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Chapter Eight

I had planned to begin our search for the killer as soon as Godfrey was buried, but Edwin was in no fit state to join me. He had drunk so much wine in honour of his dead brother, that he had been forced to retire to his bedchamber with a headache. I thought about waiting for him to sober up, but decided to proceed anyway, knowing that Edwin was unlikely to be of any real assistance to me – whether drunk or sober. In fact, he was more likely to be a hindrance, so I asked Sandro to help instead, knowing that my valet had many skills that would be useful in this investigation. We began by returning to the obvious place – the cellar where Godfrey’s body had been discovered.

The room was as dark and empty as before, apart from de Groot’s chest, which smelt strangely of wood tar. I think the clockmaker had already scrubbed out the inner casing of the chest, such had been his alarm at the foul residues from Godfrey’s dead body.

‘Do you know why Lord Eden came here, Master Oswald?’ asked Sandro as he surveyed the room. ‘It seems odd to me.’

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘This was not one of Godfrey’s storerooms.’

‘Perhaps Lord Eden was interested in the parts for his clock?’ suggested Sandro, pointing at de Groot’s wooden chest.

‘The chest was practically empty,’ I said. ‘The clock is nearly finished.’ I paused. ‘There has to be some other reason why Godfrey came to this cellar in the middle of the night.’

Sandro nodded at this, before dropping to his knees in order to feel about on the flagstones, letting his fingers skim the surface, before lifting them to his nose.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘If Lord Eden was killed in this room, Master Oswald, then there should be some blood on this floor,’ he said. ‘But I can’t smell any.’

A thought struck me. ‘What if Godfrey wasn’t killed here?’ I said. ‘ What if the killer only chose this place to hide his body?’

‘Why here?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘But there’s something that’s been bothering me, Sandro.’

‘Oh yes?’ he said, as he got back to his feet.

I continued. ‘When I first saw Godfrey’s body in de Groot’s chest, it seemed to me that the killer had arranged him into a pose. Almost as if Godfrey was being mocked.’

Sandro seemed puzzled by my theory. ‘I see,’ he said, not seeing at all.

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘It was just an impression I had.’

He hesitated, not sure how to answer. ‘So, Master Oswald. If Lord Eden wasn’t killed here, then where was it?’ he said at length. ‘In his bedchamber perhaps?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Godfrey was dressed in his day clothes and not his nightshirt, when I found him. They were the same clothes that he’d been wearing when I saw him the previous evening.’ I thought for a moment. ‘We need to search Godfrey’s library.’

‘Do you have the key?’ Sandro asked me.

‘No,’ I said. ‘But Alice Cross will have it.’



We found our steward in the kitchen, sitting on a stool and plucking the feathers from a large, white goose. She held the bird’s webbed feet in one hand, letting its long neck dangle between her knees as she pulled the down from its breast.

‘I would like the key to Lord Eden’s library,’ I said.

She looked at me blankly, before blowing a feather from her lips. ‘I haven’t got that key, my Lord.’

‘I thought that you kept all the keys for this castle.’

‘All except that one,’ she said. ‘There was only one key to his library and Lord Eden made sure to keep it on a chain about his neck.’

‘You didn’t find it on his body when you prepared him for burial?’ I asked.

‘No, my Lord.’

‘So, his library is still unlocked, then?’

She turned her attention back to the goose, now scraping a knife over its loose skin to remove the last of the stubborn feathers. ‘Well, I can’t lock a room, can I, my Lord?’ she said sourly. ‘If I don’t have the key.’



Sandro followed me up the steps to Godfrey’s library, but hung back as I pushed at the heavy door. It opened with a creak, and then released a sigh of air into the passageway, as if the chamber beyond was pleased to welcome us at last. I took a deep breath and then stepped over the threshold, finding that Godfrey’s library was colder than ever. The shutters were closed and the air inside smelt damp and salty, as if the mists of the marsh were already reclaiming this room as their own. I let my eyes adjust to the gloomy light and then looked about, seeing nothing but an ordered library – much as it had looked on the night that Godfrey had summoned me for our last ever meeting.

Sandro stepped cautiously into the room behind me, as if the murderer might still be hiding behind a chair. ‘What would you like me to do, Master Oswald?’ he asked tentatively.

‘Just look around,’ I suggested. ‘To see if anything seems unusual to you.’

Sandro looked at me for a moment, dissatisfied with the vagueness of my instruction, before he wandered off – pacing aimlessly about the library and running his hands along Godfrey’s furniture and books. ‘I can’t see anything, Master Oswald,’ he soon declared. ‘I think we should search Lord Eden’s bedchamber instead.’

I was tempted to agree, and yet there was something amiss in this library – I knew it. I couldn’t say why exactly, but my suspicions were tickled, if not exactly raised. If anything, this chamber appeared too ordered, as if somebody were trying to throw me from the scent.

I pulled back the shutters of the window that gave onto the inner ward, hoping to literally shed some light onto this room, but something caught my eye below. It was Lyndham’s deerhound, tied to a post by a long leash as it sprawled out across the cobblestones, looking thoroughly despondent with life. This gave me an idea.

I turned to Sandro. ‘I’d like you to fetch Sir Robert’s dog,’ I said. ‘It’s tied up in the inner ward.’

My valet looked back at me with a puzzled expression. ‘Why’s that, Master Oswald?’

‘Just bring the dog here, Sandro,’ I said. ‘I’ll explain later.’

The boy puffed out his lips but did as I requested, soon returning with the dog, which had lost its despondency and now pulled my valet into the room with great excitement. As soon as it saw my face, it tried to leap up at me as if I were its long-lost master, before it knocked over a stool with its powerful tail. I grabbed the dog’s leash before it caused any damage and finally brought the spirited hound to a firm halt. The dog submitted with some reluctance, its tongue hanging out in a pant as it sat in front of me, waiting to be rewarded for its obedience. I had nothing to give it, but luckily Sandro was able to produce a crust of bread from his pouch. Once the dog was more settled, I led the creature about the room on its leash, waiting for it to drop its famous nose to the floor.

‘What are you doing, Master Oswald?’ asked Sandro, now even more baffled by my behaviour.

‘I think somebody has recently cleaned this room,’ I said. ‘But this dog will be able to smell if there was any blood here.’

Sandro raised his eyebrows. ‘Very good idea,’ he said dubiously. ‘I hope it works.’

At first the dog was too excited to concentrate and continued to blunder about, causing Sandro to bite his lip in an attempt not to laugh at me. I must admit that I nearly gave up on this plan, as it had begun to seem like a fool’s errand, but then the dog picked up a scent. After its initial unruly exuberance, it was focused on its task – snuffling about the floor with determination, before heading towards Godfrey’s desk and then licking ferociously at one of the table legs. I passed the leash to Sandro and then dropped to my knees to look beneath the table, and there, sure enough, on the underside of the table lip were smears of blood. The murderer had missed these small pieces of evidence in their rush to clean up after the crime.

‘Come and look at this,’ I said, beckoning for Sandro to join me.

The boy knelt down to study the blood. ‘It’s fresh,’ he said, wiping it from the surface and lifting his fingers to his nose. ‘From the hands, I would say.’

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘Godfrey must have grabbed the table with bloodied fingers.’

With our attention taken up by this discovery, the dog took the opportunity to jump up at the table, resting its two paws on the table top as it desperately tried to stretch its neck towards the mazer that sat next to Godfrey’s bible. Sandro jumped back to his feet and tried to pull the dog away, but it was now so anxious to reach this large feasting cup that my suspicions were raised.

Once Sandro had distracted the dog with another piece of food, I picked up the mazer to inspect it more closely. It was turned from burred maple and decorated with a stand and rim of embossed silver, and had been presented to Godfrey when he was in Oxford. I studied the silver decoration, and could see an inscription in the boss – some warning or other about the dangers of drinking too much wine. But there, in the depressions of the lettering, I could also see the traces of blood.

‘I think this cup was used to kill Godfrey,’ I said, passing the mazer to Sandro, and pointing to the inscription. ‘The killer hasn’t been able to clean the blood from these tiny crevices.’

Sandro held the mazer to the light to look at it properly. ‘It’s a beautiful thing, Master Oswald. And very heavy.’ He then ran his finger around its hard edge. ‘This would hurt a person’s head, I think. But enough to kill a man?’

‘Yes, I think so. If it was used with force,’ I said, before adding, ‘The wound on Godfrey’s head was wide and shallow, so he was attacked with something blunt and heavy.’ I pointed to the mazer. ‘It must have been this.’

Sandro placed the feasting cup back upon the table and then pushed his hair from his eyes. ‘A strange way to kill another person, I think, Master Oswald. I would choose a dagger or an axe.’

‘Yes, I agree. But it tells us something, doesn’t it?’

The boy nodded in response. ‘The murderer didn’t come here to kill.’ Sandro ran his finger about the rim on the mazer for a moment, before he pulled it away, as if his skin had been burnt. ‘Was it an argument that turned into a fight?’ he asked.

‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘Though I don’t think that Godfrey had time to fight back. He was killed by a single blow to his temple.’

Sandro nodded again. ‘You think that the murderer took Lord Eden by surprise?’ he said.

‘Yes, I do.’

We might have discussed this further, but the dog was now straining at its leash again, its claws scratching urgently at the floor as it tried to reach the door of the library. Sandro pulled it back, until I told my valet to relax his grip a little, as the creature was clearly following the scent again. We followed the dog out through the door, and then down the steps where it stopped to lick at an invisible spot, before it careered off again at speed. Within moments we were at the bottom of the stairwell and bursting out into the inner ward, nearly knocking Old Simon and Alice Cross from their feet as we did so, since they must have been standing just the other side of this door.

‘By the heavens,’ exclaimed the monk. ‘Where are you going in such a rush, Lord Somershill?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ I said, as the dog dragged us across the cobblestones, towards the door that led down into the cellars. The creature was moving faster than ever now, panting with enthusiasm as it pressed its long nose to the flagstones, leading us directly to the cellar where Pieter de Groot’s wooden chest still rested against the wall. It was here that the dog began to bark with excitement, scratching and licking at the chest, as if it still contained the body of a dead man.

Sandro rewarded the dog with its final treat, and then we looked at one another without speaking. This dog’s illustrious nose had identified the location of Godfrey’s murder and the weapon that had been used to kill him. If we had been in any doubt about the link between the blood in Godfrey’s library and the body in this cellar, then the dog had put our minds to rest, by leading us straight from one room to the other. I now felt that I could make a very good guess about what had happened to Godfrey on that night.

He had been attacked by surprise in his library, before his corpse had been lifted down to this cellar and then laid out in its strange arrangement in de Groot’s chest. But why had the killer gone to these lengths? Why had they not just left Godfrey’s body in his library? It wasn’t as if a corpse could be concealed forever in this wooden chest. The crime was bound to be detected sooner or later.

It was another question on top of all the others, and though I was pleased with the dog’s work, it had done nothing to sniff out an answer to the real question at the heart of this mystery. Why had somebody chosen to kill Godfrey? What had they hoped to gain?


Chapter Eleven

We filed into the Great Hall, as The Fool plucked out a jovial tune on his citole, clearly forgetting that we had buried the lord of this castle that same morning. A fire roared in the centre of the room, but it was difficult to heat this voluminous hall in the winter, so the place was still as icy as a minster. The food didn’t promise to warm our spirits either, even though there was actually some meat floating about in the pottage that evening. It seemed my mother, on her expedition to the kitchen, had prevailed upon the cook to add some smoked ham to the usual mix of peas, turnips and minced onions.

Godfrey would not have approved of this luxury, of course, even on the day of his burial, but I was pleased to find some ham in my pottage. Unfortunately Mother had also persuaded the cook to add two other ingredients – vinegar and powdered cloves. I could almost hear her words to the cook. It will balance their humours on this trying day. A hot and sharp tonic for their damp and cold dispositions.

Hugh didn’t care for the pottage, which was entirely predictable, given that my son was notoriously picky, preferring only the blandest of dishes. His appetite for the sweetest foods never waned, however. The spiced plums, the apples baked with honey and nuts, and the custards made with precious sugar and currants. Not that such delicacies were on offer that night, so Hugh was faced with eating the strangely spiced pottage or going to bed hungry. Luckily it was a choice that he seemed resigned to making. Filomena let him sit on her lap as she spooned the pottage into his mouth, though he still grimaced after each serving, as if she were trying to poison him.

Mother tapped me on the shoulder. ‘The boy is four years old, Oswald. He should be sitting up at the table like a young man.’

‘At least he’s eating something,’ I said.

‘Your wife is too soft with him.’

‘That’s because Filomena knows that kindness works better with Hugh,’ I said pointedly, recalling some of the painful episodes at Somershill, when my mother and her lady’s maid had attempted to push spoonfuls of boiled trout into Hugh’s mouth, only to receive a shower of regurgitated fish for their troubles. I’m pleased to say that my son had inherited his birth mother’s temper, and would not meekly give in to the barbarous antics of his grandmother and her fearsome assistant.

‘I know why Filomena fusses over him, of course,’ said Mother with a knowing smile. ‘It’s very obvious why she treats him like a baby.’

‘Please be quiet, Mother,’ I said. ‘Or she’ll hear you.’ But, thankfully, my wife wasn’t paying us any attention. Instead, she was distracted from listening to our conversation by singing to Hugh, tickling his chin each time he agreed to eat more.

‘Filomena wants her own child, Oswald,’ whispered Mother. ‘You must see that? Especially after her own daughter died.’

I continued to eat. ‘We’re in no rush, thank you, Mother,’ I said equably. ‘And please don’t let Filomena hear you talking about her daughter. It upsets her.’

Mother shrugged her shoulders. ‘We’ve all lost children, Oswald,’ she said. ‘It’s the way of things. And at least you don’t have to bring up a daughter that isn’t your own.’

‘Please, Mother,’ I said. ‘I’ve had enough.’

She was not deterred, however. ‘I worry about your line,’ she said.

‘I have a successor. Hugh is sitting two yards from you.’

‘Ah yes,’ she said, tapping my arm with a bony finger. ‘But one son is never enough. Look at me. I had eight children.’

‘No, you didn’t. You had nine.’

She waved this comment away, as if I were being pedantic. ‘The point is that only you and your sister are still alive, so you cannot assume that Hugh will reach maturity. He could die at any point.’

‘Thank you for that thought, Mother,’ I said.

Mercifully this conversation could not continue as Edwin had risen to his feet and was now clapping his hands to gain the attention of the whole table. I was pleased to see that he looked cleaner than usual. His hair was brushed and he had taken the time to trim his beard, though I was surprised at his choice of clothing. His cloak was a richly embroidered garment, edged with squirrel fur and fastened with a silver clasp. I recognised it immediately, for it had belonged to Godfrey – though I must say that Godfrey had only chosen to wear this fine cloak on feast days, or when visiting the archbishop. I suddenly pictured Edwin searching through his brother’s wardrobe and picking out the most expensive garments, even though most of these cloaks, surcoats and tunics would be too large for him. And then an image stuck in my mind – of a carrion crow picking over the bones of a dead rabbit. Filomena must have read my thoughts. She looked at the cloak and then she looked at me with a pointed expression. Edwin is not sorry that his brother is dead.

Edwin clapped again for silence. ‘Dear friends,’ he said, holding out his arms and looking along the table. ‘I wanted to say some words to you all on this tragic day.’ He followed this opening flourish with a long pause, during which I found myself wondering if he had forgotten what he planned to say next. Hugh filled this silence with a grizzle and a complaint about a piece of fat that was caught in his teeth. It was this interruption that spurred Edwin back into action.

‘This morning we buried my brother,’ he said. ‘And I am distraught with grief.’ As he ostentatiously wiped a tear from his cheek, Filomena again caught my eye.

Edwin continued, making sure to look in my direction, and now I wondered if he was about to make an announcement about Godfrey’s son. But I should have known that this was far too noble an act for such a man. Edwin only wanted to talk about himself. ‘Now that I have become Lord Eden,’ he said, still staring at me, ‘I feel it’s important to reassure you all that it is my intention to honour Godfrey’s plan.’ He cleared his throat and then paused for dramatic effect. ‘And so,’ he announced, ‘I extend my welcome to you all. Please. Be my guests here at Castle Eden until the danger of plague has passed.’

Lord Hesket answered with a loud harrumph. ‘We’re not going anywhere,’ he said, as he chewed upon a hunk of bread. ‘Your cellars are full of our food.’

The candlelight caught the twitch in Edwin’s eye. ‘Of course,’ he said, with a nod. ‘I only meant to pledge my own commitment to Godfrey’s plan.’

Hesket snorted. ‘That’s very good of you,’ he said scornfully. ‘Though I’d like to see you try to throw us out.’

Edwin flushed, trying to smooth over this humiliation by lifting his mug of ale from the table and holding it aloft. ‘I raise a toast,’ he said. ‘To Godfrey’s death and to our long lives.’

We raised our own mugs without enthusiasm, for this was hardly a fitting toast. If Edwin’s unfortunate words did not leave enough of a bitter taste in the mouth, then the ale succeeded in doing so. The cook had added honey, cinnamon and galingale to disguise the sourness of the brew, but it was still barely palatable.

When I realised that Edwin intended to carry on speaking, I quickly rose to my feet. ‘If you don’t mind, Edwin,’ I said, making a point of not calling him Lord Eden, ‘I would like to take this opportunity to say a few words to the household myself.’

Edwin was surprised, if not a little annoyed, at my interruption, but had the good grace to bow his head to me. ‘Please, de Lacy,’ he said, sitting down with a thud. ‘Carry on.’

I looked at my fellow guests along our table, before calling to the servants at the other end of the hall. ‘Come forward and join us, please,’ I said. ‘I would like to speak to everybody.’ My request was met with silence, since the servants of this castle were not used to being summoned to the dais. They only padded past the central fire, once Alice Cross had rounded them up like a determined sheepdog. I noticed that Hans crept into the hall at this point, skulking through the shadows and joining his uncle at their own table, at which point he received a stern reprimand from de Groot for his late arrival.

Once everybody was gathered in front of me, I began. ‘As you all know, Godfrey, Lord Eden, was murdered yesterday.’ My words were met with nods and sighs from everyone except Lord Hesket, who continued to chew loudly upon his bread, as his sleeve dipped in and out of his bowl of pottage. His wife, Lady Isobel, subtly lifted the sleeve from the bowl and laid it back on the table without Hesket even turning his head. She looked embarrassed by her husband’s poor manners, especially when his clumsiness caused the three maids to nudge one another surreptitiously and smile.

‘Godfrey was a good friend to me,’ I continued. ‘And I am shocked by the manner of his death.’

‘He was a good friend to us all,’ said Robert of Lyndham, once again causing the maids to nudge one another, though this time it was the knight’s deep voice and handsome face that caused the giggling.

I continued, once Alice Cross had silenced the girls with a fierce stare. ‘I believe that Edwin of Eden has already informed you of this,’ I said, ‘but I wanted you to hear it from my own lips. In the coming days, I will be looking for Godfrey’s murderer. It is my intention to find this person as soon as possible.’

‘That’s right,’ said Edwin, jumping to his feet again. ‘I appointed Lord Somershill to this task myself. It was my idea.’ He then waved his hands about awkwardly, seemingly lost for words. ‘So, just do what he asks,’ he said, before returning his bottom to his seat with another thud.

I thanked Edwin for this contribution and was about to continue, when Old Simon’s crow Corvina swooped down from the roof truss above us with a great flapping, before she landed clumsily upon the monk’s shoulders. The elderly monk was perhaps the only person in the hall not to be alarmed by this, since the crow had misjudged the angle of her descent, and had only just missed my mother’s head. As Mother shrieked, the monk turned to me and spoke sharply. ‘Please, carry on, Lord Somershill,’ he said. ‘Corvina is just a crow. She won’t hurt anybody.’

Following her master’s words, Corvina scrutinised me for a moment with one of her beady eyes, before flaring her wings and commencing to noisily preen her plumage – her curved beak flicking industriously through her feathers.

I looked away and continued. ‘I want you all to think back to the night that Godfrey was murdered,’ I said.

The bird squawked. ‘Ave Maria.’

This caused some giggles, particularly from the three maids again, but I raised my voice and carried on. ‘For example, did you hear or see something unusual that night? Is there anything that has made you suspicious in the last couple of days?’

The bird chirped again. ‘In nomine Patris. In nomine Patris.’

I spoke louder. ‘Or perhaps you have some other information that you’d like to tell me? In confidentiality, of course.’

‘Ave Maria. In nomine Patris.’

By now I had lost my line of thought, which caused more muted laughter – and not just from the three maids this time.

It was Lord Hesket who brought this farce to an end. He thumped on the table, and shouted out in his gruffest voice. ‘Will somebody silence that damned bird? It’s like eating supper in the royal menagerie.’

Old Simon stiffened at his words. ‘Corvina is only rejoicing in her faith, my Lord. She’s not hurting anybody.’

‘It’s a bird,’ replied Hesket. ‘It’s not capable of faith.’

The old monk stuttered. ‘I... I don’t think that’s—’

‘Ave Maria,’ squawked Corvina. ‘In nomine Patris.’

Hesket thumped the table again. ‘By God. This is insufferable.’ At which point, a stone hurtled past my nose before hitting the bird soundly in her chest. This missile caused Corvina to flap her wings and retreat back to the roof beams with a grating squawk.

‘Who did that?’ said Old Simon, struggling to his feet in outrage. ‘Was it you?’ he said, pointing at Hans, who was the obvious culprit. For his part, the young Dutchman made no efforts to hide his guilt. In fact, he was smiling and looked rather proud of himself.

The monk waved a fist at the boy. ‘How dare you attack Corvina? She is one of God’s creatures.’

‘Please sit down, Father,’ I said. ‘I have some more to say.’

Old Simon squinted at me. ‘But that brute just threw a stone at my crow, Lord Somershill. The boy should be reprimanded at the very least.’

‘He should be congratulated,’ said Hesket. ‘The stupid thing is quiet at last.’

Old Simon folded his arms. ‘It was an act of cruelty. If a man would hurt a bird so freely, then I ask this. What else would he do?’

It was Pieter de Groot’s turn to jump to his feet, pointing his finger at the old man. ‘Be careful what you’re saying, priest,’ he shouted. ‘You’re not blaming a Dutchman for this murder, just because Hans threw a stone at your bird. Any one of these people could be the killer.’ When this assertion was met with shouts, he continued. ‘Yes, that’s right. Somebody in this hall is guilty.’

‘Please sit down, de Groot,’ I said. ‘I want to continue.’

There was no point carrying on, however, as the hall had descended into noisy uproar – the guests and servants airing their fears and suspicions about Godfrey’s murder in a cacophony of accusations and denials. The loudest voice belonged to Pieter de Groot as he continued to defend himself and his nephew against all allegations, taking pains to be offended by every comment made to him, no matter how innocuous. This show of umbrage culminated in de Groot striding out of the hall in a temper, with his nephew trailing behind him like a naughty child, smiling with glee at the mischief he’d managed to cause.

Seeing an opportunity to speak to the boy, I caught up with Hans in the inner ward, gripping his shoulder and causing him to jump.

‘What do you want?’ he said, looking back at me with his strange, grey eyes. At this proximity, I could see that his fleshy lips were cracked and scaly from the cold.

‘I have some questions for you, Hans,’ I said.

‘I don’t know anything,’ he protested, trying to wriggle away from my hold. ‘You can’t blame the murder on us,’ he said, repeating his uncle’s refrain.

‘Just answer my questions,’ I said.

He tensed. ‘What questions?’

‘I want to know why Edwin of Eden gave you a bag of coins.’

He looked at me blankly.

I pushed him against the nearby wall. ‘You met Edwin of Eden in the stables today and he gave you a bag of coins.’ I pressed my hand against the hard plate of his breastbone. ‘You were seen, so don’t waste my time with lies.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Yes you do,’ I said. ‘Either you tell me, or we can have this conversation in front of your uncle.’

This threat was enough to scare an answer from him. ‘The coins were payment of a debt,’ he said.

‘What sort of debt?’

‘Ask Edwin of Eden,’ he said.

‘No. I’m asking you.’

He thrust out his chin stubbornly, so I grasped his collar and pulled it tightly about his scrawny neck. ‘Tell me why Edwin of Eden owed you that money?’ I said.

Hans repeated his earlier words. ‘I don’t know anything.’

I tightened my grip on the cloth, feeling the bony outcrop of his Adam’s apple. I didn’t apply enough pressure to choke him, but he still made a show of coughing. ‘What sort of debt?’ I repeated.

‘I won it,’ he croaked.

I pushed his head back against the wall, hearing his skull knock against the stone. ‘How?’

‘We played at dice, and...’ I loosened my grip a little to allow him to speak. He put a hand to his throat and let out a thin, pathetic moan. ‘He lost every time we played. So he owed me that money.’

‘Are you lying to me?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Ask...’ He wriggled again, trying to get away from me. ‘Ask Edwin of Eden.’

I released the boy from my grasp, and he scuttled away across the cobblestones with the speed of a cockroach. I then remained in the darkness for a few moments to consider his story. Edwin seemed the type to play at dice, and I knew, from my own bitter experience, that it’s easy to accumulate large debts to a good player. I would have to ask Edwin for his version of the story tomorrow. But now I was tired and I wanted my bed.


Flakes of snow were fluttering to their death on the cold cobblestones of the yard as I headed back






















Chapter Eighteen

I was informed by Alice Cross that Lady Isobel had requested privacy following her husband’s murder, but I could not wait any longer to speak to the woman. Despite our steward’s vocal objections, I knocked at the door to the Heskets’ apartment and then entered without waiting to be called inside. Alice Cross followed me into the room, claiming that she needed to empty Lady Isobel’s chamber pot – refusing to leave this chore until later in the day.

We found Lady Isobel sitting in a chair near to a roaring fire. She neither acknowledged my entrance, nor that of Alice Cross. As I walked across the carpet, I realised that Hesket’s daughter, Lady Emma, was standing with her face to the wall, and did not turn to look at us – even when I placed my hand upon her tiny shoulder.

It was my interest in the girl that finally woke Lady Isobel from her reverie. ‘It’s no good trying to comfort Emma, Lord Somershill,’ she told me. ‘She won’t move.’

‘Does she understand what’s happened to her father?’ I asked.

‘I think so.’

I moved away from the girl, realising that my touch was only making her more anxious. ‘I would like to speak to you on your own, Lady Isobel,’ I said, turning to Alice Cross, who was still lingering in the pretence of clearing away the chamber pot. ‘Perhaps you would take Lady Emma to the inner ward, Mistress Cross,’ I said, ‘while I speak to Lady Isobel.’

Alice Cross bristled at this request. ‘Me?’

‘Yes.’

Lady Isobel looked up from the fire. ‘Please do as Lord Somershill asks, Mistress Cross,’ she said. ‘It would be very helpful.’ She then bestowed a rare but sorrowful smile upon our bad-tempered steward. ‘And I would appreciate it.’

Alice Cross was cornered by a lord and a grieving widow – a difficult position from which to refuse a polite request. She puffed her lips and scowled. ‘Very well then, my Lady,’ she said brusquely, before she approached Emma and pulled at her arm. ‘Right then, Emma,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to come with me.’ When the girl didn’t respond, she continued, ‘Now don’t be difficult. Your stepmother wants you to leave the room.’ Still no response. Alice Cross looked at me in despair, before she huffed and then turned back to the child. ‘Please come with me, Emma,’ she said, coating her voice in a softer tone. ‘There’s a good girl. We can watch the flames in the bread oven.’ She paused. ‘You know how much you like to watch the fire.’

It was this suggestion that finally persuaded the child to turn her face from the wall, and place her tiny hand into Alice Cross’s large palm. As she followed our steward across the carpet, she never once lifted her eyes to look at me or her stepmother.

Once I had closed the door on this pair, I joined Lady Isobel at the fireside, waiting for an invitation to take a seat. ‘I’m so sorry about your husband,’ I said, sitting down anyway, when the invitation didn’t arrive. ‘Lord Hesket was a good man.’

She nodded in response. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re right, Lord Somershill. He was a good man.’ She poured herself a goblet of wine from a delicate rock crystal jug. ‘I understand that you’ve seen my husband’s body,’ she said, before taking a long sip of the wine. ‘I’m told that he was...’ She paused for a moment. ‘Damaged.’

‘Lord Hesket’s death was quick,’ I said, clearing my throat. ‘The... damage was caused after his death. He wouldn’t have felt anything.’

‘That is a consolation at least,’ she muttered, before she took another sip. ‘When can we bury him?’

‘We should be able to do it later today.’

She let her gaze rest on the contents of the goblet, studying the wine as it swirled around in the bowl.

I let her continue this for a while before clearing my throat again to break the silence. ‘I wondered if I might ask you some questions, Lady Isobel?’

She looked up at me, her eyes red and glistening with tears. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘What would you like to know?’

‘When did you last see your husband?’

‘I went to bed after supper last night, but Lord Hesket didn’t join me.’ She smoothed the hair from her face, as this admittance seemed to make her uncomfortable. ‘He was still very angry after the argument with Edwin of Eden. But my husband was not a good sleeper at the best of times,’ she added quickly. ‘He liked to read at night, or visit his horse. He found it restful to spend time with the creature.’

‘So that’s why he was in the stables?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ she said. ‘Though he rarely explained where he was going or what he was doing to me.’

‘Did anybody else know about these nocturnal visits?’

She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Clearly the Dutch boy knew about them,’ she snapped. ‘I was right to say that we should be frightened of him, wasn’t I? You heard my warning at supper last night.’ She held back a sob. ‘I know what that monster did to my husband’s body, Lord Somershill. We might call it damage to be polite, but I know the truth.’

‘Who told you?’ I said, surprised that somebody had disclosed these details.

‘It was Alice Cross.’

‘I see. Does Lady Emma know as well?’

‘Of course not. The girl has the strength of a mayfly. Emma could not bear such knowledge. Especially as the Dutch boy is still roaming the castle.’

‘Lyndham and I will find Hans,’ I said. ‘You mustn’t worry.’

‘I wish I could be so confident,’ she said. ‘But who will be next? The boy has a history of malevolence and a taste for vengeance.’

‘Vengeance? Why do you say that?’ I asked.

‘It’s simple,’ she said. ‘The Dutch boy promised to take his revenge on my husband and Lord Eden. And now both men are dead.’

This was news to me. ‘Why did Hans make such a promise?’

She arched an eyebrow. ‘Did my husband not tell you this?’

‘No.’

She crossed her arms about her chest and shivered, though this chamber was far warmer than any other room in the castle. ‘There was a violent argument between the three of them, just after we first arrived here. My husband and Lord Eden...’ She cleared her throat. ‘I should say my husband and Godfrey, the deceased Lord Eden, were taking their morning ride together when they met the Dutch boy in the forest. At first they thought Hans was taking a walk, but then they realised that the boy had borrowed one of my husband’s horses without permission. Worse than that. He was flogging the creature with a scourge.’

‘Why?’

‘Why does the Dutch boy commit any of these crimes?’ she said. ‘He is a devil. A monster. Of course, he tried to say that the horse deserved a beating because it had thrown him from the saddle. But my husband didn’t believe a word of it.’

‘Why not?’

‘This was his most docile horse, you see. A chestnut mare that had been trained especially to carry Lady Emma.’ She looked at me for a moment, and despite her sorrow, I caught some of the beauty in her sculptured, perfectly proportioned face. ‘My husband was always very proud of his horses,’ she said, ‘so he was disgusted to see what the boy had done. The creature was beaten so badly that it was bleeding. Even about the face and eyes.’ She hesitated again, holding back a tear. ‘My husband was usually a gentle man, Lord Somershill, but he could be provoked. Especially when it came to his horses or his daughter.’

‘What happened?’

She heaved a sigh. ‘My husband took the scourge to the boy. To see how much he liked being beaten.’ She paused, wringing her small hands. ‘I think that Lord Eden had to intervene in the end.’ She cleared her throat, as if embarrassed to say the next words. ‘Or it might have gone too far.’

‘You think your husband would have killed Hans?’ I asked.

She looked up at me with eyes that were usually so diffident and discontent. Now they were intense and animated. ‘Yes, I do, Lord Somershill. And now I wish that he’d succeeded. Because the Dutch boy swore to take revenge on my husband, and now he has carried out his threat.’ She leant forward and took my hand. Her skin trembled against my own. ‘I fear this man. I truly do.’



I pushed my way into de Groot’s workroom without knocking, finding him sitting in a dark corner, wringing an oily rag in his hands. He was obviously upset about his nephew, but did his best to jump up at my entrance and hide his tears. ‘Have you found Hans yet?’ he asked me, before I had a chance to speak.

‘No,’ I replied.

‘My nephew could also be dead. Have you thought about that? The murderer might have killed him as well.’

‘Then where is his body, de Groot?’

He looked away from me, and began to rub at the frame of his clock, though I noticed that his hands were shaking. ‘Hans has nothing to do with these murders, Lord Somershill,’ he said, wiping the cloth over the crown of the bell. ‘I told you that before.’

‘Where is Hans?’ I said.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Of course you do.’

He whipped his rag against the bell, causing it to chime. ‘I don’t know,’ he said in a sudden temper. ‘It doesn’t matter how many times you ask me the same question. I cannot answer you.’

If he had hoped to scare me off with his raised voice, then he was to be disappointed. I paused for a moment, and then wandered around the clock frame, letting my hand deliberately rest upon the rope that was wound about the central shaft.

De Groot watched me with nervous eyes. ‘Please, take your hand away from there,’ he said. ‘You will damage the tension on the pulley.’ I took my time to obey, causing him to snort with indignation before leaning down to dip his cloth into a bucket of dark brown liquid.

When he stood up again, I caught a familiar smell. ‘What’s in there?’ I asked, pointing at the bucket.

‘It’s an oil,’ he replied. ‘We make it ourselves from birch bark. It helps to keep the frame free of rust.’

‘That oil burns easily, doesn’t it?’

De Groot looked at me strangely. ‘Yes, it does,’ he said. ‘Why do you ask?’

I felt my stomach roll. ‘Did Godfrey ever ask Hans to work for him?’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean, de Groot. Just answer my question. Did Godfrey ever pay Hans to do odd jobs? Outside of building this clock?’

De Groot hesitated. ‘That was between Lord Eden and my nephew,’ he said gruffly. ‘I kept out of it.’

I thought back to the day we arrived at Castle Eden. To the masked figure, standing beside the burning cottage. The man who had mysteriously disappeared, when I called out to him.

‘Did you know that Lord Eden paid Hans to set fire to a plague house?’ I said.

De Groot took a sharp intake of breath, but returned to his polishing, now vigorously rubbing the cloth along the struts of the frame.

‘But did you also know that Hans didn’t follow Lord Eden’s instructions,’ I said. ‘He was supposed to bury the dead, before he burnt down the cottage. Instead he left the bodies inside the flames, just so that he could watch them burn.’

De Groot stopped rubbing, but wouldn’t meet my gaze. ‘That’s not true.’

‘You know that it is,’ I said, stepping towards him. ‘You know your nephew’s faults well enough, and yet you shout down any criticism of the boy. Even when he continues to fail you, time after time.’

‘You’re only blaming Hans because you can’t find him,’ he said. ‘But I know that he’s innocent.’

‘Do you?’

He took a deep breath and looked up at me. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I do.’ However, it was trepidation and not conviction that I saw in his eyes.

I was about to say more, when we had an unexpected visitor. The door to the room slid open and the small figure of Lady Emma crept inside. Evidently she was already bored with the bread oven, and now wanted to see the clock.

‘Not now, Emma,’ said de Groot, obviously vexed to see her. ‘Come back later.’

She regarded him for a while, obstinately refusing to move – before she threw me a look of hostility and then withdrew into the passageway.

‘Does Lady Emma come here often?’ I asked de Groot, when she had closed the door.

‘Yes. She’s no trouble,’ he said. ‘She likes to watch me working, so I don’t object. And that poor little girl deserves some happiness,’ he sighed, ‘before she is sold into another barbaric marriage.’

‘You knew about her marriage to Godfrey?’ I said, with some surprise.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘A tradesman often hears more than he should, Lord Somershill. Noblemen discuss many topics in front of us, as if we were not there.’ He heaved another sigh, before he returned the cloth to the iron frame. ‘But I fear for Lady Emma. The poor child has a bleak future. I feel sorry for her.’

I sat myself down on a nearby stool. ‘And do you feel sorry for Hans?’ I said. ‘Is that why you tolerate his failings?’ De Groot looked at me for a moment, and refused to answer. ‘How long has Hans been your apprentice?’ I asked.

De Groot huffed. He would respond to this question, at least. ‘Since he was fourteen. Five years ago.’

‘And is he your blood relation, or the nephew of your wife?’

‘Hans is my sister’s boy. When her husband died, she couldn’t look after Hans any longer, so I offered to take him.’

‘Why couldn’t she look after him?’ I asked.

He hesitated, annoyed with himself for letting this slip. ‘Hans needed the influence of a man,’ he said, now dipping the cloth back into the bucket of birch oil. ‘That’s all.’

‘Why was that?’

‘He was a little wild when he was younger. Nothing unusual. But I have tamed him with discipline and work.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you?’

‘Yes,’ he snapped. ‘Hans is a good boy. He would never do the things that you say.’

‘So he didn’t swear to take revenge on Lord Hesket?’

‘What?’

‘Lady Isobel tells me that her husband came across your nephew flaying one of his horses,’ I said. ‘Hesket gave Hans a beating for it.’

De Groot shook his head. ‘That’s not true,’ he said blankly.

‘It’s not true that Hans received a beating? Or it’s not true that he was cruel to a horse?’

De Groot looked at me with a strange expression, and then resumed his work, now running the rag over the teeth of the largest cog. ‘Hans didn’t like Hesket, that’s all,’ he said.

‘And is there anybody else he doesn’t like in this castle?’

‘Well, Lord Somershill,’ he said, letting a smile curl at the corner of his lips. ‘I don’t think he likes you very much.’

I stood up and leant over the man, making sure to put my hand onto the rope again. ‘Should I be afraid of Hans, then?’ I asked. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

He turned his face from mine. ‘Hans is innocent,’ he mumbled. ‘I know it.’

I pulled at the rope and deliberately loosened the tension in the pulley. ‘You’re so certain that Hans is innocent,’ I said. ‘And yet you don’t have the slightest idea where he’s gone?’

The clockmaker took a deep breath, his face flushed. ‘That’s right, my Lord,’ he said adamantly. ‘I have not seen Hans since last night.’


Author’s notes

I wanted to begin by saying a few words about the setting for this novel. The Isle of Eden is a place of my own invention, but is based loosely upon the Isle of Oxney in Walland Marsh, on the borders of Kent and East Sussex. In the fourteenth century, the Isle of Oxney could only be reached by ferry – from what was then a port, at Tenterden. Over the centuries, the salt marshes of Walland and adjacent Romney have been reclaimed for agriculture, and now Oxney is landlocked, being over eight kilometres from the sea. However, if you go to Oxney, it is still very clear that you are on an island rising from the vast, flat fields that were once below sea level. Even now much of this land is kept from flooding by the maintenance of sea defences at the coastline, and the constant dredging of ditches – or sewers, as they are known on the marsh.

I find it a very special and inspiring place. And though it is located in the populous south-east corner of England, it still retains an otherworldly, remote feel. In the fourteenth century, it must have been very isolated indeed – the perfect location for a family seeking refuge from the Plague.

In writing The Bone Fire, I have returned to the theme of plague, which cast such a dark shadow over the middle decades of this century. Whereas Plague Land and The Butcher Bird take place during the Black Death of 1348–51 (when roughly half the population of England were killed by this disease), The Bone Fire is set thirteen years later, when plague makes a very unwelcome return. People had only heard the rumours of the deadly pestilence spreading northwards through Europe before the Black Death arrived in 1348 – but in 1361 they knew exactly what was coming. This knowledge and the panic it must have created explain why my fictional family, the de Lacys, chose to seek sanctuary on the Isle of Eden. Oswald knew, from his own bitter experience during the first outbreak, that the only guaranteed way to stay safe from plague was to keep well out of its way.

Unlike the people of the fourteenth century, we now know that this infectious disease, often referred to as the Bubonic Plague, was caused by Yersinia Pestis – a bacterium that lives in the digestive tract of rodent fleas. It was transferred to the human population via flea bites, and caused death in one of three ways: via the lymph glands, causing the most well-known form of the disease, Bubonic Plague – but also via the lungs, causing Pneumonic Plague; or the bloodstream, causing Septicaemic plague. Once the sufferer was infected, plague could then be passed from person to person via the usual forms of contagion, i.e. touching or coughing.

When plague returned in 1361, it arrived with a new mutation – killing wealthy young men and boys in greater numbers than other parts of the population, causing it to become known as the Children’s Pestilence. Modern day studies have suggested an interesting explanation for this – that many bacterial pathogens require a good supply of iron for growth. In those times, young, wealthy males were the most likely to have enjoyed a diet rich in meat and therefore high in iron – whereas the poorer in society and menstruating women were often prone to iron deficiency. Ironically, it seems that the healthier and wealthier you were, the more likely you were to die from plague.

In The Bone Fire, every character that you meet during the story is fictional, except for John Wyclif and Simon Islip, the Archbishop of Canterbury. I wanted to say a little about John Wyclif in particular, since he had such an influence on one of my characters, Godfrey of Eden. For many years Wyclif was the master at Balliol college in Oxford, enjoying the protection and friendship of Simon Islip, and thus having a certain amount of freedom to speak his mind. Whilst at Oxford, Wyclif did much to promote the reading of the scriptures – something for which the church itself lacked enthusiasm. I must say that this really surprised me when researching this book, as the bible is so central today to the Christian faith – but in those times, as Oswald points out, many priests did not read the bible at all, preferring to study the works of the thirteenth-century religious philosophers, such as Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus.

Wyclif’s calls for the scriptures to be at the heart of the church’s teachings caused suspicion at first, and then alarm – particularly as Wyclif also courted controversy with many of his other ideas. He was opposed to many fundamental beliefs of the church, particularly the sale of indulgences and relics, and the doctrine of transubstantiation (the belief that the bread and wine of communion are transformed into the actual body and blood of Christ). Wyclif was greatly affected by the Black Death, claiming it was a punishment on the clergy for their many corruptions, and warning that the End of Days was coming if they did not repent. Wyclif attracted a group of followers at Oxford, men such as my character Godfrey of Eden – idealists who shared his apocalyptic view of the future. Men who were also impatient to start spreading the Word of God through the reading of the scriptures.

In The Bone Fire, my character Godfrey secretly makes a translation of the New Testament into English. This translation is entirely my own invention, but is based on the fact that Wyclif himself translated the bible into English in his latter years, before disseminating this work through a network of sympathetic priests. His bible proved to be immensely popular, as people were intrigued to hear the scriptures in their own tongue for the first time, but this popularity also alarmed the church – this time to the point of repression. In The Bone Fire, Oswald is reluctant to become involved with Godfrey and his work, fearing the retribution of the church. This fear was not unfounded, for the church did not willingly tolerate dissent, burning many of Wyclif’s followers, a group known as the Lollards, at the stake for heresy. As for Wyclif himself, he died of natural causes in 1384, but was excommunicated after his death. His corpse was exhumed in 1415, his bones were burnt and then his ashes were thrown into a river.

Wyclif’s works might have been banned and his followers might have been driven underground – but ultimately the church failed to suppress his ideas and his desire for a bible in English. Wyclif and the Lollards were the first vocal non-conformists in England, sharing many views with later reformers such as Luther, Calvin and Zwingli – thus paving the way for the Reformation and England’s historic break with Rome.

Lastly, I wanted to say a few words about time-keeping in the fourteenth century. It is hard for us today to imagine a life without knowing the precise time, but this is how people lived before the advent of clocks – their lives defined by the rising and setting of the sun, or by the bells in the abbeys ringing out the canonical hours – time set aside for prayers such as Lauds or Vespers. Either way, time itself was an imprecise concept. The first mechanical clocks were developed in the early fourteenth century, but we don’t see the grand astronomical clocks in the abbeys and palaces of England until the latter decades. By the end of the century there were such clocks all over Europe – changing the pattern of the working day forever, as clocks finally came to govern our lives.
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