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About the Book

Run, run, girl.

In the name of God, run.

It’s 1141 and freezing cold. Gwil, a battle-hardened mercenary, watches in horror as a little girl with red hair is dragged away by his own men. Caught in the middle of the fight for England, she is just one more victim in a winter of atrocities.

Then a strange twist of fate brings them together again. Gwil finds the girl close to death, clutching a sliver of parchment – and he knows what he must do. He will bring her back to life. He will train her to fight. And together, they will hunt down the man who did this to her …

But danger looms wherever they turn. As castle after castle falls victim to siege, the icy Fens ring with rumours of a madman, of murder – and of a small piece of parchment, the cost of which none of them could have imagined …
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Prologue

Perton Abbey, Autumn 1180

IT IS A wood-panelled room of sumptuous size – the abbots of Perton have always done themselves well. The present incumbent, however, has stripped it of its tapestries and the gold leaf that once decorated the carved ceiling; they’ve been sold to benefit poor women of the parish. He’s also replaced an elaborate, padded prie-dieu with a plain version that is hard on the knees.

This austerity has rather shocked his monks, who have also lost some of their comforts; they now have only three courses for supper rather than the seven that previously graced the table of their refectory. However, for all his asceticism, he’s a good abbot as abbots go: rather more understanding of peccadilloes than some.

Anyway, he’s dying.

He lies on a cot, propped up with pillows to aid his breathing, so that he may look out of the window opposite, which has its shutters open summer and winter. It is autumn now and the great oak in the garden beyond is beginning to change colour. Only its top is visible to him, but he can tell from the sound of munching and grunting, and an occasional coarsening of the fresh air, that the monastery pigs are enjoying the acorns at its base.

He wonders whether he will live to see the last leaf fall from the oak, and knows that he must. He has something important to do. He has to record a tale of treachery and murder, also a story of courage and love, before he, too, twirls off life’s tree; yet he is too ill, too weak to write it himself.

To this end, a young scribe has entered the room, and now sits on a stool beside the bed, a pile of wax tablets on the floor at his feet, one on his knees, stylus poised.

‘You are too young to remember the war between the Empress Matilda and King Stephen, though your grandparents will …’ the abbot says. He raises himself and fumbles among the parchments lying on his bed, finally extracting one. ‘I think, my son, that we can begin this chronicle by repeating the description by Orderic Vitalis in his Historia Ecclesiastica. I have the quotation here.’

The young scribe rubs his hand with the skirt of his robe before accepting the parchment in order that, though he washed them only yesterday, his fingers should not sully its surface.

‘ “Thus troubles spread everywhere, far and wide,” ’ he reads out, ‘ “and England was filled with plundering and burning and massacres; the country, once so rich and overflowing with luxuries, was now wretched and desolate.” ’

He looks up. ‘It was as bad as that?’ Either he had learned nothing from his grandparents, or he’d paid them no attention.

‘Worse.’ Even the good Orderic had not the words for it, the abbot thought. Anyway, he’d died in 1142 and the war had gone on for more than a decade. Fourteen years during which all decency fled the land, the powerful changing their allegiance this way and that to whomsoever promised them more power at the time, forgetting their responsibility to those beneath them so that their private and foreign armies ravaged the common people like dogs pulling apart a living deer. Women raped, peasants hanging from trees by their own entrails. Fourteen years during which England’s people said that God and His saints must be sleeping, since there was no answer to their prayers for deliverance.

‘Then it is a most excellent beginning, my lord, and one that will contrast well with the present day, when a merchant may travel English roads with gold in his pack without fear of molestation.’

Damnation. This boy had been hired for his speed in writing, not his commentary, however cheery. Time, time. The leaves will be falling soon.

‘I think,’ the abbot says, ‘that we need expend few words on the circumstances of the war’s beginning, since everybody knows them.’

‘Er …’

Damnation again. Didn’t they teach them history at Abingdon? ‘Its causes,’ the abbot says distinctly, ‘began with the death of King Henry the First of England in the year of our Lord 1135 in Normandy …’

‘Dead from a surfeit of lampreys,’ the scribe says brightly, ‘I know that much.’

The abbot sighs. ‘A man of voracious appetite, and not only for food. His bastards were legion.’

‘Shall I put that down, my lord?’

‘I don’t care. But it would be useful if you could mention the King’s insistence that the nobles gathered about his deathbed should swear on oath that they would accept as their queen his only remaining legitimate child, the Empress Matilda, formerly Empress of Germany, but widowed by then and married again to the Angevin Geoffrey Plantagenet.’

‘The same Empress who was the mother of our present King Henry?’

‘The same. However, her cousin, Stephen, hearing of his uncle’s death, raced from Normandy to England and secured the crown for himself with the aid of some of the very barons who had sworn to support the Empress.’

‘They never having been ruled by a woman, nor wanting to be?’ asked the scribe helpfully.

‘If you like, if you like. And now, my son, we reach the nub of my chronicle when, in 1139, the Empress Matilda invaded England with an army to fight for the right her father had granted her. By this time Stephen had disappointed many of those who had so enthusiastically espoused his cause. Undoubtedly an affable man and, in war, a courageous one, he concealed a shifty cunning that caused him to break his word to the trustworthy in favour of men of the moment. His brother, Bishop Henry – a stronger character than he – had helped him on to the throne, and might have expected to be made Archbishop of Canterbury as a reward. Instead, Stephen alienated his brother and conferred the position on the little-known Theodore of Bec. Also, he dismissed the lowborn but clever men who had run Henry the First’s administration and put in their place favourites who lacked the knowledge to govern efficiently. Arbitrarily, madly, he arrested three bishops, one of them the Bishop of Ely, who had displeased him, taking their castles into his own hands, thereby showing that he had no care for the liberties of the Church.’

The young scribe tut-tuts; he sets great store by Church liberties. ‘Such wickedness.’

‘He was a fool,’ the abbot says. ‘His kingship was tainted with unwise decisions which, by 1141, had caused some of his erstwhile supporters to switch their allegiance to the Empress and fight against him. Worse, it gave opportunity to wicked men who cared not who ruled as long as they themselves flourished.’ He draws a long breath. ‘It is at this point, my son, where we must begin our history, with the war in full spate. And for that we must revert not to the doings and battles of the great, but to an insignificant village in the Cambridgeshire fenland and to an eleven-year-old girl who lived in it.’

‘Commoners, my lord?’ It is said with alarm. ‘Is this not to be an Historia Anglorum? An account for the edification of future generations?’

‘It is indeed, but this one is an Historia Vulgi as told through the mouths of ordinary people who, in turn, told it to me.’

‘But … common people?’

The abbot wheezes with the irritability of the sick. ‘It is a tale of murder and treachery. It is the tale of the rape of a child, a castle and a country. Now, in the name of God, write …’


Chapter One

The Cambridgeshire Fens, February 1141

AT FIRST, NEWS of the war going on outside passed into the fenland without impact. It oozed into that secret world as if filtered through the green miasma of willow and alder that the fenlanders called ‘carr’, which lined its interminable rivers and reed beds.

At Scutney, they learned about it from Old Sala when he came back from his usual boat trip to Cambridge market where he sold rushes for thatching. He told the tale in the village church after the celebration of Candlemas.

‘Now yere’s King Stephen—’ he began.

‘Who?’ somebody asked.

Sala sighed with the exasperation of a much-travelled man for the village idiot. ‘I told you an’ told you, bor. Ain’t Henry on the throne now, it’s Stephen. Old Henry’s dead and gone these many a year.’

‘He never told me.’

‘Well, he wouldn’t, would he? Him bein’ a king and dead.’

As always, the little wooden church smelled of cooking from the rush tapers that had been dipped in fat. Scutney couldn’t afford beeswax candles; anyway, rushes gave out a prettier light.

‘Get on with it, will ’ee?’ Brother Arth struggled out of the rough woollen cope he wore to take the services and into the sheepskin cloak that was his working wear in winter. ‘I got ditchin’ and molin’ to see to.’

They all had, but the villagers stayed where they were – it was as well to be informed about what was going on in them uplands.

Sala stretched back his shoulders and addressed his audience again. ‘So this King Stephen’s started a-warring with his cousin, the Empress Matilda. Remember as I told you old King Henry, on his deathbed, wanted his daughter, this Matilda, to rule England? But the nobles, they don’t want no blasted female queenin’ it over un, so they’ve said no and gives the crown to Stephen, old Henry’s nephew.’

He looked sternly into the standing congregation. ‘Got that now, Bert, have you? Good. Well now, Matilda, she ain’t best pleased with bein’ passed over and seems she’s brought a army as is a-fighting Stephen’s army out there some’eres.’

‘That it?’ Nyles wanted to know.

‘Enough, innit?’ Sala was miffed that Nyles, the big man of the village because he owned more sheep than anybody else, hadn’t been more receptive to the news. ‘I been tellin’ you as there’s a war goin’ on out there.’

Nyles shrugged. ‘Allus is.’

‘Excitin’, though, Pa, ain’t it?’ asked eleven-year-old Em, looking up at him.

Nyles cuffed his daughter lightly about her red head for her forwardness in speaking in church. She was his favourite, but it didn’t do to let females get out of hand, especially not this one. ‘Well, good luck to ’em, I say. And now let’s get on with that ditchin’ and bloody molin’.’

But Old Sala, irritated by the interruption, raised his hand. ‘I’ll tell you summat else, Nyles. And you’ll want to listen this time. Want to be keeping a close eye on that one, you will,’ he said, pointing at Em. ‘Folk say as there’s a band o’ mercenaries riding round ’ere like the wild hunt and with ’em there’s a monk; likes red-heads, he does. Does terrible things when ee finds ’em too.’

Nyles shook his head indulgently and turned towards the door. He knew Old Sala with his scaremongering and preposterous tales of abroad and yet he suddenly felt inexplicably chilly and, without realizing it, had reached out and drawn the child closer to him. Daft old bugger.

‘That it then, Sala?’ he asked. The old man looked deflated but nodded and with that the men, women and children of Scutney trooped out of its church to continue their own, unceasing war – against water.

The North Sea, that great enemy, was always threatening to drown East Anglia in one of its rages, submerging fields and cattle, even lapping the just-above-sea-level islands that dotted the flattest land in England. In winter, the sluggish rivers and great drains had to be cleared of weed or they clogged and overflowed.

Oh, and the mole, as big an enemy as the sea, had to be killed to stop the little bugger from weakening the dykes with his bloody tunnels.

No, the people of Scutney didn’t have time from their watery business to bother about wars between the danged nobles. Anyway, they were safe because just over there – over there, bor, see them towers in the distance? – was Ely, greatest cathedral in England.

Every year, the villagers had to deliver four thousand glistening, squirming eels to Ely in return for being protected by St Etheldreda, whose bones lay in a jewelled tomb within the cathedral walls.

Powerful saint, Etheldreda, an Anglo-Saxon like themselves, and although Scutney people resented the number of eels they had to catch in order to feed her monks, they were grateful to her for keeping them safe from the outside world with its battles and carryings-on.

Oh yes, any bugger who came a-trampling and a-killing in this part of the fens ’d soon have his arse kicked out of it by good old St Ethel.

That’s if the bugger could find Scutney in the first place and didn’t drown in the meres or get led astray by spirits of the dead who took the shape of flickering Jack-o’-Lantern flames in the marshes by night.

Folk allus said that for an enemy force to attack Ely it’d take a traitor to show the secret causeways leading to it. And who’d be so dang-blasted stupid as to betray St Etheldreda? Get sent straight to Hell, he would.

Such was the attitude.

But a traitor was even now preparing his treachery, and the war was about to penetrate Scutney’s fenland for all that St Etheldreda in her 500-year-old grave could do about it.

The first the village knew of its fate was when soldiers sent by Hugh Bigod turned up to take its men away to build him a new castle.

‘Bigod?’ roared Nyles, struggling between two captors while his red-headed elder daughter batted at their legs with a frying pan. ‘We don’t owe him nothing. We’re Ely’s men.’

Hugh Bigod, newly Earl of Norfolk, owned a large proportion of East Anglia. The Scutney villagers had seen him in his fine clothes swanking it at Ely with their bishop during Christmas feasts and suchlike. Didn’t like him much. But then, they didn’t like anybody from Norfolk. Didn’t like the next village across the marshes, come to that.

Nor was he their overlord, as was being energetically pointed out to his soldiers. ‘Tha’s not law, bor. We ain’t none of his. What’s he want another castle for? He’ve got plenty.’

‘And now he do want another one,’ the soldiers’ sergeant said, ‘in case Empress Matilda do attack un. There’s a war on, bor.’

‘Ain’t my war,’ Nyles told him, still struggling.

‘Is now,’ the sergeant said, ‘and if them nippers of yourn don’t cease bashing my legs, they’ll be its next bloody casualties.’

For Em had now been joined by her younger sister, Gyltha, wielding an iron spit.

‘Leave it,’ Nyles told his girls. But they wouldn’t, and their mother had to drag them off.

Holding them tightly, Aenfled watched her husband and every other able-bodied man being marched off along the roddon that led eventually to Cambridge.

‘Us’ll be back, girl,’ Nyles shouted at her over his shoulder, ‘but get they sheep folded, an’ don’t ee sell our hay for a penny under thruppence a stook, an’ look to that danged roof afore winter’s out, and …’ He had suddenly remembered Old Sala’s warning in the church. ‘Keep Em close …’ And then he was too far away to be heard.

The women of Scutney stood where they were, their men’s instructions becoming fainter and fainter until only an echo came sighing back to them and even that faded so that the air held merely the frightened bawling of their babies and the call of geese flying overhead.

They didn’t cry; fenwomen never wept.

The men still hadn’t come back by the beginning of Lent.

It was a hard winter, that one. Birds dropped out of the air, killed by the cold. The rivers froze and dead fish could be seen enclosed in their ice. The old died in their huts; the sheep in their pens.

In the turbaries, spades dulled themselves on peat that had become as hard as iron, so that fuel became scarce and it was necessary for tired, overworked women and their families to venture further and further away from the village in order to retrieve the peat bricks that had been stacked a year before to provide fire for shepherds during the lambing season.

On St Valentine’s Day, it was the turn of Aenfled and her children to trundle a barrow into the marsh to fetch fuel. They’d left nothing behind in the woolly line and the thickness of their wrappings made them look like disparately sized grey statues perambulating through a grey landscape. Their breath soaked into the scarves round their mouths and turned to ice, but a veil of mist in the air promised that the weather might, just might, be on the turn. The children all carried bows and arrows in case a duck or goose flew within range.

Tucked into Em’s belt was a little carved wooden key that Durwyn, Brother Arth’s son, had shyly and secretly shoved into her hand that morning.

Gyltha wouldn’t leave the subject alone. ‘Wants to unlock your heart, he do. You got to wed un now.’

‘Sod that,’ Em said. ‘I ain’t never getting married and certainly not to a saphead like Durwyn. Anyways, I ain’t old enough an’ he ain’t rich enough.’

‘You kept his old key, though.’

‘Tha’ll be on the fire tonight,’ Em promised her. ‘Keep us warm.’

They stopped; they’d felt the drumming of hoofbeats through their boots. Horsemen were cantering along the causeway behind them.

‘Get into they bloody reeds,’ hissed Aenfled. She pushed her barrow over the causeway’s edge and tumbled her children after it.

Horses were rare in the fenland, and those travelling at speed suggested their riders were up to no good. Maybe these were friendly, maybe not, but lately there’d been nasty rumours of villages sacked by demons, women raped – sometimes even murdered – and grain stores burned. Aenfled was taking no chances.

There was just time to squirm through the reeds to where the thick, bare fronds of a willow gave them some cover.

Her hand clasped firmly over the mouth of her younger daughter, not yet old enough to be silenced with a look, Aenfled prayed: Sweet Mary, let un go past, go past.

Go past, go past, urged Em, make un go past. Through the lattice of reeds above her head, she saw flicks of earth being thrown up as the leading horses went by. She bowed her head in gratitude. Thank ee, St Ethel, thank ee, I’ll never be wicked no more.

But one of the middle riders pulled up. ‘Swear as I saw something dive into that bloody ditch.’

‘Deer?’ One of the leaders stopped abruptly and turned his horse back. As he approached the wind picked up, lifting his robes and revealing the animal’s flanks, which were lathered white with sweat and dripping blood from a set of vicious-looking spurs.

Keeping still as still, Em smelled the stink of the men above her: sweat, dirt, horses, blood and a strange, pungent odour that was foreign to her.

‘Could ’a’ been.’

‘Flush the bastard out then. What are you waiting for?’

Spears began thudding into the ditch. One of the men dismounted and started scrambling down, hallooing as he went.

Em knew they were done for. Then her mouth set itself into the thin, determined line that her sorely tried mother would have recognized and dreaded. No we ain’t. Not if I lead ’em away. She pushed her sister’s head more firmly into the ground and leaped for the bank. A willow twig twitched the cap from her head as she went, releasing the flame-red curls it hid beneath but, although she paused briefly, she didn’t stop for it. Now she was running.

Aenfled kept Gyltha clutched to her, her moans and prayers covered by the whoops of the men. She heard the one who’d come into the ditch climb back out of it and join the hunt. She heard hoofbeats start up again. She heard male laughter growing fainter as the riders chased their prey further and further into the marsh. She heard the far-away screams as they caught Em, and knew her daughter was fighting. She heard the horses ride off with her.

Birds of the marsh that had flown up in alarm settled back into their reed beds and resumed their silence.

In the ditch Aenfled stopped praying.

Except for her daughter’s soul, she never prayed again.


Chapter Two

Kenniford Castle, Oxfordshire, February 1141

STANDING IN HER own chapel in her own castle for her own wedding, sixteen-year-old Maud of Kenniford wondered whether they’d even have the courtesy to ask if she’d take this man, fifty-three-year-old Sir John of Tewing, to be her lawful wedded husband.

If they did, the honest answer would be: ‘What in hell else can I do?’

The question being put at the moment by the mud-flecked, out-of-breath priest in front of her was: ‘Who giveth this woman …?’

At which point, one of the Beaumont twins grabbed her arm and pulled her forward. ‘I do, Waleran de Meulan, Earl of Worcester. This lady is a ward of our blessed King Stephen. In his name do I give her to this man. And for the sake of God, get on with it.’

The earl, like this priest he’d brought with him, like the dozen or so knights surrounding Maud, smelled of sweat, horse and panic. They’d fled the Battle of Lincoln, which they’d apparently lost, to race here and marry her off to a man she’d never seen before in the name of a king who’d been captured – who might not even be king any more.

For all they knew the Empress’s forces were about to overwhelm the country, a disaster which had to be avoided at all costs because, as Queen of England, Matilda would take away the lands of those who’d opposed her – their lands.

And one of the costs, to Maud at any rate, was a marriage that would put said Maud’s castle and, more importantly, the vital crossing it commanded over the upper Thames, into the hands of said Sir John of Tewing, one of King Stephen’s most loyal supporters, so that the Empress could be denied access to the West if she came this way.

Matilda’s own supporters, her head steward, Sir Bernard, her cousin, Lynessa, and Father Nimbus – who were to be witnesses – were hemmed in by a group of Stephen’s knights in case they objected – indeed, the Earl of Leicester, Waleran’s brother, was holding a dagger suggestively near Father Nimbus’s throat. Milburga, her nurse, had elbowed her way in, and not even England’s foremost barons had been able to deny her, or dared.

Sir Rollo, the commander of Maud’s troops, stood in the bailey below with his milling soldiers, bellowing up at the chapel window: ‘Are you all right, my lady?’

No, I’m not, you stupid old pillock. Why in hell did you open the gates?

Strictly speaking, of course, Sir Rollo had no choice, just as Lynessa, Milburga and Father Nimbus could make no objection as long as Maud gave her consent. Kenniford was already nominally held for the King to whom, at the coronation, Maud’s dying father had chosen to pay homage, leaving Maud and her inheritance in Stephen’s wardship to be bestowed on whomsoever the King wished to reward.

Unlucky gifts for the bestowees, as it had turned out. It became known that to choose Maud of Kenniford as a bride was to choose one’s coffin – a superstition that suited Maud down to her shoes. All Stephen’s three choices for her had died before marriage could take place: the first broke his neck in a hunting accident; ditto the second in a tournament; while the third, a five-year-old – Maud’s favoured choice because she thought she’d have no difficulty managing him – had shown deplorable carelessness by drowning in a well.

But Sir John was prepared to court bad luck. He was bad luck himself. She wouldn’t be able to manage him, that was for sure. Overlarge, grizzled, scarred, lumbering, rank like a bear, the man’s manners were as boorish as his appearance; he had even brought his concubine with him, a sullen-looking unkempt woman by the name of Kigva who was lurking in the corner of the room staring sourly at Maud.

Hello. The officiating priest was turning to her, opening his mouth, asking the question without which the marriage would not be strictly legal. ‘Do you, Maud of Kenniford, take this man …?’

Maud turned to look at Father Nimbus, ever her confessor and adviser. Despite the knife at his neck, the little priest’s eyes were urging her to say no. This was too rushed, too dangerous for her future. While they were being hurried up the stairs to the chapel, he’d managed to hiss at her: ‘Sweetness! The man’s an absolute hog, just look at his fingernails. Tell them you want to be a nun. Tell them you’ll enter Godstow convent. Tell them you’re vowed to the Virgin.’

Oh yes, that would go down well. Several female saints and martyrs had tried that one, and achieved sainthood through martyrdom because of it.

The only reason these desperate men around her were bothering with a marriage ceremony at all, and weren’t taking over the castle willy-nilly, was that her own soldiers in the bailey outnumbered them two to one. Sir Rollo might not be very bright, but his affection lay neither with the King nor the Empress but with Maud. If she gave the signal, he and his men would fight for her. On the other hand, if she gave her consent, Sir John of bloody Tewing immediately became their legal, and therefore not-to-be disputed, commander. And hers.

The little chapel smelled, as it always did, of age and incense and whatever scented herbs the fastidious Father Nimbus mixed with it. Her father had commissioned a monk from Abingdon to paint its walls, so that the child Maud could learn her Bible from the depictions of a Garden of Eden (rather jolly), the Ascension, the Wise Men worshipping a plump baby Jesus, and the one that had always fascinated her: a depiction of virtuous Judith cutting off Holofernes’s head, which Father Nimbus had wanted obliterated for being too bloody, but her father had said counteracted Salome and John the Baptist.

It was remarkable, Maud thought, how much her bridegroom resembled the bestial, drunken Holofernes.

The officiating priest was putting the question again: ‘Do you, Maud of Kenniford …?’ She felt Waleran’s hand tighten on her arm.

‘Wait, will you?’ she snapped. ‘I’m thinking about it.’

An arranged marriage at some time or another had been inevitable; Kenniford with its manors and lands was a valuable prize to bestow on anyone the King wanted to reward; Maud’s own wishes had never been consulted, and never would be. While the present incumbent repelled her, so had the owners of the two broken necks: one a raving madman with a high laugh; the other a drinker never seen sober. Would this brute be so bad?

Maud considered it logically. He was old, which was in his favour; he would oblige her by dying, and, to judge from his choleric complexion, sooner rather than later. He was a renowned warrior – also in his favour, since he would spend much of his time away fighting battles in which somebody might kill him. With luck and the intervention of the Holy Virgin, to whom she would step up her praying from now on, he might rush off to war right away and save her the horror of the wedding night.

After all, even if she were allowed to adopt Father Nimbus’s ploy and go into a convent, it would mean giving up Kenniford and her other lands for ever. Which she could not do.

Since the age of eleven, on the death of her father, Maud had ruled her estates and their people like a despot. She was lucky in that the blood in her veins came from both Anglo-Saxon and Norman nobility – she was descended from King Edward the Elder on her mother’s side and Roger d’Ivry, Sheriff of Gloucester, on her father’s – which, until she should marry, gave her a legal right to command two castles (admittedly, one of them little more than a motte and bailey in Cambridgeshire and nothing to compare with Kenniford), five manors scattered around England, three more in Normandy, as well as the advowson of six churches, all of them acknowledging her as their overlord just as she acknowledged the King of England and Duke of Normandy as hers.

She had been well advised, of course; her father’s head steward, Sir Bernard, was a loyal and wise administrator, but he had found in his young mistress a mind quite as shrewd as his own, capable of retaining in it a record of her every acreage of ploughland, herd and grazing; which of her hundreds of tenants were free and which villeins; what dues they paid her; which of her knights owed her military service and castle guard; those who, by tradition, must render her seven geese, or embroidered gloves etc. on which saints’ days, or make some other service. (Maud took particular delight in the dues owed by William of Garthbrook, who held the tenancy of thirty Sussex acres and had to perform a simultaneous leap, a whistle and a fart at every one of her Christmas feasts.)

Never again to command her willing garrison, to order her kitchens, to sit in judgement on wrongdoers while rewarding the virtuous, to bully and physic the villagers outside her walls, to oversee the harvest, to dominate the Christmas feast … to change all that for incarceration in Godstow convent? Her soul would shrivel to nothing.

Yes, marriage would mean handing over her men and women to this husband, but she would still be around to protect them – a joy and a duty with which God had entrusted her.

Waleran’s hold on her arm had become tighter; the knife at Father Nimbus’s neck was pricking his skin. She could hear Sir Rollo gathering his men to charge the tower.

These were her people; she would not have one of them killed. Marriage to this old lout would be a sort of death – but it had to be hers, not Kenniford’s.

Maud came to the decision that she’d known from the first was the only one she could make.

‘Oh, very well,’ she said. A murmur of relief flitted around the room like a breeze, interrupted only by a howl of anguish from the Kigva woman.

Damn them, they weren’t in that much of a rush that they were going to gallop off into the night to put their castles on war footing without being fed first.

Maud, with a chaplet hastily made and crammed on to her head, sat with her new husband on the top table of her hall, miserable but nevertheless congratulating herself and her kitchens for the efficiency with which the wedding feast had been prepared at short notice. Now that she’d done what they wanted, the Beaumont twins, on her left, were being fulsomely complimentary about the food, reverting to the gallantry they’d shown during her visits to court. Their charm had won them earldoms from Stephen – the King being susceptible to it. Waleran had even been given Stephen’s four-year-old royal daughter in marriage, but the child had died soon after the wedding, in the same month as Maud’s infant fiancé, occasioning Maud and Waleran to exchange condolences which she’d supposed – wrongly as it turned out now – had led to a coincidental and mutual regard.

‘And your beef, my lady. Is it Welsh? How do you produce such taste, such tenderness?’

‘We hang it for two weeks like our enemies,’ Maud said shortly. Damned if she was going to be lured into a conversation on cattle breeding with them, interesting as the subject was.

On the other hand, they were the only ones she could converse with. Her husband was still not addressing her, preferring to quiz Sir Rollo about wall thickness and the siting of arrow slits, all the time spraying the poor man with food grabbed from dishes by his unwashed hand and chewed in his open mouth, lubricated with swigs of her best wine.

Maud passed him one of her linen napkins without comment, and turned to Waleran. ‘After such a defeat at Lincoln,’ she said, rubbing it in, ‘what are we to expect? Why must Kenniford be in readiness? Isn’t the King overthrown and the war over? Isn’t the Empress now queen?’

No, it appeared she wasn’t. Again, Maud found herself excluded as the twins took the first chance they’d had since Lincoln to make a careful analysis of the situation, but she listened hard. Until today – politics did not interest her – it hadn’t bothered her whether Empress Matilda or Stephen ruled England as long as Kenniford wasn’t threatened. Now that it was …

First, it seemed, Matilda’s claim had to be ratified by the Church. ‘And what’s the betting that bastard Henry deserts Stephen and persuades the other bishops?’ Waleran said.

‘She’s got the West Country, of course.’

‘She hasn’t got London.’

Maud managed to identify ‘that bastard Henry’ as the Bishop of Winchester, the King’s brother, a papal legate, the most powerful churchman in England next to the Archbishop of Canterbury. Stephen had been crowned with his help but had then offended him, so which way said bastard would turn could only be guessed at …

The West Country was dangerous, it appeared. Gloucester (of which the Empress’s adoring half-brother – another bastard, in both senses of the word – was the earl) … Cirencester … Wilton … Reading … Oxford … they’d all accept Matilda, if she could get there, God burn each and every one of the shitholes …

But the Empress would need London, and London was a commune – come back everything Waleran and his twin had ever said about bloody communes – to which Stephen, God knows why, had shown a liberality that the Empress, autocratic cow, was unlikely to extend to it. Yes, London was hopeful …

Normandy now … what of Normandy? Would Geoffrey Plantagenet, the Empress’s new husband, conquer that dukedom? He was making a damn good job of it at the moment. Mind you, was he doing it for himself? Or for the Empress? Husband and wife didn’t get on.

Maud struck in, to bring a touch of lightness. ‘There you are,’ she said brightly. ‘One of you make peace with Geoffrey and then, if the Empress does become Queen of England and does prove vindictive and confiscates your estates over here, you’ll still have Normandy.’

Until that moment she hadn’t appreciated how despairing they were. Two handsome pairs of eyes turned on her and in them she saw calculation. They were considering it, oh God, actually considering it.

If they took that way out, they’d still survive as powerful men; the twins owned vast estates on both sides of the Channel, while she, Maud, held only a few. Having now placed her firmly in Stephen’s diminishing camp, they’d put her at the Empress’s mercy. Without Kenniford and her other, smaller English estates, she’d be left with only a miserable Norman manor or two on which to subsist like a damned serf.

You bastards, she thought.

The exchange had succeeded in attracting Sir John’s attention. Throughout the meal he had been pawing at Kigva, nuzzling her grubby neck and squeezing her breasts in such a vulgar display that it made Maud’s stomach churn. Suddenly he turned to them and spat: ‘That bitch’ll never be queen.’

‘God grant she won’t,’ Waleran said, ‘but I wish I was as sure.’

‘Yah, where’re your balls, boy? God’d strike her dead at the coronation, even if I didn’t. A woman? Not natural. Women are for fucking, and that’s all they’re good for.’

Every head turned to him in the sudden silence. Men who believed what he’d said had been taken aback by it being shouted at a mixed table.

To Maud, it was like being punched by an opponent whose strength she hadn’t realized before; she’d known she was handing over control, but it hadn’t struck her with the force it did now. She was in the jaws of a dog. She looked at Kigva to see how she had taken it but the vacant expression on the woman’s slack features registered neither shock nor affront, changing only to spite when she saw Maud staring at her.

She looked away quickly; the woman was as sinister as Sir John was brutish. She found that her knees managed to stiffen enough to get her to her feet. ‘Ladies,’ she said clearly, ‘it is time to leave the gentlemen to their wine.’ Kigva, she noticed, did not rise and since only a few of the castle’s women had attended the feast, she was followed only by Lynessa and Lady Morgana, a Welsh aunt on a visit.

As they went, Waleran belatedly rose to toast the bride to her wedding night. ‘And may God bless this union with happiness and many sons.’ There was a ragged, self-conscious cheer.

Outside, Lynessa silently took Maud into her arms.

‘They’ll be off to war tonight, won’t they?’ Maud begged into the woman’s ample shoulder. ‘They’ll take him with them, won’t they?’

‘I don’t know, my poor dear.’

There was a half-hearted attempt to follow her to her chamber as bridesmaids should. ‘There ought to be ribbons and things, posies,’ Lynessa said, weeping. ‘Shall I fetch some?’

‘No.’ This was one marriage bed that needn’t be garlanded. Maud pushed herself away from Lynessa. ‘Festivities are not appropriate. You can leave me.’

The only person she really wanted was Milburga, the nearest of her dearest, except for Father Nimbus.

Milburga was waiting for her by the bed, the room’s brazier giving her ample body an even greater shadow on the wall. ‘I heard.’

‘Jesus God, what am I to do, what can I do?’ Maud clutched her forehead where, for the first time in her life, she felt thudding pain.

‘Well, a headache ain’t going to stop him. What you got to decide is, do you want his babies or not?’

‘NO.’ The wall hangings absorbed a cry of revulsion. ‘Not his, never his.’ It would be giving like birth to monsters. There’d be time to have her own children by another, better husband when this one was dead.

‘Didn’t think you would, so I got you these.’ Milburga’s outstretched hand held a clutch of feathery little seeds. She poured them on to the little table beside the bed.

‘What are they?’ Her nurse was a keen herbalist; there was nothing she liked better than a patient, a diagnosis and her own prescription, but occasionally her cures were as distressing as the disease. On the other hand, despite an enthusiastic and varied love life, Milburga had avoided all but two pregnancies.

‘Queen Anne’s Lace seeds as’ll put paid to his, the pig. But you got to chew ’em well otherwise they’ll go straight through.’

Seed. His seed. The revulsion was such that Maud began to retch. ‘Perhaps – oooh, do you think – oh help me, God – Milly, do you think they’ll take him with them when they go?’

There was no answer. Like Lynessa, Milburga didn’t know.

Maud looked up at her. ‘I had to, though, didn’t I? I had to say yes.’

Milburga nodded. ‘I was a-watching that other earl. He’d’ve cut Girly’s throat’ – Father Nimbus’s effeminacy drove Milburga mad – ‘and Lady Lynessy’s an’ then mine iffen you hadn’t.’ She sat down on the bed and put her arm round Maud’s shoulders. ‘There wasn’t nothing else you could do.’

The older woman and the younger stayed side by side, one head leaning against the other, Maud marginally comforted by the fact that she’d had no choice but to save the lives of precious people.

Comforted, that is, until a noise in the hall sent Milburga to the chamber door to listen, and turn back in distress. ‘They’re bringin’ him up.’

‘Mary, Mother of God, be with me now.’

She reached for the pile of seeds and began munching.


Chapter Three

Another part of the Cambridgeshire Fens, February 1141

HE’D HAVE STOPPED them galloping off with the girl if he could, but he’d lost control of the men by then.

He’d lost his horse, and all because he’d dismounted to have a piss and given its reins to Ramon to hold. Which he shouldn’t have because that bastard had just been waiting for the opportunity to get rid of him.

So they’d taken off with her. And his horse. And the crossbow that had been in its saddlebag.

His crossbow, for Christ’s sake. With that weapon, he was one of the finest arbalists in Christendom; without it, he was as helpless as the child. And her only ten, maybe eleven years old, poor scrap. Brave though; fought like a terrier … but red-headed; unlucky that: the monk liked a red-head. He’d seen the look on the bastard’s face when he came back from the last one; hadn’t been able to save her either.

The suffering man standing amidst the reed beds and pondering on these matters was somewhere around middle age and middle height; the skin of his face with its greying stubble and the black, bloodshot eyes were those of a dark Celt. As always in the fenland, he felt unbearably exposed beneath the vast sky – though it was misty at the moment – as if he were under the eye of God.

This was not a comfortable position for a mercenary who was automatically damned by his profession; Gwilherm de Vannes had lost his soul a long time ago and was aware that, owing to recent events, he had small chance of finding it again.

He had witnessed things lately bad enough to shock the Devil: the plunder of Ely Cathedral; the murder of monks and women and children; and although he had played no part in them, his mere proximity to the atrocities had been enough to damn him. No two ways about it, his soul was lost for good.

Nevertheless, he dropped to one knee in order to pray for the deliverance of the little girl he’d just seen abducted and, while he was about it, for the restitution of his crossbow so that he could kill the men who’d taken both.

He listened for an answer and heard only the rustle of wildlife in the reeds and the mocking ke-ke-ke of a hen harrier as it quartered the marsh.

Well, what did he expect? Rustling slightly himself – he wore a mail hauberk over boiled leather under his cloak – Gwil stood up, took off his helmet and looked about him.

Where the hell was he, apart from deeply in the shit?

He saw flatness, just flatness extending into mist, and reed, marsh, black water; he’d seen little else since Lincoln.

Lincoln. The only pitched battle so far in this war of sieges – and they’d lost it. The last Gwil had seen of King Stephen, he’d been surrounded by the enemy, laying about him with an axe.

Brave man, Stephen, and a bloody dolt. William of Ypres had begged him: ‘Wait and send for reinforcements, my lord.’

Had he? Oh no, waiting for reinforcements to come was against the royal manhood, apparently.

So they’d attacked the bloody castle and its defenders had come storming out, yelling like berserkers, and overwhelmed them.

A fucking rout, that’s what it had been. Most of Gwil’s contingent had made for the river and, to judge from their cries, drowned in it. He himself had mounted the nearest riderless horse and charged through Stephen’s knights while they were still laying down their arms. All right for fucking knights; they got ransomed, enjoying nice dinners and comfortable beds while their knightly captors waited for the money to come in. Poor bloody mercenaries like him got hanged.

He and a group of others had ridden south with the Empress’s soldiers in full cry after them, heading for the cover of Lincolnshire’s fens and then, throwing off the pursuit, further south into the even deeper fenland of Cambridgeshire, not knowing what fucking awful country it was. You got lost in it; flickering lights tempted you to follow them at night, but if you did you were never seen again; there were bogs that could suck rider and horse into them – and had. And cold, cold enough to shrivel your bollocks. He was never coming back here again – that’s if he ever got out.

At first he’d more or less been able to command the small band of mercenaries. Yes, all right, they’d raided the occasional village for food as they went, but never more than they needed and there had been no killing; he’d never allow that.

Until that weird bloody monk had joined them, him and that bastard Ramon.

God alone knew how those two objects had teamed up. Ramon was only a bloody stone-slinger, for Christ’s sake, lowest form of mercenary life. Who the monk was you couldn’t tell; never gave his name, never removed his cowl but – of all things – he reeked of asafoetida. It was a smell Gwil recognized from the days when he’d been serving under old Sir Hugh d’Arromanches, a former crusader with bad digestion – an affliction he attributed to the rich food of Palestine – and who spiked his every meal with it.

‘Stops me breaking wind all the time, d’ye see,’ he’d declared. ‘Great stuff for avoidin’ embarrassment in front of the ladies, asafoetida.’ (Privately, his men had thought that ladies would probably prefer to be embarrassed than have their noses unremittingly assaulted by the all-pervading, pungent stink of the spice that enveloped the old knight.)

Taken individually, Gwil could have commanded Ramon and the anonymous monk, but together they’d radiated a powerful insanity that the others had mistaken for leadership. Terrorizing and ransacking every village they came to and then leaving it on fire – it had been madness, as Gwil had pointed out: ‘What’s the fucking point of setting every man-jack’s hand against us?’

But he’d been forced to stay with them because it had set every hand against them; any mercenary caught on his own now wouldn’t have bollocks left to shrivel.

And then Ely.

At first, even Ramon had baulked at attacking a cathedral, but the monk had been set on it.

Ely’s bishop, the monk had said in that strange, thin voice of his, was still in exile for having supported the Empress, and most of Ely’s knights with him. Only a handful of monks guarded its treasures, he’d said. ‘And I know the secret causeway to it.’

I bet you do, you bastard, Gwil had thought, and got your own reasons for betraying it.

But Ramon had heard the word ‘treasure’ and that was enough.

So they’d gone in and plundered. Well he, Gwil, hadn’t. Not exactly plundered. With a mercenary’s priorities, he’d gone straight to the kitchens to take food, a bottle or two, and a pinch or so of tinder fungus …

All right, all right, he’d called in at the bishop’s empty house on his way and filched some coins from the money box – he needed it more than a bloody bishop – but he hadn’t killed anybody.

Ramon had, though, along with the others. When he emerged, Gwil had found corpses of monks butchered on the steps of the cathedral where the poor buggers’d tried to protect the jewelled relics of the saints who lay inside it.

If he hadn’t been doomed before, Gwil knew then that, by association, he was doomed now. They’d been powerful saints in there; Anglo-Saxon saints made more powerful by being in their own country.

Even Ramon had felt intimidated by what he’d done once the killing madness left him. Interestingly, the monk had not. And the pack mules they’d both acquired carried sacks that clinked with gold and jewels.

Anyway, they’d galloped away from the place with revengeful spirits breathing down their necks.

It was soon after that when the child had bolted up under their hooves from out of a ditch and into the reeds.

Gwil, horseless and stranded, had watched them go after her. Run, run, girl. In the name of God, run.

But her hair had betrayed her as she went, bending low. It had trailed like a fiery comet through the reeds, the only colour in the greyness. And even from this distance Gwil had seen the monk fix on her, like a hawk on a mouse.

They’d herded her, playing with her, cutting off her escape this way, then that.

Brave little devil, too; fought like a wildcat when they caught her – Ramon’s nose wouldn’t regain its shape for a week. Her screams had stayed in Gwil’s ears long after he’d lost sight of them all.

‘Lord,’ he begged again, ‘I’d have saved her if I could.’

Again the marsh harrier mocked him, ke-ke-ke. It was right; no good dwelling on it; she was past praying for by this time.

And so are you, my lad.

He found that once more he’d fallen to his knees. He got up.

The appearance of a weak sun was clearing away the mist, allowing him to get his bearings. He looked about him again. And shit – something was emerging out of the sky to the north-west. Towers were formulating themselves as if out of cloud, giving the impression that they were floating above the ground.

Ely.

Either he’d been walking in a circle or the place was pursuing him. And him with some of its bishop’s gold in the pack on his back.

Quickly, limping slightly, Gwilherm de Vannes set off southwest through the marsh, wishing he wasn’t exposed as the tallest thing in it.

Wishing he could have saved the girl.

By dusk he was nearing the fen edge; he could tell that much because he was up to his knees in bracken, and the trees it darkened here and there were beeches, signifying that he’d left peat for chalk. He’d hoped to strike a road by this time, but couldn’t even see a path.

The mist had been a false promise; the darkening sky was clear, every star showing, and the air freezing.

He blundered on, not wanting to build a fire he could lie down by in case he attracted unwelcome attention, but knowing that if he didn’t rest soon he’d fall down and, in this cold, never get up again.

A few minutes later, he was in a clearing and approaching what had once been a small village set around a well.

To begin with he thought Ramon and the others must have come upon it; then he saw that the burned houses were an older devast ation, an early casualty of Stephen’s and Matilda’s war perhaps. Weeds had grown among the ash.

The only building left standing was a tiny church, a plain, unadorned rectangle of stone no more than thirty feet long. Its blackened patches showed the raiders had tried to put that to the torch as well but had been defeated by sturdy Saxon masonry. Though the church’s thatch had gone, a nearby yew tree, its trunk almost burned through, had fallen sideways on to its roof and provided cover of a sort.

Sanctuary.

In the fading light, Gwil gathered bracken and what dry wood he could find to carry in. The church’s interior was no warmer than outside, and full of rubble. He had to clear a space to build and light a fire in virtual darkness, but he was an old hand and the tinder fungus from Ely lit at the first spark of flint on steel. Feeding it fronds of bracken, he began puffing …

By the time he had his fire going, he looked around for something to make a tripod from which to suspend his helmet – it was also his cooking pot – over the flames.

Charred but serviceable beams from the roof had fallen on the rough stone table that served as an altar at the church’s eastern end. They’d do.

He was taking his pick of the spars when his boot stubbed against something yielding. Bending down, he saw that an animal had crawled under the altar to die.

He took hold of one of its legs and pulled.

It was a girl, naked and filthy, cold as all dead things are. The long hair on the head was reddish under dirt. Christ have mercy, it was the girl. They’d done it to her here.

He let go and turned away because the dried blood between the corpse’s legs was as indecent as the crime that had caused it. He had to get rid of it. Bury it quickly to hide its shame.

It whimpered.

‘Don’t be alive,’ he told it, shrinking backwards away from it. ‘Be dead.’

He picked up its arms and dragged it near the fire. Put his cloak over it.

Then he went outside and interested his mind by looking for their tracks so that he could follow them and get his crossbow back.

It was too dim to see much, though light enough to be sure that there weren’t any tracks – at least, not of horses and men; only his own footprints and, where she’d crawled, a trail of slime that led into the church.

For a bit, he followed that back into the bracken from which it had come, until it disappeared in the darkness.

Not here, then; they hadn’t done it here. But not too far off; near enough for her to crawl to this place once they’d finished with her. That meant they might be camping only a hundred or so yards away. He listened and heard birds settling down for the night.

So they’d moved on; by this time they’d have been noisy with drink. Still, in the morning he could follow the track …

Gwilherm de Vannes. The voice came from the church behind him.

He didn’t turn round. ‘What?’

She’s still in here.

‘I know, Lord.’

You said you’d save her if you could.

He blustered. That had been then, when she’d still been whole and clean; anyway, he didn’t know how; she’d probably die anyway, and … oh shit, you had to be bloody careful when you invoked God; He could amuse Himself by granting what you’d prayed for …

He went back into the church, fetched his helmet and carried it to the well. The windlass was frozen but some water in the bottom of its bucket came out in a block of ice. In his pack there was a clean cloth – well, cleanish – that he kept for polishing the crossbow stock.

Inside the church once more, he built the tripod and hung his helmet from it, put in the ice to melt, took the cloth from his pack, and, with reluctance, removed his cloak off the thing on the floor ready to begin the process of washing it …

She kept waking him up with her whimpering, and then he’d prod her cheek to see if it was getting warmer, which it was.

In the morning she was still alive. By now his helmet contained a broth made with the beef he’d filched from Ely’s kitchen, some salt and a good drop from Ely’s brandy bottle.

He went outside to have a piss and gather some sage from a herb patch in one of the ruined gardens – he’d once heard that sage was good for female troubles. It added richness to the already rich-smelling contents of his helmet, but then came the problem of how to get the broth down her.

He consumed most of it while he thought about it.

In the end, going outside again, he used his knife to cut into the fallen yew tree, and whittle a spoon out of its wood. He forced her lips open with it and let some of the remaining broth dribble in drop by drop.

Her hair bothered him; he supposed he should have washed that as well but there was too much of it and it smelled
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