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CHAPTER 1

FROM VENICE to Cathay, from Seville to the Gold Coast of Africa, men anchored their ships and opened their ledgers and weighed one thing against another as if nothing would change. Or as if there existed no sort of fool, of either sex, who might one day treat trade (trade!) as an amusement.

It began mildly enough, the awkward chain of events that was to upset the bankers so much. It began with sea, and September sunlight, and three young men lying stripped to their doublets in the Duke of Burgundy’s bath.

Of the three, Claes and Felix were watching the canal bank for girls. Julius, his instincts blunted by an extra decade, was content to sink back, agreeably fortified, and forget he was anyone’s tutor. A good astrologer would have told him to get out at once.

The sun warmed the bath, and the water bore it along on the last stage of its meandering journey. From the leadfounder’s in England it had crossed the narrow sea to the Low Countries in a serviceable wind-battered caravel. It had been unloaded with some trouble in the crowded harbour at Sluys, and strapped with some trouble athwart a canal boat with a scratch crew of oarsmen.

And now, here it was. Lumped with cherubs: a bath for the noble Philip, Duke of Burgundy, Count of Flanders, Margrave of the Holy Roman Empire and all the rest of his high-yielding honours. A communal bathing-basin now on its way to the Duke’s occasional residence in the merchant city of Bruges. And working their passage inside it, Julius, Felix and Claes.

For the moment, there was nothing to do. In the peace, a wave of philosophy overcame Julius. ‘What,’ he said, ‘is happiness?’ He opened his eyes.

‘A new hound,’ said Felix, who was seventeen. His crossbow lay on the points of his pelvis and his ratlike nose was red with the sun. ‘The kind with big ears.’

Julius curled a lip, without malice. So much for Felix. He turned his gaze towards Claes, who was eighteen and built like an oak tree with dimples.

‘A new girl,’ offered Claes. He jerked open the wine flask, gripping the neck like the hock of a stallion. ‘The kind with …’

‘That’s enough,’ Julius said. Philosophy was wasted on both of them. Everything was wasted on Claes. Julius was sometimes glad that civilization had reached the advanced stage it had, so that it could stand up to Claes. The Greeks would have gone back to tents.

Claes looked at him, pained. He said, ‘I’ve only had –’ Beside him, young Felix was grinning.

Julius said, ‘Drink! Drink! I said that’s enough about girls. Forget I said anything.’

‘All right,’ said Claes, surprised. He drank. He inhaled. His nostrils were indigo blue. He said, ‘This is nice.’

Julius refrained from agreeing. A dyeshop apprentice would find any change nice. Felix (his charge, his employer’s son, his daily burden) had enjoyed the day’s rabbiting, but didn’t deserve to. Only he, Julius, had left his cares in the dyeshop and had a right, for one day, to indulge himself.

The canal banks glided past. The lightermen bickered companionably and dropped into snatches of song as they paddled. The sun-warmed cherubim lodged three indolent heads, cheek by jowl round the bath-rim. Julius found the wine flask in his hand, and eclipsed the whole sun with its bottom. A conscientious youth, yet with a troublesome lightness of character. So they had assessed him, while he was earning his scroll at Bologna.

God take all law schools. This is Flanders, not Italy. You volunteer to unload a bath from a ship. You accept a lift in the bath back to your place of residence and employment. You close your eyes the better to ponder. Where is the lightness in that? Julius, notary to the Charetty family, closed his eyes. Almost at once, so it seemed, he endured a nasty blow to his ribs. Half-awake, he flung out a fist in return. He hit something.

‘Hey!’ said Felix and, his face flushed, made to kick him again.

Julius rolled over, escaping the foot. The sound of rushing water told him why Felix had wakened him. They were approaching the lock.

Felix’s voice was continuing, monumentally resonant because of the bath. ‘You’ve knocked my hat off,’ boomed Felix. ‘You’ve broken the feather.’

The lightermen, steering up to the lock, glanced round appreciatively, and so did Claes, who had got up to help them. The truth was, it was hard to hit Felix and avoid hitting his headgear. This one had a peak and a long pointed brim like a paper boat. Its osprey feather curled, broken-backed, on the rabbit-bag. Where the hat had been, Felix’s brown hair was sweaty and flat, and his curls had sagged into corkscrews. He looked furious.

Claes said, ‘You said you were tired of the feather. It’s time for the beer, Meester Julius.’

Claes had been with the Charetty since he was ten, and being a family by-blow, he got to speak that way to Felix. Through the years Claes had become not only an apprentice but a kind of servant-companion to the Charetty heir. Felix tried to batter Claes regularly but mostly put up with him. Felix’s mother, thankful for peace, let Claes off his dyeshop duties whenever Felix demanded it. Julius, equally thankful, hoped that Claes’ spasmodic apprenticeship would last long enough to see Felix into maturity, if not old age and burial.

Julius, an easy-going sort of man, had nothing much against jonkheere Felix. He could control him. Claes, of course, had no writ to control anyone, which was why he got beaten so freely. It made him very helpful. Julius watched Claes give a last shove with his oar, put it down, and then walk round the end of the boat and hand Felix his hat. All anyone remembered of Claes was his size and the dents in his cheeks and his helpfulness. And that nothing female under twenty was safe from his endeavours.

Julius could see his mouth opening and shutting outside the bath, and hear Felix booming back from within. Julius didn’t join the discussion, which was on the usual subject. Of course, he liked watching a good-looking woman. He had his share of vanity. He knew his sort of looks drew attention. He had had to extract himself more than once from some developing situation with a client’s young wife. It was not, either, that he contemplated taking Holy Orders, or not up to the present. But if a good chance came along, a man ought to be ready. He was moderate. He didn’t raven, like Claes; or yearn like poor Felix when brought to sail the canalized river between Sluys and Damme, passing three miles of ankles and a handful of knees, if you were lucky.

Accessible ankles, what’s more. You didn’t find grand ladies with steeple headdresses and shaved brows and pearls on their slippers among the quays and sheds and warehouses and pens and tie-posts of the two ports of Bruges. You got pertly laundered white caps and slyly hitched work-gowns: enough of them to please even Claes, Julius thought. The liveliest girls called down to one youth or the other. Men sang out too, and boys ran alongside, keeping up with the rowers. One tossed a pebble into the bath, and it chimed like the tongue of a church bell. The tongue of the thrower soon drowned it, as his father hurriedly thrashed him. Even from Brussels, or Dijon, or Lille, Duke Philip could hear things.

Claes stayed on his feet beside Felix. Felix was signalling masterfully with his hat, from which Claes had adopted the feather. Three feet long, it waved from his thatch like a fishing line. On the other side of the boat, Julius helped throw up the ropes at the sealock, and heaved up the statutory can of Bruges beer to the lock-keeper.

The man looked at him twice before naming him. Without the gown he wasn’t Meester Julius the notary; he was just another young pest in his twenties. In his more sober moments, Julius was aware that exploits such as these were unseemly. In his less sober moments, he refused to be bothered. The lock-keeper had no trouble recognizing Felix or Claes. Everyone in Bruges and Louvain knew the Charetty heir and his slavish attendant.

There were no other craft in the lock: another mark of the power of the Duke. The lighter entered, and behind it the tidal gates waded creaking together. The lock-keeper, stowing his beer, walked off to open the sluices. Perched high on the water, Julius looked ahead, beyond the shut wooden gates, to where the canal ran straight over the marshlands which led to the far spires of Bruges. Immediately outside the sluice another barge, seaward bound, lay double-moored to the bank, waiting for them to emerge.

It, too, lay low in the water. It, too, bore only one item of cargo: a single thickly wrapped object some fifteen feet long which did not, like the Princenhof bath, project beyond either gunwale, but lay snugly within the barge well, hardly moved by the swell of the water.

Above it, in a cleared and cordoned space on the bank, stood a group of undoubtedly very grand persons with an authentic steeple headdress drifting among them. From the superior height of the lock, Julius gazed upon them. So did Felix and Claes and the lightermen.

There were banners. There were soldiers. There was a group of well-turned-out local churchmen escorting the figure of a medium-sized, broad-shouldered bishop with precious stones winking all over him. Julius knew who he was. He owned the Scots ship St Salvator, the largest vessel they had seen back at Sluys. It had already unloaded and had been taking on cargo for Scotland.

Felix said, ‘That’s Bishop Kennedy, the King’s cousin, come to winter in Bruges. That’s the party he brought with him from Scotland: they must have been staying in Damme since they landed. What are they waiting for?’

‘Us,’ said Claes happily. His feather waved slowly.

‘The lighter,’ said Felix. Occasionally, the future burgess surfaced in Felix. ‘What’s that thing in the lighter? Cargo for the St Salvator maybe?’

Occasionally, Felix was right. ‘Important cargo,’ said Julius. ‘Look. It’s got Duke Philip’s own seals all over it.’

Hence, of course, the escorting soldiers and the other overdressed dignitaries. There was the ducal flag, with the Duke’s deputy controller in its shadow. There was the banner of Bruges, with the Communal Burgomaster and a couple of échevins under it. Also the cleverest agent in Bruges and one of the wealthiest: Anselm Adorne in a furred robe, his long poet’s face wreathed by the scarves of his hat. His wife was with him, her wired headdress sensibly hooded, apparently brought in to shepherd the only female in the Bishop’s small party. The female, turning, proved to be a fine-looking girl in a temper.

Felix said, ‘That’s Katelina van Borselen. You know. She’s nineteen. They sent her to Scotland to marry. She must have come back with the Bishop. And I may be blind, but I don’t see a husband.’

Married or unmarried, the girl called Katelina was wearing the steeple headdress. The hennin had caught the wind and was furling and unfurling its veil like a flagpole so that she had to hold it with both tight-cuffed hands. She wore no ring, but there were two possible suitors beside her, presumably off the same ship. One was an elegant older man with a beard, wearing a draped hat and gown Julius would swear came from Florence. The other was some silly gallant.

A good astrologer would, at that moment, have taken Julius by the arm. A good astrologer would have said, Do not look at the Bishop. Do not speak to the lady. Keep away from Anselm Adorne and the Florentine with the beard. And above all, my friend, leave the boat now, before you make the acquaintance of the man you call some silly gallant.

No one took Julius by the arm. Fate, which had a better idea, let him conquer his pang of jealousy and recognize that before him on the quay was a fair-skinned man of quite striking good looks, wearing a silken tunic as brief as a shirt-tail. Between cap and ear, the fellow’s hair was bright as church gold. Between high brow and cleft chin, his expression was one of impatience, mixed with ineffable scorn.

From the badge of his henchman he was of consequence. The henchman held, with some care, the leash of a muscular hound with an identical crest on its back-cloth. Hand on sword-hilt, his master was posed like a painting, one shapely limb flexed in its blue hose, the other stalwartly straight in its white. His gaze, idly scanning the onlookers, discovered the stare of a serving-girl. The nobleman lifted his brows and the girl, hugging her pail, coloured brightly.

Claes, transfixed beside Julius, allowed his feather to wander. Julius sneezed without ceasing to gaze at the paragon who, in turn, had caught sight of the bathing basin. It seemed to amuse him. Snapping his fingers, he acquired the leash of his hound and began to stroll up to the lock, throwing a remark, as he went, to the lady. He looked as if he might snap his fingers for her as well, Julius thought, but he didn’t. And although she looked after him, she didn’t follow.

The well-dressed magnifico came closer. He was not as young as you might think, at a distance. Thirty-three, thirty-four. His blue taffeta was French cut, and so were the one-shouldered cloak and the tilted plate of a hat with its ruby. In his two years at Bruges, Julius had never seen him before. Felix had. Felix, his fingers plucking his own atrocious pinked velvet, spoke in a voice of unwilling awe. ‘That’s Simon,’ said Felix. ‘Heir to an uncle in Kilmirren, Scotland. They say he’s never had a refusal. The rich ones think he’ll marry them, and the poor ones don’t care.’

‘What?’ said Julius. Claes said nothing. His feather had come to a halt.

Felix said, ‘The rich …’

‘Never mind,’ Julius said. Simon of Kilmirren came to rest on the bank just beside them. The underwater sluice gates had opened. The water they were floating on began to crease a little and swirl, and a line of wet appeared on the lock wall. The lock-keeper came up.

The man called Simon said, ‘My poor man, you take your time, you Flemish clods, don’t you? I saw some beer.’

His Flemish was very good. The lock-keeper had no trouble accepting insults from gentlemen, especially if he saw a profit in it. He said, ‘It’s a custom, my lord. Beer during the passage to Bruges, and the dues paid on the way back. My lord is going to Bruges?’

Julius wondered how anyone, even a lock-keeper, could imagine he saw a promise of beer in that smiling face. The Scots noble called Simon continued to smile. ‘My lord has a thirst,’ he said. ‘Waiting for this rubbish to pass down the lock. If you have beer, I’ll take it.’

‘Excuse me,’ said Julius.

It could have been that his voice was not loud enough. Certainly the water, by now, was swirling outside the lock as it emptied, causing the waiting vessel to joggle. The lighter on which Julius stood was now sinking steadily, so that his eyes were level with Simon’s trim waist. Simon did not turn his head. Only his dog, attracted by something below, straightened its forelegs, steadied, and leaped lightly down beside Julius, dragging its lead from Simon’s grasp. Felix said, ‘Oh no, you don’t!’ and grabbed its collar, separating it from the rabbit-bag. The Scotsman turned then, with surprise, and looked down at them.

Julius said, ‘I’m sorry, my lord, but the beer represented part of our dues. To be fair to the man, you would have to pay him for it.’

The charming face stared at him. It inspected, in turn, the faces of Felix, Claes and the lightermen. Its gaze returned and settled on Julius. Simon said, ‘Stealing a gentleman’s hound. The penalties are, as I remember, quite serious.’

‘And what about stealing beer?’ Felix said. ‘And eating other men’s rabbits? If you want your dog, come down and get him.’

Felix had a great deal to learn. Julius let him go on complaining. Above, the Scotsman turned, ignoring them, and stared at the lock-keeper who went off in a hurry and came back with the beer. He put it down in front of Simon. The girl in the steeple headdress, Katelina, had walked up beside him. She said, ‘I thought only workmen drank beer.’

There was a glint in the handsome eyes, quickly concealed. She had surprised him by coming. Simon said, ‘When stuck in a sty, do what the pigs do. I offer you beer, or another half hour of the Bishop.’

‘Beer,’ she said calmly. She was speaking in Scots, which was not easy to follow. ‘Pay the man. Or the children.’

The lock-keeper had revised his opinion of Simon. He also understood Scots. He said, ‘Thank you, demoiselle. Meester Julius will tell you its worth. Meester Julius is a Bologna-trained lawyer.’

The Scotsman failed to blench. The Scotsman let his considering gaze drift again over the crew of the lighter, and fixed on the most miserable member, a lighterman with three days’ growth of beard and a rash. ‘Meester Julius?’ he said.

‘Meester Julius?’ said Claes in the same moment.

‘Never mind,’ Julius said. He knew he was being baited. He also knew he was going to get his money, if he had to ransom the dog for it.

‘Give him a coin,’ the girl said. ‘Look.’ She tilted her head, so that the hennin wagged like the mast of a ship, and began to unclasp the purse at her waist. She had dark, well-marked brows and a fine skin, its colour a little heightened by amusement or annoyance. Julius gazed at her.

‘Meester Julius,’ said Claes.

The Scotsman, smiling, laid a finger over her hand and instead delved into his own handsome wallet, drawing from it a handful of small foreign coins. He cast them with deliberate abandon into the barge, and watched smiling as they span and hopped in the bath and sank among the bottom-planks and the ropes of the barge. Then he stopped smiling and said, ‘Take your hands off my dog!’

He was speaking to Claes. Julius looked round. Now they were sinking more rapidly. The mooring-rope slid through the lightermen’s hands. The group of dignitaries on the lower bank vanished from view, every head turned in their direction. The wall of the lock towered above them, green with weed.

As always, there were leaks in the wall. Gorged with water, it spewed carefully into the barge, splattering Felix’s smartly stuffed lap. It found and spiralled down the favourite toque Julius was wearing. It hit the Scotsman’s hound, which skipped aside, growling. The hound had been standing, Julius saw, astride the Kilmirren crest of its own unstrapped back-cloth, now spread like a bathmat beneath it. It was glaring at Claes. The crest was not what it had been. Claes said, ‘I’m sorry, Meester Julius, but I had to do something. The Duke of Burgundy wouldn’t like it.’

Julius began to laugh, just as a jet of real virulence suddenly sprang from the wall and cascaded over the barge. It increased in power. It began to fill, with dynamic effect, a corner of the Duke of Burgundy’s bath, which proceeded to urge its barge sideways. The lightermen, already mesmerized, allowed the slack in the rope to run upwards. A further discharge, more violent than any so far, hit the opposite side of the bath. It started to spin just as the lock gates on the inland side proceeded to open, and the mooring ropes fell.

Far above them the Scotsman was saying something, his face pink and white with annoyance. Beside him, the girl Katelina bit her lip, the beer standing forgotten between them. In the lighter, equally, no one was thinking of picking up money. It was Felix who said, ‘We’re going backwards.’

‘Sideways,’ said Claes. He said it thoughtfully.

‘Forward,’ said Julius.

The lock gates continued to open and the Duke of Burgundy’s bath prepared, giddily, to emerge into the canal. The lightermen jabbed with their paddles. The leaden rim of the bath rose, sank and rose. The slop in the bath flowed backwards and forwards, soaking their sandy boots and their hose and the rabbit-bag and cleansing the Kilmirren crest as it rippled. The bath-rim struck the wall with a clank and drove itself and its barge swirling out of the lock where it bounced off one gate and bucked off to visit the other. The dog, staggering, barked.

From the corner of his eye, Julius saw the Scotsman make his way quickly down to the group on the bank. There, every startled face was turned to the lighter. The dog redoubled its barking, and on the shore men began to shout very loudly.

Julius could see what they were shouting about. He could see – everyone could – what was going to happen. He had time to wonder what was in the ducal parcel so handsomely stowed in the long barge at the side of the waterway. He had time, even, to examine it as the Duke of Burgundy’s bath leaped towards the shuddering outward-bound lighter containing the Duke of Burgundy’s personal cargo. The two boats collided. The lighter, held by its ropes, had no way to escape as the boat containing Julius, Felix and Claes pitched into its planks and sheared its side off.

The bath tilted, ejecting Claes and Julius briskly into the waterway. It sluiced Felix down to its deep end where he wallowed, his submerged hand firmly clutching its coping. Then it righted itself.

The crippled outward-bound lighter tugged its mooring ropes, burst them, and shed its cargo with languor into the watery gloom, capping it with its own weedy bottom.

As it went, Julius rose to the surface. His eyes opened on horrified faces, Burgundian and Flemish. His ears, streaming water, caught the first ejaculation of moment which did not come from the Flemings at all, but from the Scottish Bishop. ‘Martha!’ exclaimed that figure in a voice of bronchial protest. ‘What have you done? What have you done? You have sent Martha, you fools, to the bottom!’

No one laughed. Especially Julius didn’t laugh. For now he knew what had been in the barge, and what they had ruined.

There was no one to warn. Claes, his feather lost, was floundering over there and Felix, swimming briskly, had nearly got to the bank, neck and neck with the dog, which scrambled up past him. The boat with the bath was tied up, and the lightermen already stood, a sheepish group, on the towpath. Dripping, Felix got out and, commendably, went off and joined them, shadowed by Claes. Feeling old, Julius climbed up and squelched after them. The dog shook itself, and its master’s man, scowling, got it warily by the collar.

From the circle of eminent persons, severe voices had continued to rise. The Bishop’s demands could be heard: ‘Will you take some action, my lords! Get your engineers, your dredgers, your seamen!’ and later: ‘Unless, of course, the insult is deliberate. My cousin of Scotland is promised a gift, and the gift is lost by the Duke’s own officers in the Duke’s own waterway. What am I to think?’

The commandant hurriedly spoke, and the Burgomaster. Then at last came the calm voice of Anselm Adorne, who had held, in his time, the highest office in Bruges and whom Julius would trust to smooth anyone’s feathers. ‘My lord, you have lost only a wind and a tide. The Burgomaster will escort you to Bruges. The commandant will take these men into custody. The canal will be dredged and the object retrieved or replaced. It was, I believe, purely an accident, but the city will pursue its enquiries and make you their report. Meanwhile, we can only offer our humble apologies.’

The Burgomaster said, ‘That is so. That is so. The lightermen will answer to the dean of their guild, and if negligent, they shall be punished.’

‘They were not all lightermen,’ someone said. ‘Those three. Those three wear no badges.’ The voice of Simon of Kilmirren, newly arrived from the lock, negligent in blue taffeta, his fair face perfectly bland. Someone gripped Julius hard, from behind, by the arms. ‘And,’ continued the same amused voice, ‘they owe the lock-keeper money.’

Anselm Adorne turned his head, glanced at Felix and Claes and remained studying Julius. His hollow-boned face, deceptively monkish, was non-committal. He said, ‘I am acquainted with Meester Julius. Any mistake over money was, I am certain, an oversight. But I must ask. How did you three come to be on this boat?’

‘We were asked,’ Julius said. ‘With so many ships in the basin, crews were pushed to serve everyone.’

‘The Duke cannot command a lighter crew when he wishes?’ said the Bishop. He had pushed back his hood. He was not very big, but he had the chin of a fighter.

The man in the Florentine gown had lost interest. Turning his back on the Bishop he had strolled to the quay, to watch the water lap at the lock. Adorne’s wife was still present, and the girl Katelina, picking her way down from the lock, chose to stand between her and Simon, looking pensive. Then she turned towards Julius, who was pouring water from doublet and jacket and hair, and she smiled. It was not a smile of sympathy; and when the fair Simon murmured something in her ear, she broke into a low laugh that was even less sympathetic. Returned without a husband, they said. With Simon, who had never had a refusal. The rich ones think he’ll marry them, and the poor ones don’t care.

‘My lord, there were enough lightermen,’ Julius said. ‘But none who could care for the bath. An officer asked us …’ He heard himself, a well-schooled, responsible notary, stumbling through his explanation. Rolling back from the rabbit-hunt, full of good wine from the grateful dune-herder, ripe for novelty, heading in any case seven weary miles back to Bruges – who would not have taken the chance to travel in the Duke’s bathing basin?

He ended as best he could. ‘And indeed, minen heere, neither we nor the lightermen are to blame for the accident. The walls leaked, and the basin became uncontrollable.’

The man called Simon drifted to the Bishop’s shoulder and stood there smiling. ‘Uncontrollable! To Bruges lightermen, conveying such property! Who was steering?’

No one had been steering. Everyone had been steering. One of the lightermen, pressed, admitted suddenly that that apprentice called Claes had been steering.

All eyes on Claes. My God: good-natured, randy, innocent Claes, who knew nothing but how to make jokes and mimic his betters. Claes, with the biggest mouth in Flanders. Claes who, standing in a pool of light mud, opened his eyes, large as moons, and said, Of course, minen heere, he had been steering, but not inside the lock. The osprey feather would have been an improvement. His hair, darkened to the colour of gravy, hung in screws over his eyes and coiled over his cheeks and dripped into the frayed neck of his doublet. He shook himself, and they all heard his boots give a loud, sucking sound.

A liberal smile crossed Claes’ face, and faded a little when no one responded. He said, ‘Minen heere, we did our best, and got a ducking for it, and lost our day’s sport and our crossbows. And at least the Duke still has his bath.’

‘I think you are insolent,’ said the Burgomaster. ‘And I think you are lying. Do you deny, Meester Julius, that the youth Claes was steering?’

‘He was steering,’ said Julius. ‘But –’

‘We have heard. But he ceased when you entered the lock. That is, you saw him stop. But he may have started again.’

‘He didn’t,’ cried Felix.

‘I know he didn’t,’ affirmed Julius stoutly. And uselessly. He saw the lightermen exchange glances. And knew, as if he’d been told, that the lightermen would not give the same assurance. They couldn’t afford to. His legal training told him it was all entirely unfair. His experience of courts ducal, regal and churchly told him that fairness had nothing to do with it. He hoped his employer, Felix’s mother, would keep her head. He hoped the Bishop was less vindictive than he looked, and that some god would stain, tear or even drench the taffetas of the exquisite Simon, who was still murmuring to Katelina van Borselen, watched, as they all were, by the devouring gaze of the onlookers.

The serving-girl with the pail was also still there. She had stopped courting the glance of the taffeta, and there was concern on her round face, not blushes. Perhaps Claes felt her eyes on him. He looked up, and found her, and gave her one of his happiest smiles. Mary Mother, thought Julius. He doesn’t even know what is happening. Should I tell him? That the Duke’s cargo that sank was a gift – a gift from Duke Philip of Burgundy to his dear nephew James, King of Scotland. A fifteen-foot gift of some import. To be plain, a five-ton war cannon, grimly christened Mad Martha.

Someone cried out. It was, perhaps, thought Julius, himself. Then he saw, to his surprise, a mass of dishevelled brown hair dart past the Bishop, and recognized the athletic figure of the girl Katelina. And behind her, also running, was Claes, followed by an increasing number of soldiers.

At the lock edge, the bearded man in the long robes had turned. He saw the girl coming. He tried, stepping hastily, to move out of her way. Then he saw what she was after and stretched out a hand. Her hennin, blown off by the wind, rolled and skipped at his feet. He stooped, just as Claes, sprinting, passed the girl and started to pounce in his turn. The two men collided.

The bearded man fell, with a sickening crack that could be heard all round the basin. Claes, his feet trapped, dived over the body and plummetted, with a fountain of unpleasant water, back into the canal. The girl stopped, threw an annoyed glance at the water, and then stooped with a frown beside the prone, convulsed form of the Florentine.

The grip on Julius had gone. Felix, also free, said, ‘Oh my God,’ and rushed to the water’s edge. Julius followed him. Between heads, he could see Claes splashing about in the water. When the apprentice glanced up, it was at Katelina van Borselen, now come to the edge, and not at the soldiers lined above him at all.

‘It’s buckled,’ said Claes, with regret. He referred, you could see, to a soaked steeple headdress captured firmly in one powerful, blue-fingered hand. He coughed, examining it, and water ran out of his nostrils. He paddled carefully back to the steps and gazed up, with apology, at the hennin’s dishevelled owner.

Katelina stepped back abruptly. Claes climbed the steps. The soldiers seized him. Claes’s circular eyes opened wide, winking as water ran into them. He gave his attention to the soldiers, and to Katelina, and to the hennin, which was no longer a snowy cone, but a battered scroll mottled with indigo. She accepted it in a dazed manner.

The generous lips widened in that marvellous smile which had bewitched every servant in Flanders. ‘I took the weeds out of it,’ said Claes to Katelina von Borselen. ‘And the mud will wash off in no time, and Felix’s mother’s manager will get rid of the indigo. Bring it to the shop. No, send a servant. A dyeshop is no place for a lady.’

‘Thank you,’ said Katelina van Borselen, ‘for troubling yourself. But perhaps you should save your concern for the gentleman whose leg you have smashed? There he is, over there.’

The way his face changed made it clear that Claes had been unaware of the other’s misfortune. He was a good-hearted boy. He made to move to his victim, but the men at arms stopped him instantly. They buffeted him as they did it, and went on striking him every time he opened his mouth. The biggest mouth in the country, and the best-beaten back. Julius looked at his young master Felix. Felix said, ‘It’s all Claes’ fault. He never seems to grow up.’

Echoes of Felix’s mother. If they crucified Claes, would she blame her notary? There was no one else to worry about him. Claes was the sort of unfortunate bastard (Julius sympathized in a way) whose relatives were either dead or indifferent. Julius said, ‘The man whose leg he broke. Who was that?’

No one knew. A Florentine. A guest of the Bishop’s, come from Scotland with the Bishop himself, and the beautiful Simon, and Katelina van Borselen who, if God had been kind, would have found a husband in Scotland and stayed there. Whoever he was, they would find out soon enough, when he or his executors demanded Claes’ hide for his injuries.

They watched as Claes was dragged off. He went unregarded by Anselm Adorne, which was a bad sign. But Adorne was occupied, like the rest, in anxious ministration to the man with the beard.

Like most of the rest. The exquisite Simon, taking off his blue taffeta doublet, had offered it rolled like a bandeau to the lady; and was now binding it round her loose hair. It looked very pretty. He fastened it with the ruby, still talking. After a moment she smiled, in a cursory fashion. If you were interested, you might have wondered what the girl Katelina had against the young lord. Perhaps, on the journey from Scotland, he had ignored her, and had now changed his mind? Or had he once gone too far? Or had she selected a rival, and he was trying to lure her back to his company?

Julius considered these things, watching Simon. Then he turned his back on him with decision. But for that sportive nobleman, he and Felix and Claes might have escaped without notice. It did not occur to Julius then that the fair Simon’s interventions could have been other than idle. And yet he knew the practices of the city.

And he knew, as the fair Simon knew, which of the three would suffer for it most, in the end.
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CHAPTER 2

WHATEVER PROFOUND legal argument Julius had with the commandant on the way back to Bruges, it was ineffectual. It didn’t save himself and Felix from prison. Before noon, they were locked up.

By divine intervention his employer, Felix’s mother, was away at Louvain. Julius sent a soothing message, wrapped in money, to Henninc, her dyeshop factor in Bruges, and three others to people who owed him a favour. Then he hoped for the best. It seemed to him that no one was really interested in himself or in Felix. If one person was going to be blamed for everything, it was going to be Claes.

It was late afternoon when they got the first news of him. The turnkey, bristling through the bars, mentioned that their young friend had been put to the question. The lad, who wanted a tile or two, had talked for a turn of the hourglass about nothing else but the rabbit hunt. Of course, he had done himself no good, although he was a great comic, everyone said: as good as one of Duke Philip’s dwarves. Maybe Duke Philip would take him on as a jester, if he got over the beating. They’d made a better job of it than they usually did, hoping for a confession. Julius was sorry for Claes. Fortunately, Claes took this sort of setback philosophically; and in any case, he had nothing to confess.

Then the news came that he had been brought into prison. Naturally, he was lodged in the famous Dark Chamber. Julius (also philosophical) paid for warm water and cloths and wrote a promissory note for the bailiff, stolidly counter-signed by the town notary, to buy Claes the right to the upper floor, where his masters had bedding and sustenance.

The idiot was dragging irons when he arrived, and Julius had to pay to have these taken off also. He added this to the careful running note of his expenses, which in due course would reappear, neatly itemized, as student equipment for Felix.

Naturally. Methodically honest himself, Meester Julius had learned which of her son Felix’s experiences Marian de Charetty was prepared to pay for, and which she wasn’t. In the past two years, she had taken the occasion once or twice to refresh her notary’s memory on the subject of his contractual duties, which did not include boisterous exploits with Felix. In point of fact, before the notary came, Felix’s exploits had been more than boisterous. Felix got excited. Felix never knew where to stop. Even Claes, who got into worse trouble than any of them, never went into passions like Felix.

Up to now, horses and dogs had claimed all Felix’s deepest emotions. But at any moment, there would be girls. So far, girls either tantalized Felix or neglected him, for he treated them roughly, the way he treated his own little sisters. But that would change. Julius hoped that it would be Claes, and not himself, who had to handle that bit of coaching. And that it would take place back in Louvain, where people understood students. But that said, there was no harm in Felix, kneeling there like any good horse-owner helping to doctor Claes’ muscular back, and doing more harm than good, especially as he kept stopping to argue with everything Claes was saying.

Claes, the colour returning a little to his good-natured face, was engaged in describing in five different accents what it was like on the lowest floor of the Steen, where there was no food and no light, and you had to beg as best you could with a bag on a pole through the window-bars. Someone had given him a turn of the begging-pole because he was bleeding, and when he drew it back in, it had a poke of butter inside.

Felix stopped. ‘Butter?’

‘From the wool vats. For my back. Someone took it before I could use it. I wish I had it now. Have you got your jousting-gloves on? You’ve got hands on you like thorn bushes. It came, the butter, from Mabelie.’

‘Mabelie.’ It stopped Felix again.

‘Standing outside the prison window. Didn’t you see her at Damme? The girl with the big plait of hair and a bucket. I didn’t know her name either. It’s Mabelie, and she works at Jehan Metteneye’s.’

‘And she brought you butter.’ Julius found he had stopped attending to Claes’ back as well.

‘Well, she was sorry for us. Everyone’s sorry for us. There was quite a crowd out there in the Burgh. The hatters’ men, I meant to tell you, Meester Julius. I told them where to go for their rabbits, but they weren’t too pleased. I reckon if Meester Cambier is raising the cannon, he would lift the rabbit-bag too for a favour, and maybe even my lord Simon’s money. Two of your clients were there, Meester Julius, wanting to know if the contracts were still legal if they hanged you. And Henninc from the shop, saying he was sending to Louvain, and anything you had promised to pay would come out of your wages. And all the boys from the yard, with beer. You should have left me in the Dark Chamber,’ said Claes nostalgically. ‘I would have had the butter and beer and all before they hang us.’

‘They won’t hang us,’ said Felix confidently. ‘We did nothing wrong. It wasn’t our barge. We weren’t in charge of it: the lightermen were. The lock-keeper got his beer back. And we’ve got you, Julius. You know more law than any of them.’

Julius said, ‘Felix, the Bishop was angry. He’s the Scottish King’s cousin. The Scottish Queen is Duke Philip’s niece. The Scottish King’s sister is married to Wolfaert van Borselen. Something has to be done to convince all these people that the offence was an accident.’

Claes smiled at Felix over his shoulder. ‘So someone’s got to be punished. You see? If it wasn’t an accident, they wouldn’t dare punish anybody.’

Claes, for whom no tangled issues ever existed, often depressed Julius, particularly when he knew what he meant. Felix was merely incensed. ‘That’s crazy,’ said Felix. ‘They’ll punish us? For doing nothing?’

‘They punished me,’ said Claes the apprentice. He turned round cautiously to let them fasten the cloths over his front, and settled crosslegged with his shirt over his shoulders. His hose had dried in folds and wrinkles all over his thighs, and his hair had dried too until it was thick and flat and frizzed a little just at the edges, as if someone had singed it.

‘Of course they punished you. You broke that gentleman’s leg,’ said Felix with justice. ‘And you weren’t respectful. And you certainly made a fool of the girl this lord Simon was making up to, and he’s a Scotsman as well. That Katelina. She didn’t want her stupid hat returned once it got into the water, you fool. She could buy twenty others.’

‘Your hair’s come out of curl,’ said Claes sympathetically. It was not surprising, Julius thought, that Claes got beaten so often. He remembered something important. A girl called Mabelie worked for Jehan van Metteneye, and the Metteneyes of Bruges had been innkeepers and brokers for incoming Scottish merchants for five generations.

‘The girl Mabelie,’ Julius began.

‘A great thick plait of hair down to here, brown as a fox. A full mouth of teeth as good as your horse, and cheeks pink as paint and a nose like a plum and a great white neck with muscles in it going down to – down to –’

At the wrong moment comprehension came to Claes, and he stopped before the terminus. ‘She says the Scots are out for our blood. They needed the gun to make war on England. She says the Duke will blame Bruges, and the Burgomaster will have to protect himself. She wants to meet me under the Crane at eleven tomorrow.’

Julius closed his eyes. You would say it was fantasy, if you didn’t know Claes. You would say that even Claes couldn’t receive an invitation through prison bars from a girl he’d never spoken to in his life. On the other hand, when you knew Claes, you knew what his smile did. All the same –

‘In two pieces?’ said Julius. ‘With your face blue and your tongue hanging out? Or are they going to arrest all the lightermen and let you and me and Felix walk home to the dyeshop tomorrow?’

‘That’s what I meant to tell you,’ said Claes. ‘If you hadn’t jabbed at my back. I couldn’t think while you jabbed at my back. All the boys from the shop were there outside the prison.’

‘You told us that,’ said Felix.

‘Yes. Well, all the Dyers’ Guild members came there as well, and the dean and the chaplain. They said they’d sent to the écoutète and the échevins and the counsellors and the deputy controller and of course Meester Anselm with a very big complaint and talk of outrage and even talk of ceasing to do trade with Scotland, and all the officials had put together their heads and agreed that, provided we satisfied Meester Anselm of our innocence, there would be no further action apart from a significant fine from the Charetty family –’

‘Oh,’ said Felix.

‘– which the Dyers’ Guild and the Lightermen’s Guild would each assist them to pay. They’re letting us out in the morning. Under the Crane at eleven, she said.’

Meester Julius stared at the family apprentice. ‘You knew that when you came in.’

Claes gave his generous smile.

‘And,’ said Julius, ‘the bailiff knew that, and probably the gaoler and both the turnkeys who took all my money.’ He could feel himself sickening for a cold, so he contented himself with delivering a cutting, well-phrased and annihilating diatribe, which Claes received with proper humility, even if Felix giggled all the way through. Then he rolled over and submitted himself and his cold to an uncomfortable, but not a doom-laden night.

The three children were brought before Anselm Adorne in his handsome house next to the church of Jerusalem the following morning. His remit was to make an enquiry, and to give them a fright.

Children? Two were youths, and one was a highly trained notary only seven years younger than Anselm himself. But they were still children in terms of diplomacy. The family Adorne had had nearly two hundred years of regional power in Flanders since they came from Italy to settle in Flanders with the Count of the day, who had married a daughter to the King of Scotland. A long, long sequence of Adornes, with their well-bred faces and quizzical eyebrows and fair, curling hair, had served the town of Bruges and the Dukes of Flanders, in that order. They never forgot, either, the other branch of their wandering family, which had served the republic of Genoa in Italy for even longer, as men of business and men of money and, very often in the highest post of all, as Genoa’s rulers, her Doges.

To a man of family and of property like Anselm Adorne, trained in knightly skills and in letters, Latinist, fluent in Flemish and French, German and English and in the dialects of the country of Scotland, the three foolish young men who had overturned the Bishop’s new cannon were simply children. He did not rise when they were brought into the great room of his house, nor did his wife of sixteen years move from the far end of the hall, where she had placed herself with her visitors, her serving-woman and the older of their many children.

The gothic chair in which Anselm sat, like the beams over his head, bore the entwined crests of his mother and father, Bradericx and Adorne, and the blazon appeared again, in coloured glass, in the tall gothic windows. The notary had been here before. On the quayside at Damme, Adorne had recognized the slanting eyes and taking, blunt features at once. Meester Julius was a good deal more subdued now, in his proper collared black gown, with his hat-scarf over his shoulder, and the tools of his profession slung at his belt. But his soft-shod feet had a firm enough grip of the ground, and the inkhorn and pencase hung steady and still. The young man had the pride of the convent-bred clerk and the scholar. But escapades were for students.

The others were common material. The boy Felix had bid fair to run wild after Cornelis de Charetty died, but he had a sensible mother. Whether he had the shrewdness of his father was another matter. It had been Cornelis who had kept his head in the panic two years ago when the Lombard pawnshops all failed, and had rescued his wife Marian’s father by taking over his trade.

It was recognized as being good business, mixing pawning with dyestuffs. The Louvain shop had flourished, and de Charetty had several houses there, it was said, as well as his Blauw verweij, his woad-dyeing workshop and house here in Bruges, and his excellent bodyguard. He must have had small enough time for his children. But a man like Cornelis should have been wiser: should have looked to the future; should have considered who was to follow if he died before his time. Now there was only his wife Marian, and the managers who were as reliable as managers usually were, and that maniac of a mercenary and the boy. This boy Felix, who enjoyed pranking with his apprentice friend Claes, and had no thought of the business at all.

Anselm Adorne looked at the apprentice then, last of all, and made an observation. He said, turning, ‘I will not ask you to sit down, Meester Julius, for you are here to be sentenced. But tell me first. Has this fellow been chastised?’ He spoke in Flemish.

The youth Felix opened his mouth and, receiving a look from the notary, shut it again. The notary said in the same language, ‘Minen heere, Claes was beaten for the injury to the Bishop’s friend. He was also beaten for what was taken to be an impertinence. Both were unintentional.’

‘He was impertinent,’ said Anselm calmly. ‘And he did cause harm to Messer de’ Acciajuoli. He was beaten for no reason concerned with the cannon? No proof or confession of guilt has attached to him?’

‘No, minen heere,’ said the notary. He spoke with firmness. ‘Claes had no designs on the cannon. It was an accident. Nor was he steering when the mishap occurred. If minen heere will allow, there are many who could confirm.’

‘There are, by now, many who might think it in their interest to confirm,’ Adorne said. ‘I see no purpose in widening this enquiry, which to my mind has become too public already. Whether or not I accept that the affair was an accident, it is a fact that an ally of the Duke and the Duke himself have been much offended against. Meester Julius, as notary to the family de Charetty, you were responsible for these two youths yesterday afternoon?’

‘I am answerable to the demoiselle de Charetty,’ Julius said.

‘I shall then leave it to the demoiselle de Charetty to deal with you as she thinks such an employee deserves. You, my good youth, are heir to your father’s business?’

The boy Felix said, ‘Minen heere, Meester Julius wasn’t at fault. We made him take us shooting. We all decided to climb on the – in the –’

‘You had all drunk rather much, and decided you would enjoy a ride in the Duke of Burgundy’s bath. It is understandable, in very young children. You are no longer very young children. You are servants, as I am, of my lord Duke, and must respect his property and the dignity of his rank and that of all his friends. Would your father have disregarded such things? Does your mother? What have you done to her name and her pocket, you her son, you her notary, and you her apprentice?’

The boy Felix had gone red. The notary said, ‘We will have care in the future. We did nothing with malice, nor ever will.’

A barb? No, he thought not. Meester Julius had sense, and was making the best of it. The boy Felix saw only the injustice: there were tears in his eyes. It was time he learned about injustice. The apprentice Claes stood with perfect stoicism; the stuff of which good workmen and good soldiers were made.

Adorne spoke to the notary. ‘You have been told of the fine, and of its conditions. My judgement is that the payment laid upon your employer and your guild is punishment enough for what you have done. You are excused further detention. To mark it, I offer you wine in my house. Meester Julius, there is a stool for you, and one for your scholar. Margriet!’ He had left the boy Claes where he was, standing before him.

There had been no real need to call. His wife knew his ways, and had caught his eye long before, and sent for his steward. Now she rose smiling. Adorne rose too, as she came forward, though she pressed the boy and the notary back to their stools. ‘My lady,’ said Anselm Adorne. ‘We have a young fellow here who performed a service yesterday, for our friend Florence’s daughter, and who has not yet been rewarded. Have her come over.’ He watched the three men as he spoke. None of them, he was well aware, had noticed Katelina van Borselen at the end of the room. Two of them turned, reddening. The apprentice just stood where he was, waiting patiently.

Anselm Adorne was amused by people, but never acted from mischief alone. He was not satisfied that he had plumbed the apprentice. He also wanted to find out the mood of the girl, first cousin to Wolfaert van Borselen, at the end of these three (unmarried) years abroad as maid of honour to the Scots Queen.

It didn’t take long. Today, instead of a hennin, she had bundled her hair into one of those nets, with a screw of curled hair at each ear. It made the best of her neck, which was long, and she wore her gowns narrow and plain, in the Scottish court fashion. She had the Borselen eyebrows, at present drawn closely together. The apprentice turned, and the eyebrows separated.

‘Ah,’ said Katelina van Borselen. ‘The bath attendants. I don’t know when I was last so amused. And this is the retriever. He looks different, dry.’

‘Yes, my lady,’ said Claes. He smiled, with perfect and transparent good will. ‘So do you, my lady. I think Meester Adorne means you to apologize to me.’

Adorne saw his wife’s face twitch and straighten. He was sorry, but not very sorry that he had failed to take the boy’s entire measure. He said, ‘Claes – that is your name?’

The boy had the open smile of the child, of the idiot, of the aged, of the cloister. He said, ‘Claes vander Poele, minen heere.’

The surname had been given him. He had none of his own. Anselm’s steward, who could nose out anything, had known all about Claes. The youth had come as a boy of ten to serve in the Charetty dyehouse. Before that, he had lived at Geneva, in the merchant household of Thibault and Jaak de Fleury, being Jaak’s niece’s bastard. He had never gone back to the de Fleury family, who seemed to have discharged their duty towards him when they paid his apprenticeship fees to the dyers. It was a common story. A servant of one household or the daughter of another made a mistake, and the mistake was reared thriftily, and appeared with blue nails in Flanders.

Minor gossip didn’t interest Adorne, but Bruges and its business life did. One day Felix de Charetty would belong to that community, and it was the duty of the community to see that he came to it without prejudice or unworthy companions. Anselm’s steward said this apprentice was sweet-natured and simple. Such things were easy to test. Anselm said, ‘You should understand then, Claes vander Poele, that a lady does not apologize to an apprentice.’

‘Why, minen heere?’ said the apprentice. ‘If I offended her, I should apologize to the lady.’

‘Then apologize. You have offended me,’ said the Borselen girl.

‘Because my lady’s hair came down in the wind in front of my lord Simon. I know it. I am sorry, my lady,’ said the apprentice.

Anselm Adorne was conscious of his wife’s twinkling face in the background, and of the sharp stare of the girl he was talking to. ‘And you brought me under your roof to suffer an encounter with him?’ said Katelina van Borselen. ‘Scotland was more civilized.’

‘Perhaps it will be better in Zeeland, my lady,’ said the apprentice. ‘The winds may moderate. Or if my lady would like, I could bend her a framework that wouldn’t blow off. I make them for Felix’s mother.’

‘Claes,’ said Julius the notary. ‘With the permission of Meester Anselm, I am sure you could retire.’

The sunny smile turned on Adorne. ‘May I retire? May I first, minen heere, speak to your children? We know each other.’

Adorne knew that, from his wife. He had not finished yet with this particular rascal, but to allow matters to take this course might be interesting. He inclined his head.

It was not his oldest son Jan and his cousin the youth made for, he saw, but the little ones: Katelijne and Antoon and Lewijse. The lady Katelina watched him pass her with well-bred amazement, and then turned to talk politely to her host and hostess, waiting patiently from time to time if Meester Julius were invited to speak. Little bursts of laughter came from the children at the end of the room. They seemed to be playing a board game. Later, he saw the boy Claes displaying his hands, with some sort of pattern of thread held between them. Later still, he heard voices he could have sworn belonged to people he knew, such as Tommaso Portinari, and the Scottish Bishop and Meester Bladelin the Controller and the guild-dean of the fruiterers, who had two upper lips, may God give him comfort.

Then all the voices stopped, and he knew that Nicholai Giorgio de’ Acciajuoli had, as if on cue, entered the hall. He was dressed as he had been yesterday on the quayside at Damme, with the draped hat and the silk brocade robe, created in Florence. He dominated the room. His combed black beard was Italianate, but the quality of his skin and the close-set dark eyes were Levantine. His lips, edged with red, revealed fine teeth. A Greek of Florentine origins: the guest from the Scots ship whom the apprentice Claes yesterday had sent flying. Whose leg Claes had audibly broken.

Beside him, Adorne saw the notary stiffen. The boy Felix, nostrils wide and mouth open, lost some colour. At the end of the hall Claes rose to his feet with painful slowness. Then he smiled. He said, ‘I wondered, monsignore, why I could get no news of your injuries. I have to make my apologies. I had no thought of harming you.’

He spoke in Geneva Italian, and was answered in Florentine.

‘A bruised elbow,’ said the bearded man dryly. ‘You were intent on other things. I hope you thought it worth it.’

What blood he could spare rose for a moment into the boy’s face and hesitated there, with his dimples. He said, ‘So long as monsignore forgives me.’

‘Oh, I forgive you,’ said the lord Nicholai Giorgio de’ Acciajuoli. ‘So long as you do not repeat it. I had one replacement. My other limbs are in Boudonitza. Your friends look amazed. You had better explain to them.’

But the notary had it by now. He also had Italian, Adorne remembered, and possibly even some Greek. He had trained in Bologna. The notary said, ‘You have – it was wooden, monsignore?’ Relief and embarrassment mottled his face.

‘I have a wooden leg,’ agreed the other. ‘Which makes it difficult to rise up when deprived of it. Which makes it agreeable also to sit, if my host will permit? Beside, perhaps, the lady Katelina whose presence alone made our late voyage supportable.’ He sat. ‘And now, introduce me to your three youths.’

Anselm Adorne made the introductions. Then with equal solemnity, he introduced his one-legged guest, using Flemish.

He did not expect them to know the name of the princes of Athens. He introduced this descendant merely as Nicholai de’ Acciajuoli, now touring Christendom to raise gold to ransom his brother, captured when Constantinople fell to the Turks. He did not complicate matters by explaining further. Monsignore had done well in Scotland. The King had been touched and the Bishop had collected a good sum for monsignore’s brother. The other part of the Greek’s mission to Christendom had been less successful. Like everyone else in the East, he wanted a new Crusade to free Constantinople.

Just so. But the rulers of Christendom had troubles enough without going into all that.

A conversation began in Italian. At his side, Adorne was aware of Katelina van Borselen’s displeasure, and disregarded it. The boy Felix, excluded also, began to pick at his nails. The word ‘Greek’ entered the talk.

The noble lord from Boudonitza was gazing at Felix. He said, in extremely slow Greek, ‘I am told by your friend that horses interest you.’

It had a surprising effect. The youth Felix turned crimson and he clasped his hands quickly together. Then he started to speak. Whoever taught Greek at Louvain was not a supreme master, and the youth, it was certain, was not the world’s brightest linguist. But he was crazy, it seemed, about horses, and the stud of the Acciajuoli was famous. He stuttered and ganted and listened.

Katelina van Borselen said, ‘What are they talking about now?’

Anselm Adorne told her. From the corner of his eye he identified his wife in a state of mild discomfort. He was not behaving, today, like a host.

‘I am afraid,’ said Katelina van Borselen, ‘that I can’t spare the time for a Greek lesson on horses. Margriet, may I trouble you? I promised to help my father receive some Scottish friends. The Bishop. My lord Simon.’

‘You’d be better getting a Greek lesson on horses,’ said the boy Claes.

Anselm looked at him. After a moment he said, ‘The Scots are allies of our Duke, boy. You have been brought into civil company. Don’t abuse it.’

The tone of their voices, perhaps, had caused the Greek to break off his laboured discussion with Felix. He had also recognized a name, and an expression. He spoke in Italian, unexpectedly, straight to Claes. ‘You do not like the handsome Simon, young varlet? You are jealous, perhaps? He is well dressed, and talks to beautiful demoiselles such as this lady? But he cannot speak Italian, or make children laugh, or be concerned for his friend as you are. Why dislike him?’

The youth Claes considered, his overbright gaze on the Greek. Then he said, ‘I don’t dislike anyone.’

Adorne said, ‘But you hurt them. You mock. You mimic. You offended the lady Katelina yesterday and today.’

The gaze turned on him. ‘But they offend me, and I don’t complain. People are what they are. Some are harder to pity than others. Felix would like to dress like my lord Simon, but he is seventeen, he will change. My lord Simon is not seventeen, but he acts like an oaf, and has the talents, you would say, of a girl; which must be a mortification to his father. But I think, Meester Adorne, that he does speak Italian, because he made a joke about you in that language. The lady Katelina will remember.’

It was Messer de’ Acciajuoli who took control before Adorne himself got his breath back.

‘I think,’ said the Greek, placing a manicured hand with care on the apprentice’s arm, ‘that the time has come for Claes to make for his home, if his beating is not to overcome him. Perhaps his friends would see he gets there. Honesty, Messer Adorne, is not a commodity that recommends itself everywhere. I am glad to have made its acquaintance however, and I would not have it penalized.’

‘It has been penalized already,’ said Adorne. ‘And you are right. We have been talking, these last five minutes, about the inclement weather. Meester Julius, you have leave.’

He could not stop the children from running after Claes into the yard, or from touching him. He hoped the notary would have the sense to take this apprentice straight to the Charetty dyeshop and keep him there until things had settled. Or better still, send him back to Louvain, and the boy Felix with him. He wondered, since Margriet was bound to ask, if it were true that the lad made Marian de Charetty’s headgear; and scooping up and studying the tangle of cotton the children had dropped at his feet, decided it probably was.

He saw to the departure of Katelina, and returned to find the Greek talking to Arnolfini, the Lucca silk merchant, whom he could not remember having invited. Messer de’ Acciajuoli had in his hands the children’s board game, and was
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