if Katherine is right, and the wars do come again, but he cannot. It is all he can think about, and so it is that he forgets the business of the day, and the attorney Mostyn.
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In the night it snows again, a heavy dusting, and the next morning Katherine is out before daybreak, standing alone in the yard where the cold bites her to the bone. She stands for a long while, alone at the head of the track with the wind stirring her hems, her thick cloak clutched to her throat, keeping watch over the dark line of bare-limbed trees that mark the road. As dawn comes they begin to take on fantastical, cruel shapes, and they appear to stir of their own accord, and to convene and suddenly thicken, as if welling with a host of men, only to part again, and reveal themselves as they really are.

She waits until sunrise, then she turns suddenly and goes back into the hall to rouse her sleeping household, and by the time they’ve said their prayers, eaten their bread and drunk their ale, Thomas’s new-purchased acres are forgotten, as he and Jack and the other men from the village set to work preparing the house in case the men who attacked Burgh’s house should come calling on their own.

‘So that is it?’ she asks.

Thomas nods. He is evasive, refusing to catch her eye, and so she determines he has chosen to believe this one thing – the wrong thing, she is certain of it – over the other, right thing, and that for some reason he is sticking with his choice. She wonders what she can do about it. Nothing, of course, for the moment, and so while they all wait to see what will happen – if the men who attacked Burgh’s house were robbers or not – she must lend her hand to the general effort.

Marton Hall is not any kind of castle. It is not made of stone and iron, with a moat, and a drawbridge, but Sir John Fakenham once single-handedly held off Giles Riven’s attack for three days, killing most of his men with crossbow bolts shot from the windows, and even if there is no drawbridge, watchtower, moat or curtain wall, there are things that have been done to make the place less attractive to passing thieves: stout oak bars span the windows, and both doors, front and back, are four inches of solid oak, with two drawbars, also of oak, that can be dropped in place so that only a battering ram could open them.

Thomas summons everyone up from the village, in part, he says, for their own protection, but they are also useful with the work, and they gather in the yard with their families – thick-armed wives with children like grey mice, most of them – and bundles of their few possessions. Apart from John, who left his parish in Kent because his priest tried to kill him, and who towers head and shoulders over all save Thomas, the new men all look oddly similar, as if they might be the sons of the same fat-necked, deep-chested, short-legged father. If they are so, then he was a man with no great skill at anything in particular, save an ability to put his brawn to blunt use, and to travel widely too, for they’ve come to Marton from divers parts of England: Kent and Essex, mostly, but Robert is from a village in Devon where every man, woman and child died of plague while he was at sea, and there is a Bald John from Droitwich, who claims to be a reaper, whose wife it was who died, leaving him in sole charge of his son, the foulmouthed boy. More than that, the mythical common father must have been catholic in his tastes, for these men’s eyes are blue and brown, and their hair is not only brown, but black, blond, non-existent and even (twice) red. They wear mostly patched russet and, observed from a distance, they seem to blend into the land, as if they are an elemental part of it, timeless as the soil they tramp.

Seeing them all together in the yard, they remind Katherine of the men of Sir John Fakenham’s little company, most of them christened John, clucked over by Geoffrey, barked at by Walter, made to laugh by Dafydd and Owen – and all dead now. Thomas now has eight men, excluding John Stumps, who live on his land and who rely on him, just as those others used to rely on Sir John Fakenham, and over the last few months he has made them join him with their bows in the butts, where he and Jack have shouted at them and made them run to and fro, just as Thomas was made to do all those years ago by Walter in Calais. When Thomas comes in after one of these days, his voice is always hoarse from all the shouting, and he tells her they are improving, but they have a long way to go before – before what? Whenever he reaches this point in his account of his day’s activities, he stops, and shrugs, and takes a drink of ale.

This morning Thomas has set two of the men to bring up water from the well to fill every barrel in the buttery that is not already filled with ale, not just to drink, he says, should they be forced to endure any kind of siege, but against the threat of fire started by arrows dipped in oil and then lit. A trench is dug through the yard, though why Katherine is not sure, and armless John Stumps is set to oversee the women and children bringing in the dried apples and the smoked meat and the salted fish from the barns, and to ensure the supplies are stacked or hung in the buttery or from the beams above the hall itself where she knows the fat will drip on those gathered below. When any complain of the weight they are carrying, John Stumps will tell them that he used to be able to carry a full-grown pig under each arm and still jump a fence.

Wood is brought in from the stack and arranged against the north wall. Logs are split end to end to provide extra planks to reinforce the window shutters. They bring in the cheese from the dairy and children are sent to harvest the medlars, even though they are not yet ripe. The few remaining pigs are penned close by, and the goats too, so that the geese have the run of the yard, and the sheep are put in the close fold, and the smell is rasping.

After dinner Katherine asks some of the women and children who have come up from the village if they saw the men ride through the day before, but none is able to identify them.

‘They weren’t overly friendly, like,’ one says.

‘Their horses were fine, though,’ another tells her.

‘They were all in green.’

‘Red and blue.’

‘Black.’

Thomas and Jack count their stocks of arrows and check the fat bellies of the various bows for cracking, and extra strings are wrapped around wrists. Knives and billhooks are sharpened on the wheel in the yard. A pile of hammers is made and then distributed around the doors and windows. Each man’s protection is seen to, and the women are set the task of stuffing old jacks with tow and patching worn sleeves. Jack and one of the others ride with instructions for the blacksmith in the village a little further to the south, a man who can also do finer work including rough field harness, and while he is gone Thomas paces nervously, his bow nocked, ten or fifteen arrows in his belt.

‘He will forget everything I’ve told him,’ Thomas swears. ‘Or they will be offered ale and that will be that: we’ll not see them until after Easter.’

It is true that Jack is like to leave anything he has once held behind him in a trail to mark where he has been, but he says this helps him find his way back to collect what he has dropped, and it is true that since his wife Nettie gave birth to their daughter with her lungs like bellows Jack has taken wherever possible to ale and the company of strangers. But in the event the two men ride in, sober, just as it is getting dark, stiff with cold. They’ve brought back three dozen bolts and a new goat’s-foot winding mechanism for the third crossbow, and they swear the helmets and breastplates Thomas has ordered will be ready before Candlemas.

‘How long does it take to make ten helmets?’ Thomas asks. ‘And we’ll have no call for them if our heads are already stove in.’

Behind his back, John Stumps barks a sour little laugh, and says he thinks Thomas will soon be ordering them livery jackets.

‘Building up a little affinity of his own, isn’t he? Just as if he were a knight of the shire! Just like old Sir John!’

Thomas overhears him and flushes and Katherine realises this is probably not the first time Thomas has thought this, and she feels a curiously warm sense of satisfaction and even pride in her husband. If only he would listen to reason.

Now with these men up in the hall, and their families too, the smell of unwashed bodies mixed with dogs, wet wool and wood smoke becomes a powerful brew in so small a confine, as for the next few days they are compelled to remain shut up, never straying farther than the privy, where they go armed, and all are nervous, pacing, watchful, fingers plucking taut bowstrings, even Foulmouth John who is forever goddamning everything, worse than any of the older men, just as if he were an old soldier in France, and he seems to find the fact of animals covering one another almost endlessly entertaining.

But nothing happens that first day after the attack on Burgh’s house, nor the second, nor the third. On the morning of the fourth day Thomas and Jack ride a circle of the estate and come back having seen nothing worth mentioning. Candlemas comes and they leave Jack at the hall while they go quickly to Mass as a household. The men keep their weapons close, even through the sacrament, and the priest is brisk. They take the candles with them back to the hall and then Jack rides over to collect the helmets and breastplates from the blacksmith.

‘I feel immortal when I’ve got this sort of thing on,’ Jack tells Katherine when he comes back wearing one. He raps the plate with his knuckles. ‘Like no one can stop me.’

The following week passes slowly, and the men wait at the windows, if only to justify the wearing of their few pieces of plate, which they seem to love. Katherine sees Thomas actually wants these bandits to come, to be proven right, for he is still convinced the attack on Burgh’s house was the work of outlaws.

It snows again, and thaws, and then there’s a hard frost, and icicles hang from the hall’s eaves like sword blades. Seeing this from the warmth of within, for a while each man and woman is pleased to have reason not to go out, but to remain gathered together about the fire in the hall, and at night the household sleeps around it as they used to when Sir John was alive.

By the end of the next week, it is felt they need no longer double up as night watchmen, and they need no longer put the dogs out when it falls dark, or constantly stand by the windows during the daylight hours, and still nothing happens. As the days eke past, the pleasure of idleness ebbs just as the earlier tension had, and the enforced stillness begins to rankle. Jack twitches and bounces and itches to be gone, out with the lurchers in the wood, or down at the butts, or anywhere away from his wife and noisy baby. Tempers begin to unravel at the close confinement and the lack of exercise, especially as the weather turns properly mild during that third week, and Thomas stands at the window, looking not at the road, as might be supposed, but at the fields they might usefully be ploughing and sowing with seed.

Katherine has not minded the time so much as the others, for she has been feeling the weight of the baby in her womb, but she has resented the isolation from the greater world beyond more keenly than them. It is the lack of news, the not knowing, that bothers her. And as every day passes without sight or sound of this band of robbers, she has itched to find some new proof that it was a deliberate affront to King Edward, a provocation, only for none to come – save, at least, that there has been no attack on the hall, about which she is obviously pleased. Thomas, though, far from being happy not to have been attacked, has been the most mulish, distracted and bitter-tempered of them all, quick to snap, even at Rufus. It is as if he is struggling to keep down an emetic, she thinks, and she cannot help wonder if he would not be happier if he could let it out.

And because they have not worked themselves to the bone, as they are used to, they all find it hard to sleep, and so the house is in constant chaos, with men and women and children on the move throughout the long and short hours. And who are they? Katherine knows most by name, and a little about each, but they are still strangers to her, taken in as tenants, their stories mostly unknown, but now they have moved in under her roof. They are friends of friends, or known to friends, or friends of people Thomas knows. She might see a shadow loom in the night, and have no idea who it really is. And they are also eating too much, using up valuable resources because they are so bored, and she thinks of the Lent to come, and then how hard Easter will be if they go on like this.

By the fourth week arguments blow up, and it is clear that John Stumps would gladly pull a knife on Jack if he but could, and soon every man, woman and child among them yearns to return to their old ways.

‘Can’t fucking stand it no more,’ Foulmouth John says, and he just walks out of the door, leaving it open, and is gone. His father hardly looks up from his clumsy stitching of a flap-soled boot.

And that is the end of it. Thomas, still sticking to his theory that it was a rogue band of robbers, decides the danger must have passed them by.

‘They must have left the county,’ he says. ‘We should ride to Lincoln and pay the choir to sing a Te Deum.’

He is only half joking, Katherine thinks. But the next morning, a Sunday, under a pale sky that might clear by midday, they saddle their horses in anxious excitement at the thought of being away from the hall, and at the thought of seeing new people, and hearing new things, and there is nothing that will stop Jack coming with them, ‘just for the sight of something new’. They bring two other men, John, who was once stabbed by his priest, and Bald John, who is the father of Foulmouth John, and who looks as if he has spent the previous few nights drinking wine and has yet to go to bed, for his cheeks are slack, and the whites of his flaccid eyes are the colour of morning urine.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ Thomas asks quietly.

She doesn’t know.

It is like coming out of winter’s sleep, she thinks, and when they reach the road, they are all of them hesitant, and she is overtaken by anxiety, like a mouse poking her head from her hole in spring, and she half expects – what? A cat? A band of outlaws? In the end there is nothing save the sedge-lined length of the old road, running straight, pitted and muddy, south to Lincoln, and the call of a wood pigeon.

Thomas leads the way in his best coat with Rufus on his lap, then Katherine, then Jack and the other two men. The men are armed with nocked bows, and Thomas has a sword at his hip, sheathed in red leather that is beautifully worked with tabs of what look like silver, and which she has not seen before. She cannot help wonder what the blade must be like, and where and when he acquired it, and for how much?

They ride in speculative silence for a bit. Katherine’s bay pony is even-gaited and fitted with the side-saddle Thomas gave her for the year’s turn: in the same beautiful red leather as his sword sheath, skilfully stitched, and padded where you would wish it to be padded; and Katherine wears the conker-brown riding boots the cordwainer made for her after taking the shape of her foot and sculpting a wooden replica, just as if she would be returning time and time again to have a hundred pairs of shoes made, and she cannot help admire the way the boots fit her ankles crossed as she rides. She is in her blue rabbit-trimmed winter cloak, too, which she had made overlarge, for precisely a moment like this, and of course, her best dress – of fine blue kersey, which she paid a woman in Lincoln to make for her. She will have to let it out again soon, she thinks.

Being with child this time has not been half as bad as the first, with Rufus, when she was half-dead with the sickness most of the time, and there are times when she feels the grip of fear that perhaps the baby is dead within her womb, but then there is that curious internal wriggle, an elbow scraped across her gut only from within, like a reordering, as the baby turns and settles, and she feels warm relief. She has already lost too many to be sure of this one.

She still thinks of Rufus’s poor dead twin now and then, stillborn in a field below Bamburgh Castle, but she finds herself immune to any speculation as to what the child would be doing now, had she lived. She was baptised, so that is enough, and she has been spared the scrambled life Rufus has had to endure. She does not try to imagine how it might have been with two of them.

They stop fairly often to let Rufus climb down from Thomas’s saddle to collect a long brown tube of a bulrush, say, or to push aside the fence of reeds to get a closer look at some coot chicks on a mere, and each time they do, Katherine hears the bald, pouch-eyed John burp softly. But she can ignore him, for Rufus is delighted by how much the world has changed in the month or so since they were last abroad, and it is impossible not to share his pleasure at the sight of nature reborn.

They ride on, carefully keeping watch ahead, and she had hoped to try to gauge the temper of the country as they pass, to meet that needle merchant, say, with news of the south, or some pilgrims, or in fact anyone, but the roads are very quiet and they meet no one, not a soul, until at last they recognise the shape of Foulmouth John loping towards them, barefoot, with tears dried on his cheeks and an eye so black it is closed up.

‘Fucking squirrel done it,’ he tells them without breaking stride, and he leaves them in his wake, trying to imagine how that might be. His father bald John just shakes his head very slightly.

Further on they meet the carrier, coming warily towards them through a long straight stretch of tree-lined road. He will know what is afoot, she thinks, since he travels from Lincoln to Gainsborough and back three or four times a week. He sits in his cart, rather than walks alongside, and behind him, unusually, come three men in helmets, thick jacks, two armed with bills, the other a bow. Up close they look unsure of their own military might, and Katherine supposes they might be recruited from the Watch on one of the city gates, and are more used to leering at nuns and warming their hands over a brazier than fighting off bands of robbers.

‘God give you good speed,’ the carrier greets them when he recognises them, and they return the blessing, and the carrier draws up his mule. Despite his life on the move, he’s a fat man, awkward in his seat, under layers of filthy russet, like a shuffling, shaggy bear that you see in poor fairs. He speaks with a strained whispery voice, and he tells them of his cargo that today includes three dun-coloured puppies in a wicker cage and a fierce-looking cockerel that hangs by his spurs from the back of the cart. He tells them business is bad, as he always does when you meet him, but that is to be expected at this time of year.

‘So have you heard anything further of the attack on Thomas Burgh’s house?’ Katherine asks.

The man sucks his teeth.

‘A bad business, mistress. A bad business. Though no one killed, praise the Lord, save a servant boy thrown from a window.’

‘Is it known who did it?’

‘It is well known, mistress,’ he says, tipping his head. ‘For the perpetrator never sought to hide his sin, unlike Eve when first she tempted Adam.’

He is that sort of man. He licks his lips and speculates on the costrel of ale on Thomas’s saddle. Thomas sighs and hands it to the man, who takes it with thanks and drinks long. A strong smell emanates from the yeasty folds of his cloth.

‘It was Lord Welles,’ he tells them when he has wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘Lord Welles and another gentle who goes by the name of Sir Thomas Dimmock.’

The names mean nothing to her, nor to Thomas, who looks crestfallen.

‘Not – not a band of outlaws?’ he asks.

The carrier laughs.

‘No, no, indeed. Or not any more. The family was once attainted – after old Lord Welles was killed at Towtonfield – but our Lord Welles has regained the King’s mercy, so is outlaw no longer, though how long that will last, only God above can say.’ He raises his eyes heavenward. Thomas still refuses to believe it.

‘But then why is he attacking Thomas Burgh?’

‘Oh, they’re like Cain and Abel, that sort, aren’t they?’ the carrier says. ‘Forever at one another over this or that. Welles’s lands are mostly to the south of Lincoln, and when the old King was on the throne, his was the family to whom the whole county bent its knee. Times change.’

So it seems both Katherine and Thomas were wrong. It was not some banditry, nor was it some piece of provocation: it was merely local rivalry between two gentles, a feud got out of hand. She feels warm with relief.

‘Thanks be to God,’ she says.

The carrier inclines his head.

‘Aye,’ he cautions, ‘but Burgh has used his influence with King Edward …’ He holds up the costrel and raises his eyebrows for permission.

Thomas nods. The man drinks again. His guard are shuffling their feet. The mule farts sonorously.

‘Fine ale,’ he says when he has caught his breath and wiped his mouth again. ‘Fine ale.’

‘King Edward—?’

‘King Edward? Oh yes. So King Edward has taken up the cause of Burgh in this, as he might, you’d think, since Burgh is King Edward’s man after all, and what use is goodlordship if it cannot be called upon? And so King Edward summoned Lord Welles and this other gentle to appear before him down in Westminster, and he has them down there still.’

So that is it? Katherine thinks. This last month spent cooped up in the hall, taut as cloth in a tenter frame, peering out over a crossbow at any noise without, and it was – for nothing? Thomas at least has the decency to look abashed.

‘Well,’ he says. ‘Let us give thanks to God for a swift resolution then, anyway.’

‘Amen to that,’ the carrier agrees. ‘Though there are …’ And he holds the costrel up again, and Thomas nods again and they sit and watch him finish the ale. There was more than two pints in there, Katherine supposes.

‘Though there are many who fear a wider reckoning yet. They’re saying that King Edward is preparing to come up here to see for himself the temper of our county.’ The carrier raises his eyebrows as he repeats the formal phrasing, and it is obvious he is quoting something he has heard said elsewhere. Katherine remembers Thomas’s story of King Edward claiming that he always learned his lessons, and that he would
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