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1265: at the Battle of Evesham, the king’s son Edward inflicts a crushing defeat on Simon de Montfort, the rebel Earl of Leicester who has overthrown royal authority and ruled England for more than a year. Lord Simon is slain, and hundreds of his followers are massacred.

With King Henry III restored to full power, he and Lord Edward begin revoking the reforms of de Montfort’s government and seizing the lands of those who supported him.

But even as father and son declare peace, their realm seethes with demands for justice and threats of violence. All know that England’s fury is about to erupt, and plunge the kingdom once more into bloody conflict.
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			Part One

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1

			October 1265

			The forty-ninth year of King Henry III

			Birds of prey screamed around the castle towers. From the wall Adam tracked them against the clouded sky. One of the birds, a hawk, pitched suddenly in its flight, falling in a killing swoop upon a flock of starlings. Adam held his breath as the killer met its prey and snatched it from the air.

			‘You fancy you could be like them, eh?’ a cold voice said from behind him. ‘Grow wings and escape from this place?’ A bark of scornful laughter followed the words.

			Adam said nothing, turning instead to the surrounding landscape. The wind tousled dark curls around his narrow face.

			‘Well, don’t try it!’ the speaker continued. He stepped past Adam to lean against the parapet of the wall. ‘If you fly from here, I’ll come after you! I will catch you in my net, Sir Adam de Norton. You will never escape Gaspard de Rancon!’

			Still Adam held his silence. De Rancon was a French mercenary from Poitou. He was also deputy constable of this castle, and Adam’s jailor. A sinewy man with long pale hair and a leering smile, he wore a clutter of gold and silver amulets and medallions around his neck.

			
			‘It’s funny, you know,’ he went on, angling his gaze at Adam. ‘A messenger came this morning from Lord Edward, asking after the health of his noble prisoners, Humphrey de Bohun and Henry de Hastings. No mention of Adam de Norton though. Not a word! Maybe he has forgotten you? A pity. Without an order to release you, we are bound to keep you here. Even for the rest of your life!’

			Adam tightened his jaw. He knew that de Rancon was merely goading him, but a grim mood rose through him all the same. If ever he felt able, just for a moment, to forget the weight of his captivity, de Rancon was always ready to remind him of it. His right hand strayed instinctively to his belt, but he had no weapon – even his eating knife had been taken from him. Gaspard de Rancon, however, had a fine sword buckled at his side; he curled his gloved fingers around the hilt, and his smile became a mocking grin. ‘Accept it, Adam de Norton,’ he said. ‘Not even God Himself cares anything for you now!’

			With a snort of laughter, the jailor turned and stalked away across the bailey.

			Two months, Adam thought as he watched the man depart. Two months and eleven days, to be exact, since he had been brought to this place as a prisoner. He kept the count accurately, obsessively. Two months and twenty-one days since that bloody morning on the hill above Evesham, when Lord Edward and his allies had destroyed the army of Simon de Montfort. Even now, Adam often woke in a sweat of terror, nightmare images crowding his mind: the slaughter around the high altar of the abbey, the mutilated remains of Lord Simon borne in triumph along the street outside the gates. The crowing of the victors, and the anguish of defeat.

			Adam had expected to die that day. His friend and mentor, Robert de Dunstanville, had been slain on the field of battle, and not a day passed when Adam did not grieve his loss. Not an hour that the oath he had sworn to his friend – to carry his dying word to the woman he loved – did not ache in his soul. How could he do what he had promised, when he was a prisoner? And how could he ever make amends to Isabel de St John, the woman he had once promised to marry? If Edward really had forgotten about him, then he could die here and none would ever know.

			The Castle of the Rock, men called this place, though Beeston was its true name. It occupied the summit of an isolated crag, which rose from the surrounding plain like the stump of a broken tooth. At the crag’s highest point, a stone rampart and a ditch cut into the rock enclosed two sides of the inner bailey; on the other two sides, sheer cliffs dropped to the wooded slopes below. On days of mist or drizzle, the castle seemed to float suspended in the sky.

			At first there had been several other prisoners here. Guy de Montfort, the dead earl’s youngest son, had been held at Beeston only a few weeks before an order arrived that he was to be transferred to Windsor Castle. None were sad to see him go; the young nobleman’s alternating grief and bellowing rage had worn at the nerves of even the jailors. Two other knights captured in the battle had similarly been held at Beeston before being moved to another prison. Their departure had saddened Adam more. Both were older than him, but they occupied a similar status in society, and had treated him as an equal. He could not say the same of the two that remained.

			‘What did de Rancon say?’ a voice demanded, and Adam turned to see Henry de Hastings striding over to join him.

			‘Little worth repeating,’ Adam replied.

			‘If that prancing Poitevin dog utters another word to me,’ de Hastings said between his teeth, ‘I’ll seize him by the throat and shake him till he snaps!’

			Sir Henry had been one of Lord Simon’s leading captains; he was thirty, and his hair was thinning prematurely, but his muscular build and the beard he had grown during his captivity gave him a savage look. Since coming to Beeston, he had guarded his formidable anger much more ably than had Guy de Montfort. But he kept it simmering even so, his rage glowing within him like the heat from an iron brazier.

			‘Lord Edward has written to enquire after Sir Humphrey,’ Adam told him.

			‘And?’ de Hastings said, falling into step beside him as they paced a circuit of the bailey. ‘Has his condition improved? Is it . . .’ He halted suddenly, planting a firm palm on Adam’s chest. ‘Is it contagious, what he has?’

			Adam shook his head. ‘Wounds are not contagious,’ he said. ‘Nor is the pain in his soul, I think.’

			‘Shame,’ said de Hastings. ‘If there was a contagion here, then the king would have to transfer me elsewhere.’

			‘Inconvenient for you,’ Adam said, shrugging off the man’s restraining hand.

			‘Why do you keep visiting him anyway?’ de Hastings asked, his brow bunching. ‘Surely there’s no real fellowship between the two of you?’

			Adam had asked himself that same question many times. ‘A man should not die alone,’ he said.

			De Hastings nodded as they walked. Both of them kept their left thumbs hooked in their belts, missing the hilts of the swords that had been taken from them. ‘Perhaps I should visit him myself then, one of these days,’ de Hastings muttered. ‘But by the seven wounds of Christ,’ he said, suddenly impassioned, ‘surely the king doesn’t mean to keep us penned up here until Candlemas next?’

			He and Adam paused to watch a huddle of men in the stone-lined passage below the gate arches. Within the huddle, two cockerels squabbled and hacked. Voices echoed, their cries harsh and brutal.

			
			‘Winter approaches,’ de Hastings said, ‘and I have a wife and children living as beggars . . . Easier for you, I daresay. You had so little to lose.’

			My lands, my honour, Adam thought grimly, hiding his annoyance. My faith, my love. My betrothed.

			The gang of soldiers watching the cock-fight gave a roar; one reached in to snatch up his victorious bird, while another grimly removed the bloodied carcass of the loser. Adam and Sir Henry walked on towards the well, where two men heaved at the winch to bring a bucket up from the depths. The mechanism let out a grating wail as it turned.

			‘Deepest well in England, so I hear,’ de Hastings said, rubbing at his balding pate. ‘Bored down through solid rock. That’s why the water’s so cold when they draw it up.’

			The men gave the winch a last turn and the brimming oaken bucket emerged into the daylight. ‘They say,’ de Hastings went on, dropping his voice, ‘that there’s a tunnel down there. Inside the well shaft. A tunnel that leads out of the castle . . .’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Apparently old Ranulf of Chester had it dug, when he built the place. A route of escape, should he ever be besieged here.’

			Adam looked again at the well. One of the men swung the bucket over and poured an icy torrent into a pail at his feet. The thought of that great shaft, descending through the cold rock into the endless darkness below, brought a shudder of loathing.

			De Hastings grinned and slapped Adam on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, I wouldn’t try escaping without you,’ he said as he turned towards the tower that housed his own quarters. ‘I’d be sure to send you down there first!’

			Adam had feared, when first he arrived at Beeston, that the prisoners would be kept shackled in dark cells far from the sun. The reality was quite different; noblemen like Henry de Hastings or Guy de Montfort would never be kept in such conditions. Instead they were lodged in the tower chambers, and had the freedom of the inner castle, more or less. The bailey with its wooden kitchen hut and pigsty, its pigeon loft and well, allowed few distractions. Only the low parapet along the cliff edge granted a wider view, over the vast plain that stretched towards the distant sea, the hills to the east and the snow-capped mountains of Wales far to the west. A prospect of freedom that drew Adam inexorably, and filled him with bitter sorrow.

			From the bailey he climbed the creaking wooden stairway to the covered landing, where a low door gave access to the upper chamber of the eastern tower. Another guard waited here, slumped on a stool with a blanket pulled around him. He merely grunted as Adam approached, then lifted the locking bar and shoved open the heavy iron-studded door. As Adam crossed the threshold the smell met him instantly.

			Humphrey de Bohun, eldest son and heir of the Earl of Hereford, lay on the bed with the covers thrown back. Bolsters propped his body up on one side, and in the dimness of the shuttered room Adam could not make out whether the man was conscious or not. The air was sour with the reek of burnt tallow, sweat-sodden linens, vinegar and medicinal salve, and beneath it all the foulness of suppurating flesh.

			Adam edged open the shutter, and beams of grey light shone through the wooden bars of the window, falling across the bed and the injured man lying upon it. Sir Humphrey sucked air through his teeth in a gasp.

			‘De Norton, that’s you?’

			‘It is,’ Adam told him.

			The injured man’s shoulder twitched, and he exhaled heavily. ‘I thought you were a devil, come to . . . torment me. I see them, you know. They come through the window and dance around the bed . . . asking me questions I cannot answer!’

			‘Dreams,’ Adam told him. ‘Bad dreams, born of fever.’

			
			‘No, no,’ Sir Humphrey said, as another gasp racked his body. ‘It is my sins . . . My sins that have cursed me.’

			‘You want me to call the physician? He could change your dressings at least . . .’

			De Bohun’s features tightened into a snarl. He shook his head. As he stretched out his right hand to point, Adam noticed how wasted his body had become. He had been a big man once, but now the bones showed through his fevered flesh.

			‘Wine,’ he said. ‘Give . . .’ Then, when Adam hesitated. ‘I beg you!’

			The physician used the wine only to clean the wound in de Bohun’s back, and had forbidden his patient to drink it. But Adam took the flask from the table beside the door, slopped wine into a wooden cup and carried it to the bed. Sir Humphrey heaved himself up, gripping Adam’s shoulder as he twisted his head to drink. He sucked the wine down as if he had drunk nothing for days. Then he slumped back onto the bed again. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you . . . my friend. My last friend!’ His face looked terrible as he grinned.

			Humphrey de Bohun had not always been Adam’s friend. In fact, Adam had never considered him a friend at all. Sir Humphrey was the son of his first master, the half-brother of his second, and the husband of a woman Adam had loved hopelessly and for far too long. But still Adam had carried him from the field at Evesham, and defended him as he lay wounded. Somehow the two of them had come through that slaughter, and lived. Seeing the man now, so reduced by suffering, hanging at the very brink of death, it was impossible to feel anything but pity for him.

			Adam lifted the sticky linen sheet and looked at the dressings on the wound. An arrow or a spear, nobody could be sure which, had struck de Bohun on his right side, just above the hip, as he tried to rally his fleeing troops. So he had claimed, anyway; Henry de Hastings was convinced that Sir Humphrey had been fleeing himself at the time. It was a bad wound, but at first it had appeared to be healing well. Two weeks after arriving at Beeston, de Bohun had been on his feet and walking unaided.

			Only at the beginning of October had the pains begun, the swelling of the flesh around the scar, the dark fever that set in with deadly speed. Something was trapped inside the wound, the physician had declared. A fragment of the weapon, or a scrap of broken iron mail. He had insisted on opening the scar to provoke suppuration; the body would expel the foreign object naturally, so he had claimed. But de Bohun had fallen deeper into fever, his flesh putrefying as the wound became uglier and more inflamed. A curse from God, so Humphrey himself believed; divine punishment for rebelling against his father, who had fought for the king.

			Adam dropped the sheet back, and a moment later the door from the stairs banged open and the shapes of two men blocked the light from outside. ‘Wine?’ a voice boomed from the archway. ‘You have been giving him wine, against my clear and direct orders?’

			‘He wanted it,’ Adam said as the physician and his attendant entered the chamber. ‘For the pain.’

			‘And you would give him death too, if he asked for that, I suppose?’ the physician said. ‘No matter, we shall have to bleed him again by and by, before the wine heats his blood and brings on a violent flux of the humours. But first let us examine the progress of the wound.’

			Master Bernard of Grantham was not the sort of physician who deigned to touch wounds, blood or mangled flesh. He had a barber-surgeon to do that for him, while he stood by the window with his mouth tucked into the fur-lined collar of his tunic, taking shallow breaths of fresh air. Beneath the dressing, the wound was covered by a poultice made of pigeon dung ground with linseed oil and fenugreek. The smell was exotic, and disgusting. As the surgeon washed the injured area with wine from the flask, Master Bernard stepped closer, leaning to peer and examine.

			
			‘Good, good, a laudable pus,’ he declared. ‘Soon enough the flesh will purge itself of diseased and poisonous matter, and the putrefied humours will once more return to their proper alignment.’

			‘He’s getting worse, not better,’ Adam said, with a prickle of anger. ‘His wound is rotting, anyone can see it! You should stitch it closed, at least.’

			‘You think to correct my prognosis, young man?’ Master Bernard asked, drawing himself upright. ‘You would seek to correct Galen too, I suppose? You would correct the Aphorisms of Hippocrates?’

			‘I know what I can see,’ Adam replied. He stood up from the bed, and they faced each other with the injured man lying between them.

			‘Knights,’ the physician said, with an outraged sniff, ‘should confine themselves to tourneys and battlefields. Yes, and to showing loyalty and good service to their king! Instead of following that excommunicate and traitor Simon de Montfort. Remember the words of Isaiah – woe to you who justify an impious man!’

			‘You know nothing, leech.’

			‘Ha! You descend to mere abuse. Well, we should expect little more from one so treasonous. But I shall instruct that you be kept from here in future.’

			The surgeon was already preparing his knife and brass bowl, to drain blood from Sir Humphrey’s arm. De Bohun himself had lapsed back into unconsciousness, or was feigning it. ‘We had better hope,’ the physician said as Adam turned to leave, ‘that our patient recovers something of his vital spirits by tomorrow at least.’

			‘Why?’ Adam asked, pausing at the doorway.

			‘Because tomorrow,’ the physician said, ‘his good wife, the Lady Joane, will be visiting him, and no doubt praying to see some improvement.’ For the first time, he sounded less than entirely pleased with himself. ‘I understand a message has been sent also to the patient’s father, the Earl of Hereford . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘Who is at Westminster with the king, we believe.’

			Adam stood a moment, digesting the news. The surgeon was tying a leather strap around Sir Humphrey’s forearm, but the patient appeared entirely unaware of what was happening. Adam’s gaze shifted to the array of polished steel and bronze blades laid on the mattress, and the bright honed lancet. With only one such weapon, he thought, he might stand a chance of escaping this place.

			*

			From the ramparts the next morning he stared down at the road that crossed the plain far below, watching as she drew nearer.

			‘She won’t be coming up here much longer, I reck’n,’ the guard standing beside Adam at the rampart said. ‘’Cept to view the corpse, by and by.’ He crossed himself quickly, then spat over the wall, as if to rid his mouth of the mention of death. ‘Not much call for widows in this place.’

			Adam hid his anguish at the thought. Squinting into the low sun, he tracked the small mounted party as they turned off the high road and approached the gates of the lower bailey. Joane de Bohun, Sir Humphrey’s wife, was lodged at Nantwich, two hours’ ride to the south-east. This would be her third visit to Beeston Castle. She was accompanied by two maids and her personal chaplain, with four armed men escorting them. From this vantage they appeared as black flecks moving in the bright distance. But Adam could not draw his eyes away from them. He followed their progress through the gates and up the slope of the bailey to the rock-cut ditch and the wooden bridge. He heard the clatter of hooves on the bridge planking, then the creak as the inner gates swung open. Still he waited.

			
			By the time he turned from the rampart, Joane and her party had dismounted inside the gateway. Henry de Hastings had already gone to join her. Adam could see him talking and gesturing, demanding any fresh news that Joane might have brought from the outside world. He saw Joane’s apologetic shrug.

			He was halfway down the stairs when Gaspard de Rancon stepped out to block his way. ‘Prisoners need permission to converse with visitors,’ the jailor said, his smile flickering.

			Adam took another step downwards, and de Rancon gripped the hilt of his sword. Behind him, Adam could see Joane and her party crossing the bailey towards the tower where Humphrey lay dying. She glanced once in his direction, then walked on. De Hastings had remained at the gateway, questioning the men of Joane’s escort.

			‘Then I am requesting permission now,’ Adam said through his teeth. ‘And if you do not grant it I shall summon the constable and ask it of him.’

			‘Oh?’ de Rancon said. ‘And you think he will be angry with me, hmm, for denying the rights of a knight to chatter with visiting ladies? I tell you now, he will not care. Nobody cares about you, de Norton. You may as well die, like your friend de Bohun.’

			For one ungovernable moment Adam was about to drive a punch into the smirking Frenchman’s face. He mastered himself – he would only be giving de Rancon an excuse to beat him more savagely in return, or get his guards to do it. The thought that the man was trying to provoke Adam to such a humiliating display in Joane’s presence was worse still. With an effort, he drew a long breath and let his blood slow. Then he turned to climb the steps once more.

			Joane and her companions had entered the eastern tower now. Adam strolled a few paces along the rampart walkway to the door of his own tower lodgings. The guard watched him carefully, picking at his teeth with a peeled twig. Forcing himself to remain nonchalant, Adam leaned on the coping of an embrasure and stared into the sunlight. He tracked the flight of a bird across the sky, the movement of cloud shadows across the plain. Then, when he could wait no longer, he glanced back over his shoulder. As he had hoped, Gaspard de Rancon was nowhere in sight.

			Back down the steps, Adam strode quickly across the mud around the well and took a position near the gateway, where the men waited with the horses. Across the bailey he could see Joane and her companions leaving de Bohun’s tower. She noticed him as they approached. Her Flemish maid saw him too and made a gesture of warding against evil.

			‘Wait with the horses, Petronilla,’ Joane told the maid. ‘You too, father.’

			The chaplain bowed his head, and with an anxious glance at Adam paced on after Petronilla.

			‘How was he?’ Adam asked as he joined Joane.

			‘Dying, obviously,’ she replied. ‘Tell me, what is St Eloi’s Sickness? The physician believes that Humphrey might have contracted it.’

			Adam could only shake his head. ‘And you?’ he asked, dropping his voice. ‘How have you been?’

			Joane smiled, but Adam could see the tension in her features, the darkness smudged beneath her eyes. ‘L’Estrange treats me like his prisoner,’ she said. ‘Although to one in your position that must seem an offensive exaggeration.’

			‘Not at all,’ Adam said. But his mood had darkened at the name. Sir Hamo L’Estrange had dealt the mortal blow to Robert de Dunstanville on the battlefield of Evesham. For his courageous and loyal service to the king, he had been rewarded with the post of Sheriff of Shropshire and Staffordshire, and granted Chartley Castle as his residence. L’Estrange had escorted Joane north, and now acted as her custodian.

			‘Here, I brought this,’ Joane said. Reaching beneath her mantle, she produced a parcel wrapped in waxed linen. ‘Cinnamon cake,’ she explained. ‘The baker at Nantwich made it.’

			‘For your husband? He eats little, I’m afraid . . .’

			‘No, for you,’ Joane said. ‘You look gaunt, Adam. Gaunt and pale.’

			Adam was surprised for a moment. He knew his hair had grown long and his beard needed trimming, but had been unaware of any other changes in his appearance. ‘Thank you,’ he said, taking the package. Their hands met briefly, with the slightest touch.

			They had barely spoken during Joane’s previous visits. But Adam knew that she had attended the great parliament held at Winchester the month before. Many other wives and widows of men captured or killed at Evesham had been there too: united in their grief, they had gathered to hear the king’s judgement. And the judgement had been harsh. Treason not only erased their husbands’ rights of property and inheritance, the king’s marshal had declared, but their own rights too. All dowry lands and estates were to be seized by the royal officials. Those who had fought for Simon de Montfort were to have nothing, and their families too would be rendered destitute.

			‘I’m sorry I bring no better news,’ Joane said as they walked. ‘And now I hear that Humphrey’s father is on his way north to see him. That cannot please you, I’m sure.’

			Adam merely shrugged. He had been a squire for many years in the household of the Earl of Hereford, and knew him well. He had captured the earl in battle at Lewes the year before, and then sold the ransom to his son, Sir Humphrey. Most of that ransom, he had long since accepted, would never be paid.

			
			A shout came from the gatehouse. Gaspard de Rancon was striding towards them, his hand raised. ‘Enough!’ he shouted. ‘Away, you have no permission!’

			‘Sir Adam was merely asking after the health of my husband,’ Joane said, in a frosty tone of unmistakable authority. ‘I would expect more civility from you, in the circumstances.’

			‘My lady,’ de Rancon said, and bowed to her with ill grace. But he kept a fierce eye on Adam as the two of them parted and Joane joined her companions at the gate. One of de Rancon’s more brutish-looking guards tore the package from Adam’s hands and ripped it open. He looked disappointed that it contained only cinnamon cake, no concealed weapons or tools, no stash of gold or silver.

			The horses were stamping and jostling in the flagstone passageway beneath the gate arches. Petronilla and the chaplain were already mounted, and one of the accompanying soldiers stepped up to help Joane into the saddle. She looked back over her shoulder as the party moved off through the gates into the sunlight. The slightest glance, but Adam caught it. And Gaspard de Rancon saw it too.

			‘Very nice,’ he hissed to Adam as the gates closed. Nodding, chuckling, he swaggered away.

			*

			It was late the following evening, the rain tapping against the window shutters, when Adam heard the cries from outside his tower. Flinging back the shutter, he stared out into the wet gloom. A procession was crossing the inner bailey; Adam made out the priest in his surplice and vestments, the servers going before him carrying the cross and the holy vessels. He heard the mournful clanging of the handbell, and saw the figures gathered in the dimness sinking to their knees as the sanctified host passed before them.

			
			He pulled on his shoes, threw a mantle around his shoulders, then hammered at the door until the guard outside unbarred it. By the time he had crossed the bailey the priest and his party had disappeared into Humphrey de Bohun’s tower chamber. The crowd that had followed them from the gates still lingered on the stairway, and Adam pushed his way between them. Gaspard de Rancon was there, but for once he made no mocking comment. He stood aside, and Adam passed him and entered the tower.

			The chamber was crowded, bodies packed close around the dying man in the sickly glow of the rushlights. The priest stood at the foot of the bed. ‘. . . and do you fully believe that Christ died for you,’ he was saying, ‘and that you may never be saved but by Christ’s passion, and do you thank God with all your heart?’

			‘Yes, yes,’ de Bohun managed to say, his face waxen and his mouth stretched, as he thumped at his breast with the heel of his hand. All around the bed, gazing down at him, were unshaven men at arms, kitchen servants and priest’s clerks. The air was thick with the smell of sweat and wet wool and breath, mingling with the sourness of smoke and the thin high reek of death.

			‘And you know that any sins you have not confessed will be revealed at the Last Judgement, before the high throne of God?’ the priest demanded.

			De Bohun drew a long breath, then groaned as he exhaled. He blinked, and for a heartbeat his face appeared to gain focus. ‘My father,’ he said. ‘To him I must confess . . . He must grant me forgiveness!’

			‘Only God can forgive!’ the priest cried. He turned sharply to Adam. ‘Pray for him – pray for his mortal soul!’

			Adam’s knees buckled and he dropped to kneel. Many of the others in the chamber were kneeling too, as the priest granted his absolution and applied the sacraments, then sprinkled holy water over the dying man.

			‘Excommunicate dog!’ somebody muttered. ‘This is a travesty!’

			Others snarled at the speaker to keep silent.

			Adam, eyes closed and head bowed, felt the tears rush to his eyes. He had not thought that de Bohun’s death would move him in this way, but now the moment was here he could not hold back his tears. This man had been a burden to him, a bane and a threat, but he had been a connection too; a living link to his fallen half-brother Robert de Dunstanville, and to his wife Joane. Without de Bohun, Adam was entirely on his own in the world. All was sundered. All was lost.

			He was still weeping when he heard the sudden clang of the passing bell. Three deep tolls, brutally loud in the narrowness of the chamber. Then the priest intoned the commendatory prayer. ‘Proficiscere, anima christiana, de hoc mundo, in nomine Dei Patris omnipotentis . . .’

			And when he opened his eyes, Adam saw only a wasted corpse upon the bed. Humphrey de Bohun was no more.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					
					

				

			

			Chapter 2

			‘Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine . . . Et lux perpetua luceat eis . . .’

			The voices of the choir rose to fill the arched ceiling of the abbey chapel. Rain was falling outside, as it had been falling for three days now. Adam could hear the water dripping from the eaves, the stamp of the horses in the yard outside, the clink of bridles. He was exhausted. He had spent the previous night in silent vigil, keeping watch over the coffin. Now he wanted only to be gone from this place. Even the return to the confines of Beeston would be a relief. He had given an oath to Gaspard de Rancon that he would not try to slip away during the funeral or the journey to and from the abbey. The six armed guards who accompanied him, and waited outside in the rain, were a further insurance against escape.

			Most of those filling the chapel were paupers, dressed in rags of black and grey, drawn by the promise of free food and clothing at the funeral. They kept up a constant sniffling and groaning as the priest sang out his prayers. Aside from Adam, Joane was the only friend or family member of the dead man. She was kneeling a short distance away, and Adam could see only her back, swathed in ashen widow’s weeds. They had not had a chance to exchange a word since he arrived the evening before.

			
			On the far side of the chancel arch, the dead man lay in his coffin before the altar, the bier draped with a black cloth and three wax tapers burning over him. As a Cistercian house, Combermere Abbey did not permit outsiders to enter the precincts, and certainly not women. But here in the gatehouse chapel, the border between the sacred space of the abbey and the profane outside world, the final mass for the soul of Sir Humphrey de Bohun could be conducted freely. Sir Humphrey had agreed to burial at Combermere weeks beforehand, after receiving a letter from the abbot himself, Adam had since learned. The monks were always happy to be granted charge of the bodies of great noblemen, and all the masses for which their relatives would pay. The Cistercians, it seemed, were happy to ignore the lingering rumours of excommunication as well.

			Voices came from outside, loud and demanding. A horse whinnied, and other men spoke in reply. The priest went on with his droning chant, oblivious to the disturbance, but others in the congregation twisted to look back at the doorway.

			The door banged open, and a file of men entered, each of them touching their brow with holy water. They shuffled forward, mantles dripping on the tiled floor, and one by one sank to kneel. A single glance told Adam who they were. Humphrey de Bohun the Elder, Earl of Hereford, had arrived at last for his son’s funeral. The two youths with him, Adam assumed, would be Sir Humphrey’s sons from his first marriage. Heirs to their grandfather’s estates now. A pair of household knights accompanied them; it would have been a hard journey, all the way from Westminster on wet roads in a sinking season, beneath lowering skies.

			‘Requiescat in pace,’ the priest declared, raising the crucifix over the bier and coffin.

			‘Amen,’ the congregation replied in one voice. Monks in black and white habits closed around the coffin and lifted it between them. They would carry it from the chapel and down the cobbled lane into the sacred precinct, where Humphrey de Bohun would be laid to rest beneath the flagstones of the abbey church, until the Day of Doom when all the dead would rise from their graves to greet the return of Christ.

			As the paupers filed out into the yard to seize the bread and ale provided for them, Joane rose to her feet and went to speak with Earl Humphrey. Adam watched her. He saw Joane bow her head before her former father-in-law. He saw the jut of Earl Humphrey’s jaw, the twist of his lip as he spoke. The earl had always been a stern and forceful man. Now he was approaching sixty, and had surrendered none of his steel. His grandsons, one a downy-moustached lad in his teens and the other a boy, stood watching with open mouths and narrowed eyes.

			Joane took a step back, gave another curt bow, and then moved for the door. The earl’s gaze was coldly wrathful as he swept the chapel interior. His eyes fell upon Adam, and his mouth tightened into a sneer. He gestured, summoning Adam to him.

			‘My lord,’ Adam said stiffly, as he paced across the tiled floor. He met Earl Humphrey’s eye and held it, determined that he should not appear unnerved.

			‘You were with my son as he lay dying, I hear,’ the earl said.

			Both your sons, Adam thought.

			‘I thank you for that, it was a Christian kindness,’ de Bohun went on. ‘He was a rebel and a traitor to his king, and I cannot forgive him that, but I would not have wanted him to die unmourned.’

			‘Sir Humphrey was not a traitor, lord,’ Adam forced himself to say.

			The earl’s jaw tightened, his eyes blazing. ‘Any man who holds his king and the heir to the throne as a prisoner is a traitor! And I would have said that to my son, if they were the last mortal words I spoke to him.’

			‘He asked for your forgiveness, lord, before the end.’

			‘Did he?’ Earl Humphrey snorted a laugh, but just for a heartbeat his expression softened, and he appeared almost human, almost a grieving father. Then his gaze hardened. ‘Well, I’ve paid the abbot for three times thirty masses for him, and the dedication of a chantry chapel, so I think I’ve shown sufficient care for his immortal soul. Now God alone can judge him. But he gave you something, didn’t he, in his last hours? Something for me.’ He leaned closer. ‘Give it to me now,’ he ordered. ‘And I shall do what I can to aid you.’

			‘Your son gave me nothing,’ Adam replied, perplexed.

			For a moment Earl Humphrey glared at him, as if he suspected a lie. Then he blinked and looked away. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you’ve made your bed and must lie in it – and if it be sackcloth and ashes, or red-hot coals, then so be it.’

			A stiff parting nod, and the earl turned on his heel and stalked from the chapel. The two boys followed him. In Adam’s mind flickered the passing memory of the battlefield of Lewes, where the earl had lain pinned beneath his fallen charger, and Adam had demanded his surrender. So long ago that seemed now. A different life altogether, and a better one.

			Joane was lingering just inside the chapel door as her maid fastened her hooded mantle and the last of the paupers shuffled past into the rain. Adam joined her, and was struck by the ferocity of her expression. Her face was hollowed with rage.

			‘What did you say to him?’ Adam asked.

			‘Nothing,’ she spat. For a few moments she struggled to speak, and when she did, her words were tight with disgust. ‘The king has granted all of my husband’s properties to Earl Humphrey,’ she said, ‘even those I brought to the marriage as my dowry, and the dower lands that are my widow’s right. But I refused to plead for what is mine. There are beggars enough in this place, and I won’t be another.’

			Adam nodded. ‘What will you do now?’ he asked her. He was painfully aware that this might be the last time he spoke to Joane, but could find nothing else to say. Sorrow was flooding through him.

			‘I’ll remain here for thirty days more,’ Joane told him, weariness damping the fire of her rage. ‘The abbot will provide lodgings close by, and I’ll visit the chapel and pray for Humphrey’s soul.’ She was speaking stiffly, each word distinct. ‘Then I’ll have to go back to Chartley Castle, and the custody of Hamo L’Estrange.’

			She turned to him, as if to bid farewell, and Adam’s heart clenched in his chest.

			‘If I can return here again, I’ll break my journey at Nantwich,’ she said, quickly and quietly. ‘I’ll send word. There’s a hospice in the town of St Nicholas – can you find it?’

			‘Yes, but . . .’ Adam’s mind fogged. Joane blinked, and glanced downwards. He followed her eye, and saw the small object that she had dropped in the shadowed corner just inside the doorway.

			‘May God keep you,’ Joane said, then drew up her hood and walked out into the rain. Adam waited while Petronilla brought the horse over and helped Joane onto the saddle. Only when he was sure that he was unobserved did he stoop and snatch up the object from the door. It was about the size of his fist, and wrapped in a dark rag. He felt the weight of metal, the shifting of coins. A leather purse, but it held something else besides money, something hard and as long as his palm. Through the leather he felt the hilt of a clasp knife.

			*

			At Beeston the seasons quickly turned. The trees covering the slopes below the castle flared into autumn red and gold, and then dropped into bare winter brown, and the winds that blew in from the Irish Sea howled around the towers and rattled the shutters. Adam made a point of asking the guards at the gates and on the ramparts about the distance to the Welsh frontier, and what the best roads might be. They just laughed and told him nothing, but he knew they reported everything he said to de Rancon.

			Henry de Hastings departed soon after Martinmas. ‘I’ve been handed over to Thomas de Clare,’ he told Adam, as he waited on horseback before the castle gates. He cast a last grimace around the inner bailey. ‘Hopefully he has a more comfortable prison than this place, by Christ! De Bohun’s death must have sparked some mercy in the king’s heart, at last. God knows, that’d be the only use that coward ever was to anyone.’

			Adam stood beside de Hastings’s horse, a cloak pulled tight around him. ‘Sir Humphrey was no coward,’ he said. He surprised himself; once again he had felt the need to defend de Bohun’s memory.

			De Hastings glanced at him, his smile wryly twisted. ‘Maybe not. Although, according to our friendly jailor,’ he said, ‘you made a cuckold of him. I must say, I’m impressed if you did. I’d heard rumours, of course, but not believed them . . .’

			Adam felt the blood flaring in his face, and a feeling between rage and shame burned in him and then died abruptly. He said nothing more, but his mood curdled.

			‘Anyway, best of luck!’ de Hastings said as the gates opened before his escort. Then, without another glance at Adam, he shook his reins and rode onward into the wintry daylight.

			That evening Adam lay on his straw pallet, counting off the days. Three months, he realised, his captivity at Beeston had lasted. Still no word from Joane. He had almost given up hope of hearing from her. How would she communicate with him anyway? Perhaps, he came to realise, he would have to find his own way of escaping the castle. Without somebody to help him on the outside, he would surely be recaptured very swiftly. But he had considered it often enough, even so.

			His tower chamber had a solid wooden door, studded with iron and firmly barred. A sentry sat outside, at the head of the stairs, though the man often dozed through the silent hours of darkness. That difficulty at least Adam thought he could overcome. Getting out of the inner castle ward would be a far greater challenge. The gates were sealed with a double portcullis, and both the gate passage and the rampart walkways were patrolled by sentries. A clasp knife was no weapon to use against a man in a gambeson and iron helmet, with a shield and falchion. Even if he somehow got over the wall undetected, Adam would have to cross the rock moat beyond; if he succeeded at that task, he would only find himself in the castle’s outer bailey with yet another wall between him and freedom. No, he thought, if he wanted to escape he would have to take a harder and more hazardous path.

			Another month, and the weather grew colder and bleaker. Christmas came and went, unmarked by festivity. Gaspard de Rancon did not have much use, it seemed, for religious solemnities. Adam kept to his chamber, and remembered the year before, when he had first met Isabel de St John, his betrothed, in the hunting park at Basing. He recalled every moment of those days that followed, at the Christmas court of her father, Lord William. He recalled Isabel herself, lost to him for so many months. As the short winter days slid past, and the hope of any word from Joane faded, Adam dwelt increasingly in memories of the past, and of Isabel, and after a time the torment of loss became a balm instead. As thoughts of the one woman receded, so thoughts of the other took their place. Darkness giving way to light. But which was which?

			Then, as the sixth month of his captivity began, the message came.

			
			Gaspard de Rancon seldom allowed pedlars or other wayfarers to enter the castle, still less penetrate the inner ward. To one in particular, however, he always granted access. Adam saw the man on the Morrow of St Hilary, waiting inside the gatehouse arch while de Rancon and his men gathered to survey his wares. They were shiny things, golden chains and brooches. The only things that de Rancon loved. As Adam watched from a distance, the jailor held up a pendant, then draped it around his neck with the rest of the glittering clutter he wore. Coins changed hands.

			Adam would not have been drawn to the pedlar normally, but he caught the man glancing in his direction once or twice. Idly he strolled closer, until he stood just outside the ring of customers. The preening de Rancon was distracted by his new purchase, and none of the other guards paid Adam any attention. As the pedlar lifted his packs back onto the saddle of his shabby horse, he turned in Adam’s direction.

			‘Something for you, sir?’ he asked with a smile.

			‘Ignore him, he’s got nothing!’ one of the guards called.

			The pedlar smiled again, and seemed to wink. ‘On St Agnes, your friend says.’ He had spoken almost without moving his lips.

			Adam stared back at him, startled. Swiftly he made the calculation. Seven days until the Feast of St Agnes. Time enough to prepare. It was all he could do not to thank the man.

			But already the pedlar had turned his back, and moments later he was gone.

			The following days passed slowly. Nervous tension charged Adam’s every waking moment, and he tried to cover it with a show of lassitude. He stood idly near the well, watching the men hauling buckets up from the depths. He watched the guards at the gates and on the rampart walks, studying their movements, and how long each of them spent at his post. He honed the clasp knife Joane had given him, grinding the blade against the hardest stone in his tower chamber, until it was keen enough to mark his skin at the slightest pressure.

			The clouds were low on the Eve of St Agnes, and by nightfall the rain was setting in. All the better, Adam thought. He knew he could delay no longer. After curfew, with the door of his chamber securely barred and the tapers doused, he dressed himself in his thickest clothes and waited until he guessed that midnight had passed. The purse of coin that Joane had given him was secured at his belt, and the clasp knife laid on the stone window seat. From outside, the sound of the rain was a constant hiss and spatter.

			The single window of the chamber looked out into the bailey. It was just large enough for Adam to fit his head and shoulders through, but two heavy wooden bars were set into the mortar at lintel and sill. For the last month Adam had been scraping and gouging at the mortar with the tip of his knife, digging until only a crust of masonry secured each one. Now, slowly and carefully, he swung back the shutters and gripped the first bar. A firm tug, and the wood came free with only the slightest crunch. The second bar was harder to pull loose, only yielding after Adam set his foot against the wall and heaved at it. A crack, a few chunks of gritty mortar tumbling to the sill, and the bar came free.

			Adam stood tensed and listening. No sound from outside the tower door. Only the rushing of the rain from the open window.

			No time for thought, or for delay. Clambering up into the embrasure, Adam swung his feet through the gap and pushed himself forward. Clumsily he struggled through the window, twisting his body until his legs hung below him. For the first time fear gripped him. The drop was twelve feet or a little more; seen from outside, in daylight, it looked possible to jump safely. Now, braced on his grazed elbows, the rain soaking the arch of his back, he felt less certain. Teeth clenched, muscles burning, he lowered himself until he hung suspended, his fingers hooked over the sill of the window.

			
			A long breath, a surge through his body, and he kicked himself away from the wall and released his grip. For a moment he was falling, twisting in the air, concentrating on keeping his knees bent so he might drop and roll safely.

			He fell much harder than he had expected, the ground rushing up and clouting him, knocking him sprawling. He felt the gritty wet mud beneath his palms, and for a few rapid heartbeats he lay still, face down, waiting for his blood to slow and the pain of a twisted ankle or a broken leg to bloom through him.

			There was no pain. No sound from the stairs, no shout from the rampart walkway. Forcing a silent prayer through tightened lips, Adam dragged himself to his knees and then ran, stooping, around the corner of the tower and along the wall to the well. Crouching again in the deep shadow beside the coping, he peered into the darkness, his senses primed. Footsteps sounded on the soaked ground. Adam kept his head low, unblinking as the rain streamed down his face. A figure passed in the middle distance, crossing the bailey to the latrines. The man walked heavily, head down, a spear across his shoulders. Adam waited. Water dripped from the winch mechanism above the well and dropped silently into the depths below.

			At last, the spearman stamped wearily back across the bailey to one of the towers. Adam heard the creak of a door, then the slam as the man went back inside the lower chamber. Exhaling, he wiped his face with his palm. Then he set to work.

			The heavy oaken bucket was standing on the well coping. Adam lifted it, poured the collected rainwater from it and set it on the ground. He drew up the rope that trailed down into the well’s mouth and coiled it roughly at his feet. Then he began to turn the winch, unspooling the rope from the windlass and coiling it with the rest. The mechanism was stiff, the wood swollen in the dampness, but the spattering of the rain covered the steady creak as the drum turned. It took much longer than Adam had anticipated to unroll the whole length of the wet black rope. Twice he paused, his heart drumming against his breastbone, but the night remained still and empty.

			The deepest well in England, so Henry de Hastings had said. Adam could only hope that was true. A final turn of the handle, and he saw the tail of the rope firmly secured to the windlass drum. Leaning, not daring to consider the shaft that dropped into the aching depths below him, not daring to consider the tunnel that de Hastings had told him about, that false promise of freedom, he sawed at the rough fibres with his clasp knife. Again it took some time to cut the rope free. Breathing hard, his body flowing with heat beneath his damp woollen clothing, Adam stuck the knife back in his belt and drew the rope into a single coil, heaving it across his shoulder. It was heavy, an unwieldy burden, and as he set off the end was already trailing behind him. This is madness, a voice said in his head. This is doomed to fail.

			He was praying as he walked, a rapid near-wordless exhortation to the Blessed Mary, to hide him from the eyes of his enemies. To Holy Saint Agnes, whose vigil he so abused, for forgiveness. To Christ and all the preserving saints, for just enough luck to carry him through what lay ahead.

			Steering a slanting course across the bailey, using the cover of the kitchen huts and the animal pens where he could, Adam reached the far wall that edged the cliffs. The rain felt wetter here, driven aslant by a gusting wind, but he was glad of it. The men on the rampart walks would be keeping their heads down on a night like this.

			The wall along the clifftop was no more than waist high, the few merlons that jutted here and there intended only as a shelter against the wind from the Irish Sea. Adam picked his way along it until he reached the section that he had identified; the cliffs fell a hundred feet or more to the wooded slope beneath, but in places the tops of the trees rose slightly higher, and he suspected the slope rose with them. All he could see now was a gulf of blackness beyond the stones of the wall, seething with rain.

			Quickly, his hands numb but the grazes on his skin smarting, Adam looped the heavy rope twice around the nearest merlon and fastened it with the bucket hook. He was remembering the time – not six months ago, but it felt like years – when he had escaped from Bridgnorth Castle by scaling down the wall. The drop then had been little more than twenty feet, but it had seemed daunting enough. Do not think about it, he told himself. Do not consider the risk.

			With the rope firmly secured he gathered the great coil in his arms and hurled it out across the coping of the wall. It fell into darkness, and he heard it rattling and tapping against the rock of the cliff as it unravelled. He could only trust that it hung straight, and had not snagged on some outcrop or thorny bush. Do not think . . .

			He was tying rags around his hands, knotting them clumsily to protect his palms, when he heard the damp thud of a footstep on the muddy ground behind him. Stepping away from the wall he turned quickly, drawing the knife from his belt and unclasping it.

			‘So you think this is a good time to fly away from here, eh?’ Gaspard de Rancon said. He was approaching out of the rain with his sword drawn, his long hair hanging wet around his face. ‘You think I haven’t been watching you all this time?’

			Adam edged a step further from the wall, holding the knife out before him. The blade was no longer than his thumb, a puny weapon compared to de Rancon’s sword. Fear was coiled inside him, slick and greasy, and he fought to master his nerves.

			‘One shout and I summon my guards,’ the mercenary said, smiling as he circled to Adam’s left. ‘But maybe I take this opportunity with you, eh? Perhaps you might be injured while you try to escape. Perhaps you might die?’

			They were both edging closer, the tip of de Rancon’s blade only an arm’s length from Adam’s neck. Rainwater streamed along the steel.

			‘Or maybe,’ de Rancon said, ‘I just cut you a little on the face? So the fine smooth-limbed ladies no longer find you such a pleasant sight?’

			‘I don’t want to kill you,’ Adam managed to say, but the words came out as a tight gasp.

			De Rancon barked a laugh. ‘Kill me? With that little knife?’ He appeared genuinely amused. ‘You could not even touch me!’

			Adam let him arm drop, easing forward a step. Then he flung the knife with all his strength at de Rancon’s head. The jailor let out a cry, slashing with his sword to knock the weapon away from him. As his blade swung wide Adam dropped his head and charged, ramming into him and flinging his arms around his hips. The top of his skull caught de Rancon in the gut, just beneath the arch of his ribs, and drove the air from him in a deep grunt. With the momentum of his charge Adam lifted the man and hurled him sideways, toppling him against the wall. The jailor’s body collided with the parapet just as Adam released his grip. Winded, de Rancon let out only a breathless cry, his fingers scrabbling for grip on the rain-slick stones, but the momentum carried him over the wall before he could grasp it.

			A dull crack of flesh striking stone, then a heartbeat later the muffled crash of the body falling through the bare trees far below. Then there was no sound but the rain.

			Adam knelt as he fought to catch his breath and slow his speeding heart. Now that the moment had passed, fear charged through him, and nausea came in its wake. He had killed men before, in the heat of battle, but what he had just done was murder. No matter that de Rancon had wanted to maim him, even kill him . . . Then, just as suddenly, the feeling was gone. Adam lifted his head, and discovered that he felt no remorse at all.

			He eased himself up and leaned against the merlon. At any moment he expected to hear the cries from the bailey behind him, the flare of lanterns and the footsteps of the spearmen as they closed in around him.

			Silence instead. Silence, and the slow pattering of water.

			De Rancon’s sword lay where it had fallen. A fine blade, but there would be no way to carry it safely on his descent. Picking up the weapon, Adam tossed it out over the wall and it vanished into the night. No sign of his knife, and no time to search for it. While the nervous fury still gripped him, Adam threw his leg across the parapet and lowered himself down on the far side.

			Sloping rock beneath the soles of his shoes. The cliff edge swelled outwards from the base of the wall. Grasping the rope and pulling it taut, he began walking backwards down the slope. Water streamed around him. He was feeling his way, near blind in the darkness and all too aware of the great emptiness at his back. Ten scrabbling steps, feeling for footholds all the way, and he reached the brink. The precipice fell away sheer beneath him.

			Lowering himself onto his elbows, hands gripping the rope tight, Adam swung his legs below him until his toe caught a ledge in the rock. Slowly, taking tight shallow breaths, he eased himself further downwards.

			The cliff was not, as it had appeared from above, a single straight drop. Instead there were angled spurs and crevices all the way down, like the stones of a vast wall built by giants. Keeping the rope taut above him, Adam found that he could feel his way from ledge to ledge with his toes. At one point he reached a shelf of rock broad enough to squat for a moment and relax his arms. Water cascaded down the cliff above him in rills and streams.

			
			Risking a glance behind him, Adam saw that he was still above the tops of the tallest trees. He could see them clearly, their tracery of bare branches packed tightly below him. For a moment his heart quailed. I cannot go on . . .

			But the thought of remaining all night trapped on a wet ledge was more horrifying still, and Adam pushed himself into motion. Scrabbling his feet below him he felt for another toehold, then pulled the rope to take his weight and began to descend.

			Suddenly there was a void beneath him, and horror filled his chest. The rope was hanging loose in the air, and Adam could see that the cliff hollowed too deeply for him to reach a toehold. For a few breathless moments he clung on, staring over the bunched muscle of his shoulder and wildly hoping that he might see some alternative way of getting down.

			There was none, unless he scaled back up the cliff again and shifted over to one side or the other; even then it was too dark to make out a better route. Sagging against the cliff, Adam felt his eyes fill with tears of exhausted despair. The rain streamed down his face and washed it clean. His palms were burning now, the rags he had wrapped around his hands dragged aside, and he could feel the stinging ache of ripped skin.

			A deep breath through gritted teeth. Another, tipping back his head to let the cold rain bathe his burning face. Then he kicked away from the cliff and clung tight to the rope, letting himself slide a few feet until he was holding his full weight suspended. He tried to catch the hanging rope and grip it between his ankles, but the effort just made him spin dizzyingly. Fighting down panic he began to ease the rope through his bloodied palms, dropping downwards in juddering descents. Pain racked his arms, his muscles flaming.

			Just when he could barely hold on any longer he saw the loom of the rock again, directly beneath him, and his toe found a ledge. A precarious balance, but he almost cried out in relief. Another glance behind him: he was below the treetops now, level with the upper branches. Something caught his eye, a pale object floating oddly in the streaming darkness. It took Adam a few moments to realise that he was looking at Gaspard de Rancon, the jailor’s hair catching the scant light as his broken body hung suspended in the crook of a tree.

			He would have crossed himself if he could. Instead he muttered a quick prayer and then fed the rope through his palms, letting himself drop a little further until his other foot found a toehold.

			Adam paused for a moment, breathing rapidly as he braced himself for the next descent. It was then that he noticed that the rope in his hands felt different, light and airy, waving slightly beneath him. He glanced downwards, and the shock of terror almost broke his grip. Ten feet or so beneath him, the frayed end of the rope was hanging in space. It was too short, or he had tied too much of the length around the merlon at the top. For a few long heartbeats he could not breathe, could not think, lost to the stark terror of imminent death.

			He could not hang on much longer, he knew that. He lacked the strength to haul himself back up. He could see nothing, even the trees now lost in shadow and rainy darkness.

			Eyes tight shut, chest burning, he willed a last pious thought, a last prayer. Nothing came to him but the screaming that filled his mind.

			Then he released his grip on the rope, and fell.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 3

			Blackness pressed upon him, wet and cold as death. He felt it slithering on his skin as he moved. Dirt covered his face, but when he lifted a hand and scrubbed it from his eyes he saw the faint light of the moon through the mesh of bare branches above him. Raindrops fell slow and thick through the trees.

			He ought to be dead, he knew that. Dead, or grievously injured. But when he moved again, flexing his limbs, he felt only the burn of grazes and the throb of bruised flesh. No bones broken. No gashed limbs. He had fallen onto sloping ground, he realised, and a thick drift of dead leaves matted over dry bracken had cushioned the impact. But he had tumbled and slid, the slippery mulch of leaves massing around him, until his shoulder struck the bole of a tree. Gazing upwards, he thought of de Rancon’s corpse suspended high overhead, and a shudder went through him so fierce he almost cried out.

			Crawling sideways, he managed to sit upright. The trees grew thickly here, cutting all but the faintest light. As he leaned backwards, Adam could make out the loom of the cliff rising over him, vast and implacable.

			The shivering in his body was becoming constant now, his teeth rattling, and he clenched his jaw. Cold was soaking through him, and as the immediate terror of his fall left him, the aching in his limbs and the tremor of his heart grew
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