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  Chapter 1


  It rained the night Mary Rose arrived. Not the usual squalling swirls that come down through the valley, but drops so large that when they hit the wooden shutters, it was as if Satan himself demanded entry. Their din was of such volume that we did not hear the hammering upon the door until the poor girl was drenched.


  As was my custom on a Wednesday evening, I had taken refuge in the inn to enjoy the Landlord's company and his wife's fine cooking. Mutton is served on a Tuesday, and what goes uneaten finds its way into a steaming broth that I favour the following night. While one might see this as some form of habit, to me it is a treat, for my skills as a cook are somewhat lacking, and it does so remind me of my home on other shores.


  My hosts created a delightful place that was as homely and welcoming as an inn should be. Built of the same grey stone found throughout Bekkensfeld and standing two storeys high instead of the usual one, it sat proud upon one edge of the town square. The Estate Hall, where I both lived and worked, and the Bakery occupied two others. The fourth faced out onto the river from where our home derives its name, and which cuts deep into the hills to form the valley where we nestle. Within the inn's stone structure, the ground floor is given over to the tables, chairs and counter where ales are bought, food consumed and merriment enjoyed. At either end is a large stone hearth, whose raging fires have kept every kinfolk warm during the long winters and given menace to the many tales of ghosts and monsters told by the elders to scare and delight the young. Above, aside from the quarters of our esteemed hosts, are two rooms that might be rented by weary travellers or used by coachmen who drive through twice a week with supplies and the occasional guest. Rarely are they used; I can think of no more than a dozen visitors in the six or seven years that I have lived here, although those too drunk to find their way home may be offered a bed for the night if John is in a more charitable mood.


  John! Our fine landlord! He is not a tall man, yet his body is as stout as any tree found in the forest, and his strength is surely without equal. His features give the impression of a man who has been compressed from head to toe. His eyes are wide, as are his nose and mouth. These squashed features peek out from a bush of chestnut hair that encircles his face so that it is hard to tell where hair ends and beard commences. He is always a gruff fellow, not given to great speeches and unwilling to tolerate the more boisterous behaviour of his guests. Yet when he lays eyes upon his wife his countenance changes and he becomes a soft, sweet and loving husband, as completely devoted to her wellbeing as any man could be.


  With the rain hammering so hard, we spent our evening in silent consumption of Leeanne's delicious broth. I consumed mine with careful scoops of meat, potato and vegetable, breaking the larger parts so that they might not spoil the neat trim of my beard. John was less careful and left occasional detritus gathered about his mouth, which would soon be wiped on the cloth beside his tankard.


  "Will he come tonight?" I asked above the din.


  He looked across at the shutters as they bore the brunt of the storm.


  "Aye," he decided. "Samuel will always come."


  "It is late," I observed. "Past eight in fact. Perhaps he has sought shelter elsewhere."


  "He'll come."


  At this juncture, Leeanne appeared, waddling from the counter to our seats with three tankards. She was of roughly the same height as her husband, though far sweeter in appearance and by many accounts half his age, and her belly was swollen with child. Her time and date of birth was lost to the lax record-keeping of my predecessor, and I vowed to record such details precisely in the Estate register for her child's benefit.


  "Samuel?" she shouted over the din and glanced at the clock on the wall opposite the entrance. "He's late. Maybe he stayed the night elsewhere."


  "He'll come," John asserted. Any annoyance he had felt at my questioning vanished when he addressed his beloved.


  We took the tankards from her and John held her hand as she lowered her weighty frame into a chair. Once the task was complete she emitted a long sigh and leant back.


  "Boiled?" I asked as I spied the white contents of her tankard.


  "As you suggested, Godric," she said firmly, as if any other choice were shut off from her. She raised the vessel to her lips and took a long draught that left a faint white moustache upon her top lip. "I must say, it does have a sweeter taste."


  John gestured at my bowl and said, "You want more?"


  I placed a coin upon the table and he retreated to the small kitchen. When he returned he put the two bowls down and continued to the entrance. It was then that I sensed the hammering of a fist upon the door. He slid back the bolts and there, lit by a flickering lamp, stood Mary Rose.


  


  "Come in, child," urged Leeanne, though in truth there was little difference in their ages. She clambered awkwardly to her feet, resisting my urging to remain seated.


  Mary Rose was a small woman, not just in height but also build, who impressed a child-like appearance onto a bearing far older. Black hair flowed around her shoulders, rising from a neat parting straight down the centre of her crown, and hidden for now beneath a bonnet of scarlet lined with lace that dripped with rain. Her face was pretty and suited large eyes so dark they seemed almost black. Her nose was small and turned up at the end, with slit-like nostrils that shrank and grew as she breathed steadily. Beneath this was a thin mouth with rose-red lips that parted lightly and offered a hint of white enamel. She wore a dress of scarlet linen that was either new or well cared for. It scooped low across small breasts and exposed the outline of a sternum through porcelain white skin. About her waist was a dark corset, eloquently embroidered with stays that drew in a slim waist. Skirts billowed, lifted by dainty hands sheathed in black gloves and revealing black leather boots and a hint of white petticoat. I confess to feeling a certain attraction towards her appearance.


  I guided her inside while John carried her trunk. He shouted something unforgiving at Samuel, whose coach was already trotting off into the storm. He had no time to waste playing servant to a passenger when he was already more than two hours late.


  She took the seat beside mine, while I rushed to hang her soaking cape and bonnet on the hooks by the fire. Leeanne lumbered into the kitchen and returned with a plate of bread.


  "I am afraid we have no more broth," she said. "These two greedy souls have eaten it all."


  "Not so," I protested. "If you do not mind using my bowl then you may have mine. This is fresh and untouched."


  "Are you sure?" she said with the sweetest voice. "I would not wish to put you to an inconvenience."


  I insisted, and the cold and wet creature supped on Leeanne's broth with the same joy as I had. While John attempted to recover payment for the meal and ale, Leeanne would hear nothing of it. Dutiful husband yielded to his beloved wife's generosity.


  After thanking her hosts and revealing her name, Mary Rose said, "I am here to serve as nursemaid to The Master of the Estate."


  "Nursemaid, indeed," said John. "It may be too late for that."


  "He has died?"


  "He has taken to his bed and not been seen in six years or so," said Leeanne. "About the time you arrived, was it not, Godric?"


  It was. A week after I met my new employer he fell ill and withdrew. Since then little was seen of him. The elders took him food each week and I walked to the mansion to deliver the month's chronicle and ledgers but I had not seen him; only shadows and hints after they were left at the door. Sometimes I would find a note written in a barely legible scrawl with instructions on tasks for the week ahead, though even that had become an increasingly rare occurrence in the previous year. If the old man was not already dead then surely it would not be long before he departed.


  "That's as may be," she asserted after listening politely to my tale. "But I have a duty to care for him until he is well. Now, where may I find his home?"


  "Not tonight," said John. "Not with that rain."


  "You should stay here the night," Leeanne insisted. "Dry your clothes and your bones and go up in the morning. Godric here will escort you, I'm sure."


  "Indeed," I promised.


  "Perhaps you will also direct me to The Estate Clerk as I shall need to surrender my papers."


  "How lucky you are to dine with him," I joked and she blushed.


  "John, make sure the fire's ready in the room," Leeanne instructed. "And take that case up too. I shall prepare fresh linen and water for the lady."


  As we rose from the table, I offered assistance and was rebuffed.


  "We no more need assistance in preparing for our guest than you need us to write your chronicle, Mister Godric," chastised Leeanne with a playful smile.


  Put in my place and accepting my company was no longer required, I bade goodnight to all three and set out across the square for my apartment in the Estate Hall. Although I was in the open for less than a minute, by the time I was safely inside, I was drenched to the bone.




  Chapter 2


  Around midnight the storm abated, and by morning, a faint mist rose from the wet streets as rain evaporated under the warming light of a rising sun. Some little damage had been caused where drains were overwhelmed and spilled storm water under doors, or the rain had dug deep into soil and turned out young bushes and flowers stripped of their spring plumage. Such things were uncommon, yet I did not doubt the people of the town would soon have them restored.


  At the centre of the square is a tower four storeys high, made of a single pillar of stone carved into a cylinder whose base is marginally wider than its crown. Atop this is the clock, an ornate face of mother-of-pearl inlaid with black iron numerals and two hands that chase the hours and minutes in an endless orbit of its mechanism. Each evening at seven I set my pocket watch by it and each morning at eight I check to see if it has lost time. On Sunday I attend to the mechanism and wind it for the week. Not once have I had to adjust its hands for time lost or gained.


  "Good morning, Mister Godric. 'Twas a fierce storm last night."


  This was spoken by Old Thomas, the blacksmith and so-called on account of his son also taking the name Thomas. Young Thomas was apprenticed to his father and in time would no doubt become Old, just as his father had done, and likely generations before him. Such is the wish of the folk of Bekkensfeld that both name and occupation are handed from father to son, and mother to daughter, and have done so for as long as history might record.


  "Indeed it was. Pray tell, where is Young Thomas, for I may have a job worthy of a coin for him?"


  "Someone has been there afore you, Mister Godric," he smiled, revealing a mouth of missing teeth. Those he had were as blackened as the burns on the leather apron he was never seen without. "He's at the inn with that new lady. Come think of it, I do believe she was looking to meet with you."


  The clock struck for eight at the exact moment my pocket-watch did the same. Satisfied no adjustment was needed to either, I slipped the small disk into the pocket of my waistcoat and tapped it to be sure it was firmly inside.


  "Not lost a second as long as any recall," he said proudly and ran his leathery hand through thinning brown and grey hair.


  At eight the bakery doors opened. Geraldine, the master baker, as was her mother before her, looked out up at the clear blue sky and took a long, deep breath. When she glanced across the square and saw Old Thomas and me inspecting the clock, she waved and called over.


  "Fresh loaf, gentlemen?"


  We strolled across the paved square, pleased to see a friend.


  "You kept the ovens alight?" I teased
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