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Historical Note


History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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THE HOUSE OF LANCASTER

Henry VI: Henry of Lancaster, son of the great Henry V, regarded by some as a fool, by others as a saint, by a few as both. His weak, ineffectual rule led to vicious civil war between the Houses of York and Lancaster.

Margaret of Anjou: French Queen of Henry VI and the real power behind the throne; her hopes of victory were finally quashed by two outstanding defeats at the hands of Yorkist forces at Barnet and Tewkesbury in the early months of 1471.

Beaufort of Somerset: Leading Lancastrian general and politician; reputed lover of Margaret of Anjou, killed at Tewkesbury.

Henry Tudor: Last remaining Lancastrian claimant. By 1473, in exile at the Courts of France and Brittany.

THE HOUSE OF YORK

Richard of York: Father of Edward IV. Richard’s overweening ambition to become King led to the outbreak of hostilities between York and Lancaster. He was trapped and killed at the Battle of Wakefield in 1460.

Cecily of York (née Neville): ‘The Rose of Raby’; widow of Richard of York; mother of Edward, Richard, and George of Clarence.

Edward IV: Successful Yorkist general and later King.

Edmund of Rutland: Edward’s brother, killed with the Duke of York at Wakefield.

George of Clarence: The beautiful but treacherous brother of Edward IV; a Prince who changed sides during the Civil War.

Richard of Gloucester: Youngest brother of Edward IV; he played a leading part in the Yorkist victory of 1471.

ENGLISH POLITICIANS

Thomas Bourchier: Aged Archbishop of Canterbury.

William Hastings: Henchman to Edward IV.

FRANCE

Louis XI: King of France, the ‘Spider.’

Charles: Duke of Burgundy, Louis’s foe.


And when a beest is deed he hath no peyne;

But man after his deeth moot wepe and pleyne.

—Chaucer, ‘The Knight’s Tale,’

The Canterbury Tales

In the Middle Ages women doctors continued to practise in the midst of wars and epidemics as they always had, for the simple reason that they were needed.

—Kate Campbell Hurd-Mead,

A History of Women in Medicine
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The Carl spak oo thing, but he thoghte another.

—Chaucer, ‘The Friar’s Tale,’

The Canterbury Tales

Louis XI, by the wrath of God, King of France, was busy fishing. Louis was content. He’d journeyed up and down the Loire Valley stopping at his royal residences to check his menagerie; in particular, his elephant and a rather clumsy camel, not to mention the leopards, ostriches, and other beasts. Louis himself was a spider in human flesh. Paris was the centre of his web but he’d spun it so the web now covered every city and province in France. Louis was content. He had outfoxed and outmanoeuvred his enemies but, although he loved his country, he did not trust it. Its narrow, winding forest trackways had flourished long before the time of Caesar. Rebels could lurk there, plan ambushes, plot treason, and carry out regicide. So Louis, who could never keep still, continued his restless journeys more by water than horse or carriage. He sailed the great rivers of France on boats of his own design. Splendid affairs, great barges on which he built wooden houses furnished with chimneys, glass windows, and all the comforts of a palace.

Louis loved hunting, be it the quarry of the forest or some great noble or merchant who would not accept his rule. He had recently crushed a rebellion on the borders of Burgundy. A barge farther down the river carried cages in which he’d placed his principal prisoners. He would use them as he would the animals in his menagerie, show the people that he was King. No force of man or nature could escape his grasp. On the prison barge he’d erected poles to carry the severed heads of other traitors; one of them he’d hooded and lined with fur so as to distinguish it from the rest. Now Louis was resting. He stared up at the blue sky and gripped his fishing rod. The previous night a firebreak, a burning comet, a ball of flame, had cracked through the heavens. Was that a warning, he wondered? But did it matter? ‘Alea iacta est, the die is cast!’ he murmured. Whatever dangers threatened, he must confront them. He’d sent money to the nearest shrines and churches, ordering hundreds of special masses to be said to ward off any danger. He’d also promised St Martin of Tours, the patron saint of France, to buy a shiny metal trellis to enclose his tomb. A veritable work of art, the trellis would be made of eleven thousand pounds of the finest silver. He’d also sent messages to Amboise, where his infant son, the Dauphin Charles, was kept in strict seclusion, far away from would-be kidnappers as well as the grisly effect of any of the legion of diseases that prowled the roads and haunted the cities of his kingdom.

Louis was glad to be away from such places, especially Paris; the clanging of its bells was a constant source of irritation, its crowded, narrow streets an ever-living threat to his own power, a place where ideas and new fears teemed like weeds on a dung heap.

‘Your Majesty?’

Louis turned his head.

‘Your Majesty?’ the young squire repeated. ‘They say a church spire was attacked by Satan last night, burnt to a cinder. The demon’s claw marks can still be seen up and down the walls.’

‘Is that correct?’ Louis muttered. He turned back as the rod jerked. Was it a demon, he wondered, or just lightning? That was what a scholar had once told him, how buildings that pointed to the sky always attracted heaven’s fire. Nevertheless, he had to be sure. Louis always took precautions. He’d told the envoys dispatched to check on his son that an iron knife must always be hung over the child’s cradle and pots of salt placed in every corner. Iron and salt, not to mention the many saintly relics hanging from the beams of the nursery, would keep away demons. Louis grimaced with annoyance. He thought he’d lured a fish but the rod was now slack, like so many things in life. The King moved restlessly, spurs jingling on his boots. He stared across the river. The mist was lifting. The day would prove fine even if the seasons were changing. Already he could glimpse the gold through the green. The morning breeze was cold but this would fall as the sun rose. Nevertheless, the King was warm enough. On either side of him glowed capped braziers, their fiery charcoal red and crackling, now and again hissing as drops of river water splashed through the grille.

Louis flexed his fingers. He was booted and spurred, ever ready to leave his barge and ride to face any danger or confront some rebel. He was dressed in his usual grey gown, furred with white lambskin, over his head a monk’s cowl. On top of this Louis wore a large broad-rimmed hat, which weighed heavily due to the many silver medallions, all depicting his favourite saints, closely stitched there. Louis picked up a piece of cheese and munched noisily. He’d spent the previous day plotting, before travelling to a nearby castle where envoys from Spain had brought red-skinned pigs for him to look at, not to mention a host of goldfinches, magpies, turtle doves, as well as two greyhounds wearing collars of Lombardy leather and leashes of dried wolfskins. Louis breathed out, the steam hanging in the morning air. In the mist farther down the river were barges packed with his bodyguard and, on either bank, troops of Norman cavalry kept pace with the royal barge, The Glory of the Lilies. Louis heard shouts, a slight thump as a boat came alongside the barge. He smiled. His visitors had arrived. He passed the rod to a valet. ‘Hold it firm,’ he ordered. ‘If the fish bite, draw in quickly.’

Louis, spurs jingling, the mother-of-pearl rosary beads around his neck clicking and glittering, walked up the leather-rimmed steps into the royal cabin. The chamber boasted a window high on each wall, the walls themselves covered in thick draperies woven in a series of eye-catching colours – fiery reds, deep blues, glittering golds – all depicting the life of the King’s saintly ancestors. The floor was of polished wood and covered against the cold with the skins of bears and wolves. A royal scribe was seated on a high stool copying out the letter Louis had dictated just after he had attended his third Mass. The King took off his gloves and spread his fingers over a dish of smouldering charcoal. It was still cold in here.

‘Take a letter,’ he ordered, ‘to the Treasurer – tell him to bring me an animal skin, like that the Bishop of Valence gave me. It covered my back completely, and could spread out over my horse’s rump.’ Louis’s finger tapped the end of his pointed nose. ‘When it rained,’ he continued, ‘I had no need of a cloak, while in the hot weather it was as good as a cooling breeze. You understand that?’

The scribe nodded.

‘Good!’ The King clapped his hands. ‘Then get out and bring my visitors in.’ Louis crossed to the throne on the small dais, set against the far wall under a blue awning, displaying the golden fleur-de-lys. He made himself comfortable, pulling across the lambskin coverlet. He’d spent too much time fishing, he was freezing! The door opened and three men entered. They gathered in the shadows before coming forward. All were booted and spurred, heavy woollen military cloaks across their shoulders. They approached the dais, pulled back their cowls, and sank to one knee. Louis let them remain so while he studied them. The rather short, redheaded man in the middle, the Vicomte Sanglier, was Louis’s personal envoy to England.

‘My Lord Vicomte!’ Louis leaned forward. ‘You had a good journey?’ The envoy lifted his pale face, the green eyes red-rimmed, russet moustache and beard neatly clipped. Louis noticed how the Vicomte used his beard to hide his pitted cheeks, the ravages left by the pox.

‘Your Majesty.’ Sanglier wetted his lips. ‘We have travelled like dogs and slept like dogs. The food was either burnt or undercooked, whilst the wine tasted like vinegar.’

‘Would you agree with that, monsieur?’ Louis turned to Francois Cavignac, keeper of the Outer Chamber, a young man with neatly cropped black hair and a rounded face. He always reminded Louis of a choirboy, with his innocent eyes, smooth cheeks, and rather affected ways. Nevertheless, Cavignac had proved himself to be a most able spy, responsibly controlling Louis’s agents abroad. A scholar of the Sorbonne, Cavignac was sly, cunning, and ruthless in dealing with Louis’s enemies. A commoner promoted by Louis, his loyalty to the Crown was second only to his ambition for himself. Despite Louis’s best efforts, Vicomte Sanglier had discovered little that was extraordinary about Cavignac’s personal habits except that he was a most dedicated man of letters. Cavignac was a scholar who had studied for the priesthood, and he loved to send secret messages in cipher based on quotations from the Bible. Yet Cavignac’s private life was of no real interest to Louis, who was only concerned about one thing: was Cavignac loyal? There was no doubt of that! Cavignac knew the rules of the French House of Secrets. Any betrayal, even the slightest, meant sudden, violent death.

‘Monsieur.’ Louis leaned forward. ‘I asked you a question.’

‘Your Majesty, I apologise.’ Cavignac stirred. ‘My knees are sore. The Vicomte is correct. My only solace on our journey was the companionship of my colleagues and the prospect of entering your presence.’

Louis smiled. At least half the statement was true. It also reflected how the intense rivalry for his affections dominated the lives of these three men.

‘And you are well?’ Louis turned to the man on his right. Beneath the military cloak Claude Delacroix, keeper of the Inner Chamber, was dressed in the black-and-white garb of a Dominican, yet he was not a friar, let alone a priest. Delacroix dressed like this because of a vow he had taken to his parents that he would become a Dominican friar. However, as soon as his parents had died, Delacroix had left his priestly training to study medicine at Montpellier. A lean, gaunt-faced man with furrowed cheeks, jutting mouth, and hollow, deep-set eyes, Delacroix reminded Louis of a favourite whippet he’d once owned, sinewy, swift, and vicious. Delacroix had a skill in tongues, not only English and Norman French but also classical Latin, German, and even the lingua franca of the Italian cities. Delacroix was responsible for Louis’s agents in France, as well as hunting down and destroying those of other powers. Delacroix was as determined as his master to keep Edward of England and his warlike brothers, Richard of Gloucester and George of Clarence, out of France. One day they would recover the only French town held by the English, Calais, and drive a wedge between England and France’s mortal enemy – the one great lord who threatened the unity of the kingdom, Charles of Burgundy.

‘The journey must have been especially hard for you, monsieur,’ Louis declared. Delacroix lifted his head, eyes wrinkling in amusement. Louis prided himself on knowing the little secrets of all who served in the inner household. Thanks to Sanglier he certainly knew Delacroix’s, who had left the Dominicans because of his hungry passion for soft, perfumed flesh. Delacroix was a constant visitor to the courtesans in the House of Joy, which stood in its own orchards and gardens not far from the Gate of St. Denis.

‘Your Majesty.’ Delacroix’s voice was as soft and melodious as a gentle priest’s.

‘We have journeyed, now we are here to listen to your will.’

‘Aye.’ Louis straightened. ‘So stop kneeling there as if you’re statues.’

For a while there was some confusion as they brought forward leather stools to sit before their King. Louis made them wait for a while, plucking at the lambskin rug that covered his knees.

‘Later today,’ he began, ‘you leave for England. You are my envoys to the Court of Edward of York. You have your instructions?’

‘To journey to London?’ Cavignac asked.

‘No, to Walmer on the Kentish coast,’ Louis answered as if speaking to himself.

‘Lord Henry Beauchamp, your old adversary, keeper of the Secret Seal, waits to welcome you to his manor. He will be joined by an Irishman, one of Edward’s own company, Colum Murtagh.’

‘Ah!’ Sanglier unclasped his cloak and let it drop to the floor.

‘You have met Murtagh before?’ Louis smiled.

‘I have,’ Sanglier replied. ‘Murtagh is a warrior, a mercenary, keeper of the King’s stables, at Kingsmead, outside Canterbury. I have spoken about him before, Your Majesty.’

‘He is dangerous?’

‘He can be.’

‘Do you fear him?’

‘I fear the woman he is betrothed to, Kathryn Swinbrooke. She is a physician hired by the Court as well as by the Archbishop and City Council of Canterbury to investigate certain matters.’

‘I have heard of her.’ Louis waved a hand. ‘As I have heard that she and Murtagh are to be married, yet I can’t see how they might interfere in what you have planned. You must travel to England; Lord Henry will be your host. You are to use what you know to ensure that they will stay out of France and give no help or sustenance to Burgundy.’

Louis abruptly rose and his henchmen did likewise. The King crossed to a small ornamentally carved coffer with three locks. He took the small key ring that was hanging on a hook on his belt, undid the three locks, pulled back the lid, and brought out a similar coffer, much smaller, no more than a polished square. Sanglier noticed the three miniature keys inserted in their locks. Louis first ensured that each of these would turn before drawing out the keys, and gave one to each of his envoys. He then handed the polished coffer to Sanglier.

‘Keep it safe. Let the English know that you could have it. Edward of England would give all the jewels of his chamber to own it.’ Louis laughed at Sanglier’s puzzlement.

‘Do you know what this coffer contains?’

Sanglier shook his head.

‘It’s the English Book of Ciphers,’ Louis whispered, fearful his voice would carry any farther than it should. ‘This book will allow us to understand any secret messages sent by Edward of England to his agents in France, as well as the true names and whereabouts of the same agents.’

‘Where?’ Sanglier stammered. ‘Your Majesty, how did you obtain this? We have been searching for it . . .’

‘It does not matter.’ Louis stroked the top of the coffer as he would some hunting bird. ‘Just let Edward of England know you have it. Indeed, I have already dropped hints.’

Louis sucked on his teeth, his tongue feeling out the sore points in his gums. He studied his three envoys. He’d caught the confusion of Delacroix, the darting glance between Sanglier and Cavignac. There was some mystery here but Louis could not grasp it. After all, Sanglier was the one who had reported how the real Book of Ciphers, together with its keeper, the Englishman Marshall, had disappeared along the Seine. The King sighed and gestured at the tray of wine cups on the table near the dais.

‘Refresh yourselves, taste the wine, it’s the best Burgundy can offer. I must go back to my fishing.’

The three men hastily bowed as Louis, humming a hymn beneath his breath, left the chamber, shouting at the squire to ask if he had been able to catch anything. Once the door closed the three men relaxed. Delacroix splashed the wine into three goblets and served it. They toasted each other, warmed their fingers over the dish of charcoal and, like children eager to unwrap a present, inserted their keys into the coffer. Sanglier turned them and pulled back the lid. Inside was a small book, it looked like a psalter with its shiny cover studded with precious stones. He undid the clasps and gasped. The pages within were blank, page after page of cream-coloured vellum, all neatly stitched together but devoid of any mark, symbol, or picture. Sanglier sifted through the pages, the parchment crackling, then he pulled off the leather cover and carefully studied the pieces of hardboard beneath.

‘There’s nothing.’ He handed it to his two companions, who likewise searched. Cavignac took it over to a candle to scrutinise it more carefully. Delacroix then snatched it from his hands. Sanglier began to laugh. Cradling his goblet of wine, the Vicomte sat back on his stool. He tried to drink, only to splutter, coughing the wine onto the floor. Delacroix stared crossly at him. Had Sanglier been aware of their King’s little riddle? Had he shared it already with his good friend, Cavignac? Delacroix hid his fury. There was, as he’d whispered to Louis, some mystery here. There had been ever since Marshall’s disappearance. Was this precious pair trying to exclude him? Sanglier the fox, with his secret knowledge about the Lord Henry Beauchamp? Sanglier, who quietly boasted about having a spy even in Walmer Village? Delacroix glanced quickly at Cavignac but he’d stepped back into the shadows as if to hide his face.

‘Go on.’ Sanglier waved a hand. ‘Pull that book to pieces. Smell its every page. There’s nothing. No Book of Ciphers!’

Delacroix stared at him; he had no choice but to join in the laughter. Sanglier turned and bolted the door through which his master had left.

‘Let us toast the Spider!’ He grinned. ‘Six months ago’— Sanglier wiped his mouth on the back of his hand—‘Sir Henry was in Paris. We know he met Edward of England’s principal spies there. Now Lord Henry’s clerk, William Marshall, allegedly carried a Book of Ciphers. Well, to bring my story to an abrupt end, Marshall disappeared, and so did the Book of Ciphers.’

‘Of course,’ Cavignac stated. ‘I remember this. He went boating on the River Seine? An accident, they say, he drowned.’

‘His corpse was never discovered,’ Sanglier continued. ‘According to all reports, Marshall was carrying the Book of Ciphers, and that too disappeared. Now our master wants to threaten Edward of England . . .’

‘That we have the Book of Ciphers,’ Cavignac answered.

Sanglier nodded and raised his goblet. ‘Just think of the confusion that will cause.’

Old Mother Croul was not born in Walmer but many miles to the north. She’d come to the village as the bride of Crispin the carpenter. When he died of the sweating sickness, Mother Croul had married Ambrose, her husband’s apprentice, but he’d been steeped in wickedness and was hanged. Mother Croul had grown old alone in her two-room thatched cottage with its packed-mud floor and bed loft, near Blacklow Copse, a small wood on the edge of Walmer Village. The cottage possessed a derelict workshop and a makeshift stable, though both were now empty. Mother Croul depended more on her stick than some expensive palfrey. On that day, the eve of Michaelmas, when the first horrid poisonings took place, Mother Croul was already uneasy. The sun had begun to set. She’d wandered out into her herb garden to be amongst the maleficia, those deadly herbs, nightshade, foxglove, and water hemlock, plants that could stop a man’s heart in a few breaths. Mother Croul did not grow them for that reason but because, in small doses, such herbs could be beneficial to the stomach and the heart. Mother Croul was truly wary of such plants. She fully believed in the Christ Jesus yet she was very conscious of those demons, evil sprites and goblins who haunted muddy wastes and woodlands. Mother Croul was particularly careful when she dug up the mandrake. She only pulled that herb out of the ground with a piece of string tied to her stick.

Mother Croul’s two cats came with her into the garden, Gog and Magog, two furry tabbies, hunters in the dark, the terror of local birds, not to mention the vermin swarming in from the fields. The old woman was glad of their company as the unease seethed within her. She’d had dreams and nightmares. She’d glimpsed fiery devils on the road and, at night, she’d heard the ghosts gibbering from darkened corners. Mother Croul was not frightened easily. She could read and write. Many years ago she’d possessed a hornbook, she’d even been along the road to Canterbury and gone to wonder at London Bridge with its many arches that supported houses and shops, not to mention those long poles bearing the skulls of executed traitors. Nor was Mother Croul fanciful. She was careful of what she ate. She’d talked to enough leeches, apothecaries, and cunning travelling men to recognise that certain herbs could turn the heart to strange imaginings. So, what was the source of her deep anxiety? She walked down the garden path and opened the shabby wooden gate. Mother Croul turned round and stared back at her cottage and the few scrawny hens bathing in the dust before the door. The cottage didn’t look like much; she’d saved a few pennies and often thought of hiring a mason or thatcher to make it look more homely but what was the use? ‘Corrupt and mouldy’ was the way she described her cottage.

‘Corrupt and mouldy,’ she spoke out loud. ‘And riddled with wormholes, just like me.’ The old woman smiled. Yet, many years ago on a balmy night, with the birds singing and the air soft with rose scent, she’d lain there with her only true love, Crispin, the finest carpenter in the shire! Crispin, with his sinewy body and hot passionate kisses . . .

‘So long ago,’ Mother Croul murmured, and started as a weasel darted across her path, so swift even her cats didn’t stir. But, there again, they’d leave the weasel alone; wasn’t it a sign of ill luck and wasn’t the breath of the weasel stale and corrupting? Mother Croul stared up at the blue rain-washed sky. The sunset was now hidden by clouds. The autumn day was dying and Blacklow Copse was coming alive with the sounds of the night. A cold breeze blew and the crows, circling above the trees, cawed noisily. Mother Croul crinkled her rheumy eyes and stared into the distance. She could make out the lights of the village, the glow of candles, the fire from the smithy, and the glitter of lantern horns outside the taverns. Here and there pricks of torchlight as the labourers returned from the fields. They’d gather in the taproom of the Blue Boar Tavern or the more spacious Silver Swan before making their way home. They’d sit and drink blackjacks of fresh Kentish ale, brewed from hops, and swap stories with the fishing folk who were preparing for a night’s work out at sea.

‘Harvesting the earth, harvesting the sea,’ Mother Croul whispered. She followed the line of the land, watching it rise. She could make out the fields, clumps of trees and, on the clifftops, the glowing lights of the great manor house, the home of Sir Henry Beauchamp, a Lord of the Soil, friend of the King, who’d drunk deep on the wine of life. Lord Henry, with his blond hair, gentle face, and strange blue eyes, a man of Kent, a Squire, who’d been sent to the halls of Cambridge to study to be a clerk. Lord Henry had also proved himself to be a soldier. He’d followed the banner of York, fighting alongside Edward the King at one bloody battle after another, so the Crown had been generous. Oh yes, very generous! Edward the King had sent Lord Henry into Walmer like an avenging angel, God’s judgement and bloody vengeance on the gang of wreckers who’d sunk many a ship off the coast and sent the murdered souls of their crews before God’s throne. One victim had been Lord Henry’s beloved brother. After that, the King had turned Walmer over to him for vengeance! What retribution he had wrought, building the great gallows on the clifftop and hanging the miscreants as a farmer did the corpses of marauding crows. Once this was over, the Crown had favoured Lord Henry even further. Mother Croul had stood under the lych gate at the parish church of St. Swithun’s and heard the gossip. How Sir Henry had been given lands, meadows, pastures, woods, fishing rights, the length and breadth of Kent. He’d come back to this village, he’d pulled down the rotting castle and built a new manor house, ringed by a great wall. People said it was like paradise, a great house of honey-coloured stone specially brought in from the Cotswolds. It contained a chapel, outer buildings, stables, and storerooms all of the same glowing stone with red and black slate roofs and tiled floors. The servants who worked there described the chambers, their walls covered with dark, rich oaken wainscoting over which glowing tapestries and gilt-framed pictures had been hung.

Oh yes, Lord Henry was a great man in both Court and the shire, Mother Croul mused. A member of the Privy Council, he was also keeper of the Secret Seal and had the ear of the King and all the great ones of the land. Yet, Lord Henry had paid an exacting price for such glory: wasn’t it just over a year ago, his wife, the Lady Mary, she of the beautiful auburn hair, had fallen from the cliffs near Gallows Point? Nobody knew what she was doing out there all by herself. A servant said she left the manor house in an anxious state, refusing to take any maids or retainers with her. A travelling tinker found her horse whilst her sea-washed corpse was discovered on the rocks below. Some claimed Lady Mary had slipped. Others, more malicious, claimed her wits had turned and that she had jumped. Elias, the blacksmith, full of ale, had even claimed she might have been pushed. But, there again, Elias did have a wicked tongue and was very jealous of Lord Henry. That was the problem with Walmer, a peaceful village, yet like the nearby sea its tranquillity hid dark swirling secrets that could suddenly erupt, whipped up by too much ale and a storm of passion.

Mother Croul decided to walk farther along the path, still staring up at the manor house. She’d heard that great ones had arrived, members of the French Court, not to mention others, including a woman physician – what was her name? Mother Croul closed her eyes, for the life of her she couldn’t remember. She leaned on her stick, staring into the darkness, ignoring the cats brushing her ankles. She knew all the gossip of Walmer. Who hated whom, who lusted after this maid or that, who bestowed her favours here and there. How Daniel, the baker, often put his finger on the scale or mixed chalk with his flour. How Roger the Physician charged fees even to the poor. How Elias the Blacksmith was only too willing to sell a horse that wasn’t his. How Isabella, the Blacksmith’s wife, was often seen on the edge of the woods talking to this man or that! The rankling petty disputes and vicious jealousies, the greed and avarice that, like demons, could raise their ugly heads and set neighbour against neighbour, friend against friend.

Mother Croul was shrewd and never missed much. She had that gift of sitting amongst others listening intently to what they said, a keen observer of the sly glance or sharp look. She didn’t fear the villagers of Walmer – they might go to Adam the Apothecary or Roger the Physician, but Mother Croul was also called to help with birthing, to treat a bruise, a sprained wrist, or broken ankle. Of course, a few whispered she was a witch. Mother Croul laughed softly to herself. Any woman would be called a witch who lived by herself, had reached the age of three score and ten, possessed knowledge of the world, a skill with herbs, and lodged with two cats. In her writing chest, back in her cottage, she had protection against such diatribes. Mother Croul held a letter from the Archdeacon’s Court at Canterbury, praising her skill and bestowing upon her the benediction of the Archbishop for her work in that city when she journeyed there as a pilgrim, during the time of the plague.

Mother Croul stared up at the darkening sky. So why should she be concerned? She glanced at the jutting gables of St. Swithun’s Tower. Ah, that was it! Yesterday was Sunday and the parishioners attending morning Mass had been astonished to find, scrawled on the floor, just near the baptismal font, the words ‘Mene, Mene, Tekel Parsin.’ Everybody knew what they meant. The words were copied from one of the wall paintings in the church transept, an eye-catching picture of the Prophet Daniel in the Lion’s Den. Above this, written on a scroll were those words from the Book of Daniel, Chapter Five: ‘Mene, Mene, Tekel, Upharsin. I have numbered, i have weighed the balance, I have found wanting.’ All the parishioners, even those who couldn’t read or write, had been taught about that painting and the strange words written above. How God’s own finger had inscribed such a warning on the wall of a pagan King just before he brought the power of that King to nothing. Father Clement, their parish priest, usually a kindly man who lodged in the priest house with his sister Amabilia, had truly lost his temper. After Mass, still garbed in his green-and-gold vestments, he’d climbed into the pulpit.

‘This is the house of God!’ Father Clement’s eyes were bright in his lean, pale face. ‘This is the house of God and the gate of heaven! A terrible place which houses God’s own Son and a host of angels. How dare anyone inscribe such words on the floor of our church?’ The priest had then passed on to other things as if the blasphemy had unlocked the gates of his heart. He had thundered to his parishioners about their selfish ways, their lack of care, their jealousies and spiteful moods. He had hinted at even more sinful secrets but then restrained himself. All the parishioners had been deeply aggrieved. Father Clement was usually as gentle as a dove. On that morning, however, he had appeared more like that itinerant preacher who’d recently arrived in Walmer with his sun-scorched skin and straggling hair and beard. A fearsome figure at the village cross who warned how the Day of Wrath was close at hand, how God’s anger would soon make itself felt.

Mother Croul wetted her lips and sniffed at the breeze: the seasons were changing, she could smell the decay of autumn. All things were decaying – she’d thought that only an hour ago when she had sat with the rest of the Parish Council in the priest’s house. They’d been talking about that strange preacher who’d appeared out of nowhere to walk the village and preach at the market cross. Mother Croul had stared round at their faces. Father Clement and Amabilia seemed tired; Benedict the Notary and his wife Ursula, sharp featured as usual but rather withdrawn; Roger the Physician was his usual arrogant self, whilst Simon the Sexton and Walter the Constable had both drunk too much. Elias and Isabella, strangely enough, had excused themselves; perhaps that was it. The blacksmith was always loud-mouthed, ready to liven things up in a quarrel with Adam the Apothecary, yet even that merchant of potions and powders was subdued. The atmosphere had grown so uneasy, Mother Croul had excused herself and left. Nonetheless, she was still troubled. Walmer was like any village, yet life had never been the same since the end of the war when those Lancastrians, three refugees from the great battle in the West Country, had arrived at Walmer seeking passage abroad. A squire and two archers, the Lancastrians were journeying in disguise. Of course, they were soon recognised for what they were. By then the news of Edward of York’s victories had swept the length and breadth of the kingdom. Woe betide anyone who helped Lancastrians fleeing for their lives. The three had tried to seek sanctuary in the church but the villagers, led by the Parish Council, had caught up with them in the cemetery, God’s Acre, and cut them down. They’d stripped the bodies and threw their naked corpses on the steps of the market cross as proof of their loyalty to the House of York.

Mother Croul glanced up. Someone was running up the path. Her cats started back. Birds burst out of a tree alarmed at the evening silence being shattered. The old woman strained her eyes and ears. A dark form was stumbling towards her. A child . . .

‘What’s the matter?’ she called.

‘Mother Croul.’ A young boy stumbled to her feet out of breath. ‘Mother Croul, you must come.’

‘Must come, why must I come?’ She peered down at the blacksmith’s boy. ‘Has your master been drunk again, has he burnt himself?’

‘Mother Croul.’ The boy wiped the sweat from his face.

Mother Croul stooped down. ‘You look like an imp out of hell with all that ash on your face and hands.’

‘Master Elias is having a fit! He is dying!’

Mother Croul hobbled down the path as fast as she could. The boy ran beside her, describing in great detail how Elias had been at his forge, a busy furnace glowing. The blacksmith had taken a stoup of water, drinking great gulps, spluttering it out when, suddenly, he’d given a hideous cry and fallen like a stone to the ground.

‘Shaking and jittering, like a
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