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Isabel Seymour – (née Williams)

Agnes Williams – Isabel’s mother

Mark Williams – Isabel’s father and former Mayor of Bristol

Robert Williams – Isabel’s younger brother

(Sir) John Seymour – son and heir to Sir Roger and Lady Maud Seymour 

Edmund Seymour – John Seymour’s younger cousin

Johnnie – baby son of Isabel and John Seymour

Nan – Johnnie’s nurse

Henry VI – child king of England

Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester – Henry VI’s Protector and younger brother of the late King Henry V (deceased)

Eleanor Cobham – Duke Humphrey’s mistress

Annie – maid at Wolf Hall Manor House

Sir William Esturmy – (deceased) late Lord of Wolf Hall Manor and Warden of Savernake

Maud Esturmy – (deceased) Sir William’s daughter and John Seymour’s mother

Editha – Prioress of Easton Priory

Jem Freeman – Head Forester of Savernake

Nat – teenage poacher of Wolf Hall; later kitchen skivvy

Col Carpenter – his father, a Wolf Hall villein

Matthew Henge – farmer of Avebury, Wiltshire

Nell – Matthew’s wife

Jess – Matthew and Nell’s daughter, a shepherdess

Star – Jess’s black sheepdog

Addy (Adhelm) – a failed apprentice and Jess’s assistant

Jankin – a young archer

Father Giles – priest of the Church of St James in Avebury, Wiltshire

Queen Catherine – the young king’s French mother and Dowager Queen of Henry V

Owen Tudor – King Henry VI’s minder, who later became Queen Catherine’s steward and then, secretly, her husband 

Ham – the Seymour cook

Tobias – called ‘The Shepherd’ in Avebury, who supervises the wool tithes

Father Michael – priest of the Church of St Mary at Easton Priory

Magister Roger Bolingbroke – priest, soothsayer and scholar




Prologue 
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Hampton Court Palace

Late September 1537

Towards the end of her pregnancy, the queen had been escorted with prayers and hymns into close confinement, accompanied by the ladies who would attend her until her precious child was born. She had chosen her favourite chamber in Hampton Court Palace, which overlooked a small courtyard leading to the main gate. To blot out the noise and bustle of the outside world, the walls and windows of the room were almost entirely hung with tapestries and curtains, but she had insisted that one window, overlooking the courtyard, should be left free of hangings so that she could see the remarkable timepiece that stood on the gatehouse arch.

It was an astronomical clock, which daily displayed all the different ways in which time could be measured and sounded by bells: the hour, the day, the month and the year, the phases of the moon and the signs of the zodiac – even the peak of high water at London Bridge. It was this last detail that caused Jane to look back on her life and to wonder, as the tides rose and receded, how her Seymour ancestors had weathered the ups and downs of their lives to bring her to her present state.

She recalled her childhood, spent tucked away with her sisters and younger brothers at Wolf Hall, the Seymours’ Wiltshire manor, hidden in the midst of the Royal Forest of Savernake. From her teenage years she had been the butt of her brothers’ jokes; teased for her quiet presence and her soft-spoken deference. ‘Our little house mouse!’ Edward, the eldest, had called her. ‘The eternal spinster. No man’s land.’ But he had been wrong. Where Spanish Katherine had refused to follow the monarch’s lead and proud Anne had broken the rules, she, Jane, had attracted a man’s love with her gentle conformity and sweet smile – and that man was the eighth King Henry. What had happened since had brought fame and stature to her whole family. So now Edward was an earl and she, the timid mouse, had become Queen Jane.

Pressing the needle carefully in and out through the delicate linen she was embroidering, she felt a stirring in her belly, reassurance that the baby she carried was alive and growing. Time was moving swiftly on towards the birth, an event she contemplated with equal fear and anticipation. Fear for the child, because if it was not a boy there would be no rejoicing and the little girl would be merely another thorn in the king’s side, while she herself would plummet in his estimation. But if a healthy boy were to be born he would be fêted and cherished and she would have the gratitude of the nation and the king.

Roused from this musing by an insistent knock on the chamber door, she heard an unfamiliar male voice addressing one of her ladies-in-waiting, asking for admission to enter, apparently unaware that men were not permitted into a lady’s confinement.

After a brief exchange of words the door was closed and the lady-in-waiting crossed the room to the queen’s side. ‘The Garter King of Heralds wishes to show you the coat of arms that has been prepared for you, your grace. After the birth it is to be attached to the royal escutcheon. The king has approved an exceptional break of the rules of confinement so that you might see it.’

‘Then I can make no objection,’ Jane said. ‘Let him come.’

When the Garter King entered the chamber he made a low bow, offering a roll of parchment tied with a tasselled gold cord. ‘I bring to your majesty a new Seymour coat of arms, which, if you approve it, will be combined with the royal arms of England and France. May I have your grace’s permission to reveal it for your inspection?’

Jane nodded. ‘Yes, if you please; perhaps by the window where the light is best?’ She handed her embroidery to one of her ladies and rose from her chair. ‘I was not aware it was being prepared.’

‘I think the king wished it to be a surprise, your grace,’ said the Garter King, lifting his arm and releasing the cord.

The parchment unrolled in a burst of heraldic colours. As she moved forward to view it closely, Jane felt another kick from the child and smothered a smile. Perhaps she was not the only one eager to learn what family crests had carried the Seymours to their dizzy heights?

For several minutes she examined the coat of arms in silence. Six separate crests bearing a variety of images were gathered three on three within a shield.

Eventually she turned to the Garter King. ‘I know the Seymour badge of course – the joined gold wings – and I recognise the king’s personal symbols of lions and fleurs-de-lys, but could you please explain the other four?’

The Garter King bowed again. ‘To honour your majesty and the female line in the Seymour family, his grace the king asked us to include the badges of the principal mothers of your house. The silver and blue pattern called vair represents the baronial fur of the Beauchamp family and your four-times great-grandmother Cecelia of that honour; three red lions rampant denote Esturmy, and represent your ancestress Maud of that family, followed by the red and silver roses of the extraordinary Isabel Williams, who preserved the Seymour name so honourably through the wars of the last century. Finally, the three leopard heads of the Coker family introduce your great-grandmother, Elizabeth.’

Jane felt tears rise in her eyes and blinked them back. ‘But my immediate grandmother is not included, nor my own remarkable mother; why is that?’

The Garter King blushed and cleared his throat. ‘Your ancestors have been traced back four hundred years to their arrival from Normandy in support of our first great English monarch, William the Conqueror. King Henry wishes to establish that your son will have a mother who endows him with centuries of true English blood.’ He continued apologetically. ‘Commoners are not registered in the records of the College of Heralds, your grace.’

The queen took time to absorb this fact before responding. ‘And will the Seymour coat of arms be added to the royal escutcheon if the babe is a girl?’

‘I do not think the king has any doubt that your child will be a boy, your grace.’

Jane laid her hands on her very obvious belly and her response was couched in a tone of fierce determination. ‘Yes, I believe the king has great faith in the Almighty. His children will grace the throne of England for many years to come.’ 
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The City of Bristol
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Shrove Tuesday 1424

‘No one to carry it for you today, Mistress Williams?’ The baker loaded the last small manchet loaf into the capacious basket the girl had handed over.

‘Everyone is busy preparing for the Shrove Tuesday celebrations,’ she replied with a smile. ‘And it is only a short walk to our house.’

‘Well, keep a tight fist on the handle. It’s pancake day – the streets are full of thieves and beggars.’

‘I’ll do my best to avoid them, Master Baker.’ She nodded and turned to make her way out of the bakery and into the busy thoroughfare.

It was approaching noon and people were pouring past the Wine Street shops, keen to get home for the pancake feasting. As she approached the City Cross a man suddenly appeared around its plinth and grabbed the handle of the girl’s basket, pushing at her shoulder to try and release it. She yelled and tried to shove him off but, skinny though he was, he was also determined and abandoned her shoulder to haul on the arm that still clung determinedly to its precious load.

‘Get off me!’ Using both hands she jerked on the basket handle and pulled with all her strength. ‘There’s nothing valuable in here!’ The parcels of loaves threatened to leap from their nest.

‘In that case let it go!’ He dug fingers tipped with blood from cracked and broken nails into her arm but she clung on stubbornly.

‘No! I will not! You are making me bleed! Go away!’

‘You heard what the lady said – get off her, you little runt!’ A gloved hand proceeded to peel the filthy fingers away and twist the assailant’s arm up his back. Feeling the basket free, the girl maintained her fierce grip and backed away, panting a little with shock. ‘Are you all right?’ her rescuer asked. ‘You look rather pale. What is your name?’

She shook her head, indicating her assailant. ‘I won’t tell you that, not while he’s still here.’

‘Well, that’s easily remedied.’ Her champion hauled up on the hood of the would-be thief’s jacket until his feet were almost off the ground, then kicked him hard in the rear end. ‘Get lost, idiot! And don’t try again!’

His kick sent the culprit flying and falling but he was up in an instant, yelling abuse and fleeing across the square to disappear into an alley. A ripple of applause rose from the small crowd that had witnessed the incident and the rescuer turned back to the victim, rubbing his gloved hands together with satisfaction. ‘Well, that sorted him out. And how are you, mistress?’

The girl was frowning at the sleeve of her kirtle, which had been stained by the assailant’s bloody fingers, but she still clung to the basket of loaves. ‘I am unhurt, sir, thanks to you,’ she said. ‘But I could wish you had not kicked the boy so hard. He was clearly hungry and had he calmed down I might have given him a loaf from the basket.’

Her defender’s brow furrowed, evidently non-plussed at not having his help applauded and not a little angry. ‘Oh, forgive me for intervening, madam! Perhaps I should have let you lose the entire contents of your basket?’

She shook her head. ‘No, but you might have removed one loaf and given it to him, as I would have done.’

‘But then you could have accused me of theft, could you not?’ His anger had barely abated but alongside his simmering temper, she was aware of his attention on her face and her figure, as his eyes appraised her, while allowing his hand to stray to the arm that held the basket. ‘Will you at least tell me your name?’

She remained stubborn and backed off his grip. ‘Perhaps, if you tell me yours first.’ She began tidying the contents of the basket, avoiding the man’s gaze.

It was his turn to shake his head. ‘No, I’m not inclined to, since ’tis you who owe me favour.’

She pushed the basket up to her elbow and made a sketchy bob. ‘Then good day, sir,’ she said and walked away, just managing to catch his muttered response.

‘Spoilt brat!’

In fact, the Williams family was not ‘spoilt brat’ rich, at least not in terms of silver and gold. Mark Williams preferred to put the money he earned as a merchant into buying property, mostly rented tenements and houses scattered around the city. His merchandising centred on the Marie, a barque which carried the sizeable flow of his cloth-exporting business across the Irish Sea to Dublin, and the Trinity, the ocean-going ship his father had bequeathed him and which he used primarily to import wine from Andalusia. Alongside other vintners, who mostly imported their wines from France, he had a big warehouse on the Avon dock, where his popular Sherish wine was stored in huge oak casks to mature, before being sold on in smaller barrels from his shop on the appropriately named Wine Street.

His daughter had only to pass the City Cross and the busy grain market to enter Corne Street, where her family lived. As she crossed the threshold of the handsome double-fronted house, her mother Agnes almost pounced upon her. ‘Where have you been, Isabel? And what happened to your arm? Are you hurt?’ She took the basket from her daughter and passed it to a hovering maid. ‘Take this out to the kitchen, Maddie, and then go to the apothecary and fetch those remedies I ordered. They should be ready by now.’

Isabel shrugged off her cloak and hung it on a spare hook among other outdoor apparel, before following her mother down the passage to the hall – the large room where the family gathered and ate their meals. ‘What remedies, Mother?’ she demanded. ‘Who is sick?’

‘Your brother seems to have caught an ague. I expect it’s nothing but it’s wise to be careful. Now, why is there blood on your sleeve?’ Agnes lifted the apparently wounded arm again.

Isabel shook her head, tossing the long strands of auburn curls that were not contained under her tight linen cap. ‘It’s not my blood, Ma. I think the idiot who tried to steal my basket tore a fingernail in the process.’

Agnes made a swift sign of the cross. ‘Blessed Jesus! Did he hurt you?’

‘Well, no – as you can see. And we still have all the manchet loaves. I had a bit of help from a passing stranger.’

‘Oh! Who was he?’

Isabel rolled her eyes. ‘I just told you – a stranger. And not an entirely nice one. I didn’t like the way he kicked the would-be thief away.’

Her mother frowned. ‘But I hope you thanked him, nonetheless?’

‘Yes.’ Isabel paused. ‘Sort of. Anyway, how soon is dinner? I’m starving!’

‘We have to wait for your father and he’s meeting the Stamfords. I think we might be able finally to arrange your wedding. So you will be nice to Thomas, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will! I’m always nice to Tom. He can just be rather silly sometimes. Is Robert well enough to celebrate Shrove Tuesday? He and Tom are always teasing each other.’

‘I don’t know. Why don’t you go and see how he is? He might cheer up a bit in your company.’ Agnes immediately began to rearrange the table, which the servants had already laid.

‘Yes, I will,’ Isabel agreed. ‘But I’ll go and tidy up first.’

Isabel knew she was lucky to have a chamber to herself because most Bristol families had to share beds and rooms and even sleep under looms, if their parents were weavers. So she greatly appreciated the fact that her parents had managed to raise only two children, her mother having suffered injury bringing her son Robert into the world. And Isabel always understood that Robert was the most cosseted member of the family because he was the boy, who would inherit his father’s business. She, two years older, was destined to make a suitably organised marriage with a childhood friend, Thomas Stamford, the son of one of Bristol City’s principal burgesses. His father owned even more property than hers and ran jewellery shops, one in the High Street and one on the famous old Bristowe bridge over the Avon River. Isabel accepted the marriage prospect willingly enough, as it meant she could continue her association with the ‘Kalendaries’, a group of priests and scholars who had established a library in All Saints Church at the foot of Corne Street. Hundreds of books were made available to any members of the public who had acquired the ability to read, and from an early age Isabel had discovered she had a talent for this, after taking lessons at the church, which her family attended.

Once she had washed her face and hands and taken off the stained kirtle, she donned her favourite gown of blue worsted and brushed her hair, before securing it with a circlet of white lace roses and setting out for her brother’s chamber. The door was ajar and she pushed it open. ‘Robert, are you awake?’ she enquired softly of the shuttered room but received no reply. Crossing to the tester bed, she peered closely at the sleeping figure propped on the pillows, before laying her hand gently on his brow. The skin felt hot and dry. ‘I think you need those remedies Maddie is fetching, brother,’ she murmured. ‘I’ll hasten her up when she returns.’

Hearing voices of greeting coming from the front entrance she hurried to descend to the passage where her mother was welcoming the Stamford family. There was no opportunity to advise her mother of Robert’s condition as kisses and baskets of cakes and sweetmeats were exchanged and Isabel undertook the task of dealing with the guests’ outer garments. Among such old friends, there was a sense of cheerful anticipation, encouraged by the waft of roasted meat and buttery pancakes pervading the house, offering the promise of merry feasting before the solemn days of Lent laid claim to them.

‘Where is Rob? Is he not joining us?’ Thomas Stamford asked after kissing his intended’s cheek.

Isabel’s brow wrinkled. ‘No, he’s not well. Mother thinks it is an ague but I’m not sure, Tom. He’s asleep right now and Maddie’s gone to collect cures from the apothecary.’

‘Oh, poor Rob. I’ll go up and see him later. I’ve heard there is a malady spreading around the port. I hope it’s not that.’

‘Well, he hasn’t been anywhere near the port as far as I know. Mother keeps a close eye on his whereabouts and she hasn’t mentioned it.’

Thomas gave her a doubtful look. ‘Is it possible to keep a close eye on a fourteen-year-old boy? From my own experience I doubt it. By the way, have you heard that our fathers have decided our wedding should take place at Easter next year?’

Isabel’s eyes widened. ‘No, I haven’t heard that. Mother said it would be discussed today. I’m still only sixteen.’

‘And I’m only seventeen, but we’d both be a year older by then. I think you’ll find that it’s pretty well fixed. Does that bother you? I can work on Father to change it if it does.’

‘No, I’m not worried about marrying you at all, Tom.’ She laid a reassuring hand on his arm and went onto tiptoe to kiss him again more eagerly. ‘It’s just that I’d like us to have a home of our own but I don’t think they’ll consider us ready for that by next year.’

‘My parents assume you will come and live with us at first. There is a lot to learn about running a household, Izzy.’

‘And I already know most of it. In another year I’ll know it all. My mother will have seen to that and we want to have somewhere of our own, don’t we?’ She snatched a pastry from the platter of a passing servant and fed it to him with a giggle. ‘We only need a small apartment with a fireplace and a feather bed, don’t we?’ 

Her eyes teased him as Thomas brushed her lips with his and whispered, ‘Your mother is frowning at us. When are we saying grace?’
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Corne Street, Bristol
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March 1424

Maddie returned with the remedies just after grace was said and the first course of pancakes was delivered. Agnes excused herself and went to attend to her sick son, returning with a worried frown on her face.

‘How is he, Mistress Williams?’ young Thomas asked, reaching for his third honeyed pancake. ‘May I go and see him?’

Agnes shook her head. ‘Regretfully no, Tom. He has a fierce fever and it does not seem like a common ague. I think it may be a malady brought into the harbour by one of the foreign ships.’

‘Oh, poor Rob! I thought there was something serious when I felt his forehead,’ Isabel said.

Agnes gestured at her guests apologetically. ‘I am sorry for bringing you into a house of sickness and will understand if you wish to leave.’

But the Stamfords demurred. ‘You have prepared a feast for us and we have important matters to discuss about our children’s future,’ the head of the family declared. ‘Let the celebrations continue!’

So, the union of the Stamford and Williams families was formally set for Easter the following year and Isabel and Thomas plighted their troth and exchanged the family rings produced by the two fathers. Before dark they all processed down Corne Street to church, to make confession and receive a blessing in preparation for the days of fasting ahead. Only Robert Williams remained unblessed, alone in his bed.

Two days later the priest was called to administer the last rites and Agnes, the usually steadfast and unflappable matron of the house, was in complete breakdown at her son’s bedside. At the funeral, Master Stamford the jeweller asked whether the marriage between their children would still go ahead.

‘Isabel is grieving bitterly now for her brother but by next year I’m sure she will be ready for a new life as Mistress Stamford,’ Mark Williams assured him. However, before the end of Lent the loss of his only male heir had stirred his ambitions for his remaining child and he decided to invite one of his new wine customers to dinner.

‘This man has placed a very significant order for Sherish wines,’ he confided to his deeply mourning and indifferent wife. ‘But more importantly, Agnes, I’ve discovered he is the heir to his vastly rich grandfather. Sir William Esturmy recently confirmed that the wardenship of a royal hunting forest and a substantial Wiltshire manor will go to John Seymour, whose mother is Esturmy’s daughter. And, having lost his father only four years ago, while still under age, he only recently became the lord of a number of other manors in Somerset and Devon. He is truly a young man with a great future, who has already served as a Member of Parliament and is undoubtedly destined for a knighthood. His name is John Seymour, he is only twenty-three and, most importantly, without a wife.’

Agnes lifted the lids of her constantly bloodshot eyes and heaved a sigh. ‘But Isabel is promised to Thomas Stamford. They have exchanged rings and she loves him. She will not want to let him down.’

‘She will when I tell her what I’ve just told you. Isabel is as worldly as any woman when it comes to her status.’

Agnes shook her head wearily. ‘Even after seventeen years of marriage I’m not sure you understand women at all, sir, if that is how you regard them. But for that very reason I know you will not listen to me.’

Mark chose not to broach the subject of marriage to Isabel before he brought his new client to dine and was amazed to learn, when the two met, that John and Isabel were no strangers. After bowing over her hand, John looked up at his host and said, ‘Your lovely daughter and I have met before, Master Williams, but in rather different circumstances, when we never actually learned each other’s names. How pleasant to right that wrong in more agreeable surroundings.’

Mark’s eyes widened as he turned to Isabel, seeking explanation. ‘Izzy?’

‘It was on Shrove Tuesday, Father, after I collected the bread. He saw off a would-be thief who tried to grab my basket. It was a kind act; I thanked him for it and we both went on our ways. No more than that. I told Mother.’

‘Well, she had our son’s illness on her mind and must have forgotten to tell me. But how fortuitous that you happened to come along, Master Seymour.’

‘And how very sad that your son’s illness proved fatal, sir.’ John Seymour made the sign of the cross. ‘So recently as well. I feel honoured to be invited into your home at such a time.’

‘Business cannot stop for long and we like to demonstrate to new customers the kind of dishes that go with our Spanish wines. Our cook is well acquainted with the appropriate flavours and they have become very popular in recent years. However, my wife has not yet felt able to face visitors and so Isabel volunteered to step in on this occasion.’

John Seymour made another bow in Isabel’s direction. ‘And I feel even more honoured as a result.’

With a faint smile she gestured towards the carefully laid table, gleaming with the family pewter, indicating the middle place set between three. ‘Please make yourself comfortable, sir. Grace will be said after the wash bowl has been offered.’ Taking the seat beside him, she beckoned to the servant waiting with the bowl and towel.

‘I feel I should apologise for my churlishness on our last meeting,’ John said as he dipped his fingers into the warm water and dried his hands. ‘I was late for an important meeting. I hope there were no repercussions from your unfortunate encounter with the young scoundrel.’

‘I think there were probably more for him than for me,’ Isabel replied, carving a large loaf into three thick slices and using the tip of the knife to place one as a trencher in front of the visitor. ‘He was so very skinny, was he not? Even starving, one might say.’

Mark Williams frowned and sought to change the subject as Maddie the maid placed a bowl of prawns and shellfish in front of the diners. ‘This is one of my Spanish mother’s recipes,’ he said, nudging the spoon around for John to help himself. ‘It uses one of our lighter wines as the basis for the sauce. There is a barrel of the wine among your purchases, Master Seymour, so you could get your cook to try it out.’

‘Please feel free to call me John,’ his guest urged as he spooned some of the hot food onto his trencher. ‘I would like to encourage my Somerset cook to use seafood but my manors are all inland and we rely on freshwater fish for our fast days. This will be a treat for an inlander like me.’

‘But you gave a Bristol street for your barrel delivery, John, so you must have property here as well, surely?’

‘I do, yes, as of a few weeks ago. The tenement in the High Street was from an uncle’s bequest and this week is my first opportunity to take possession. It has been a slow process because there were long-term tenants living in it and my agent only found them a replacement a few weeks ago.’

‘I hope they are happily rehoused,’ Isabel remarked, taking a spoonful from the bowl and passing it to her father. ‘It must be sad to leave a home you have lived in for some time.’

John swallowed a mouthful and shrugged. ‘It seemed preferable to leave that side of things to my agent. He had no problems to report.’

‘Well, that’s what agents are for, is it not?’ Mark said cheerfully. ‘A High Street tenement is a valuable asset. But I thought your bequest was to be from your grandfather, Sir William Esturmy?’

John cleared his throat. ‘Yes, well, that broaches an unusual situation. There are two property bequests from two different sources but as yet only one of them has died. It is one of the advantages of being the eldest son among landed relatives who have produced no male heirs. English law states that the use of land and any properties on it can only be inherited by the eldest male relative, otherwise they revert to the ownership of the crown.’

Isabel made an astonished noise and quickly pressed her napkin to her mouth. Her father looked alarmed. ‘Are you all right, Isabel? Here, have a drink.’

He pushed the jug of wine in her direction but she shook her head. ‘I was just taken by surprise. I’ve never heard of that law, Master Seymour. Surely it means that women can never inherit land?’

John nodded hesitantly. ‘I believe that widows of knights may inherit as long as they have underage sons but it becomes complicated if the widow outlives her sons. However, I am someone who is fortunate to benefit from two elderly knights with already married daughters.’ He smiled broadly. ‘And I hope you might call me John if it would please you to do so, Isabel. I very much wish us to be friends.’

Isabel’s eyes dropped and her left hand rose to emphasise the betrothal ring on her finger. ‘I do not think my intended husband would like that, sir, but thank you for the offer.’

John cast a glance at Mark, who blustered a little. ‘They are both young yet. Nothing is final until the priest has blessed the union. Ah, here is the next course. The Spanish tend to eat small portions of different flavours, mixing the sweet with the sour and matching wines to complement each dish. That is why we deliver our wines in barrels, so that they can be tapped for small amounts while the rest remains untainted for future use.’

From then on John Seymour made conversation with his host but kept glancing away at Isabel, as if eager to engage her interest. She ate small amounts of each dish and kept the two men supplied with bread and wine but her father’s remarks about her betrothal occupied her mind, especially when the visitor described the extent of his grandfather’s bequest and his own intention, when it eventually came to him, to establish his main residence at the sinister-sounding Wolf Hall Manor. For a girl who had barely left the city walls, the very name raised the hairs on her neck and she cherished the fact that she had plighted her troth to a potential burgess of Bristol.
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As spring warmed the air, sheep began to appear on  the Marlborough Downs. Shepherds who had been struggling to keep their flocks fed in their folds during the cold months of winter, now hoped to let them flourish on fresh spring grass, gaining strength before giving birth to their lambs, whose fleeces would ultimately bring wealth to their owners.

The village of Avebury stood on a bend of the upper reaches of the lengthy River Kennet, where it turned east to cross the chalky Downs. It was a unique community, built among mysterious circles and avenues of giant stones, which appeared to have grown like pillars out of the ground. The subject of when, why and by whom they had been formed fiercely divided opinion. People born and living at close quarters with them tended to feel a great affection and respect for them, giving them names and believing in their ability to protect their flocks from harm. Others viewed them as just like any other feature of the landscape and incorporated the stones into their field hedges. One family had even used a giant monolith as the end wall of their farmhouse.

However, those who lived in the shadow of the village church saw themselves as Godfearers and held the stones in dread, believing them to be the work of the Devil. The sweeping plague of the previous century known as the Black Death had decimated the village population and was blamed on the evil influence of these mysterious and ominous monoliths. To celebrate the village’s gradual recovery, the tithes gathered from the lucrative wool trade were being used to glorify the ancient church of St James, which had stood since before the Normans had conquered England. Long aisles had already been built on either side of the nave to make room for the newly flourishing community and work had begun on raising a tower at the west end, to be fitted with a ring of seven bells to keep the Devil at bay.

As if Satan wished to express his anger at this development, a violent storm raced in over the Downs during the ritual laying of the tower’s foundation-stone. Lightning streaks illuminated the sky and some hit the earth with thunderous destruction, sending clergy and congregation racing for the church door, crying loudly for God to protect them from harm. Meanwhile rain lashed down, black clouds streamed low over the hills and sheep ran for cover, many ironically finding it in the lee of the great grey stones themselves.

One of these monoliths formed the wall of a longhouse, situated within the largest stone circle and listed in the Norman Conqueror’s Domesday Book as ‘Henge Farm, a property of two virgates’. In the gloom of the storm a burly bearded man opened the farmhouse door and shouted into the maelstrom. ‘Jess! Where are you? Jessie – come home!’ Then he plunged out of the building waving his arms as if swimming through the almost horizontal rain and still yelling, ‘Jessie, leave the sheep and come inside! The storm will soon pass and they have thick fleeces but you do not!’

After striding around the nearest stones, searching and calling behind each one, he gave up and returned, soaked and shivering, to the farmhouse. Inside, in the darkness of the closed shutters, his wife had waited anxiously, hoping to see their daughter enter with him.

‘Could you not find her, Matt? She must be out there somewhere.’ Pulling off his oiled coat, she went to hang it near the fire, the only source of light. ‘She’ll be sodden!’

Matthew leaned in as close as he dared to the flames. ‘I thank the good Lord we were able to build a separate barn for the stock last year, so that they don’t shelter in here as they used to. At least the house no longer reeks of wet sheep and we can keep a fire on the hearth. Jess must have herded the flock into the barn. It would be the sensible thing to do and she is sensible. But I wasn’t going to walk all the way across to the causeway in order to find out. The storm will pass soon, Nell.’

His wife frowned, tipping her ear to the rattling shutters. ‘It doesn’t sound like it,’ she muttered. ‘You should never have encouraged Jess to take on the shepherding. It’s too much for a girl of fifteen!’

‘I didn’t encourage her!’ he snapped. ‘As I’ve told you a dozen times, she wanted to do it. And she can. She’s a natural shepherd. Better than most of the lads in the village.’

‘Yes, that may be, but she’s our only child. We should have hired a shepherd.’ It was a regular marital argument and Matthew made no further comment. Nell bent to check the trivet over the fire. ‘It’s just as well I picked plenty of greens before the storm came,’ she said. ‘At least there’s warm pottage to be eaten when it passes.’

Matthew turned from the fire, still shivering. ‘I’d take some now,’ he said.

Nell shook her head. ‘No, we’ll wait for Jess.’

Jess opened the wicket set in one of the Henge barn’s huge double doors and quickly hauled in the pail she had left outside. In seconds it had filled with the rainwater streaming off the roof thatch. As she emptied it into the long water-trough, the sheep broke the huddle they were in and rushed to drink. Their fleeces had shed the rain which had skipped off the surface of their coats when the storm struck and she envied their thick, greasy protection. The homespun hooded tunic and canvas boots she wore herself were still saturated and her hands were shaking with the cold. She thought longingly of the fleece-lined jerkin she had left hanging from a hook by the farmhouse door and yearned for the hot pottage she knew her mother would have simmering on the hearth, fragrant with herbs and bacon.

‘We’ll go home soon, Star,’ she promised her shaggy black sheepdog, which looked as forlorn as she felt herself. ‘Then we can warm up by the fire – what is it?’

Star had suddenly let out a bark and turned her gaze towards the barn door, then a loud hammering thoroughly alarmed both Jess and the sheep, which let out a chorus of bleats. With her heart beating at top speed, she found herself in two minds. Should she ignore the loud noise and shoot the big iron bolt on the main door, or take a risk and open the wicket? She wished it had a spy hole so that she could see who was there. Eventually, as the hammering continued, she shooed the sheep to the back of the barn, set Star to guard them and returned to the wicket. Taking a deep breath, she pulled it open. Filling the small doorway stood a hunched and hooded figure with a longbow slung over one shoulder.

Jess felt a rush of alarm, which quickly subsided when he brushed the hood back, revealing a youthful beardless face and a wet and weary grin. ‘God bless you, mistress,’ he said. ‘May I take shelter?’

Jess stepped back and pulled the small door wide. It was the grin that had won her over and she returned it with a smile. ‘How did you know there was anyone here?’ she asked. ‘The barn is usually only full of hay or sheep.’

His bow was clearly a treasured possession because the young man tucked it carefully under the header on the doorway before bending to step over the threshold himself. ‘I think I was guided by angels,’ he said, lowering the weapon off his shoulder and the dripping pack off his back. ‘And I think I found one.’

‘Hah!’ Jess put her hands on her hips. ‘They say the Devil comes with smiles and flattery!’

The lad sighed and leaned on his bow. ‘But I’ll wager he wouldn’t have walked twenty miles to get here, only to be caught in the storm to end all storms.’ He pulled his pack forward and sat down on it, clearly exhausted. ‘Have you anything to eat? Those sheep seem to be enjoying the hay and I’m hungry enough to join them, but I don’t like the look of your dog. Does he bite?’

At the far end of the barn, the flock had found the remains of the winter forage and the sheepdog was guarding them, occasionally sending the intruder a baleful glare.

‘He’s a she and she won’t bite unless I tell her to. Her name is Star.’ Jess gestured reassuringly to the dog, which adopted a less threatening attitude. Then, turning over the empty water pail, she sat down on it beside her visitor. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t any food here. I’m waiting for the storm to die down before going to our farmhouse for supper. It’s not far away and if you tell me your name and why you walked twenty miles to get here, I’ll take you with me.’

After a pause he said, ‘My name is Adhelm.’ Then he raised his hand. ‘And before you ask, a few hundred years ago a monk with that name was the abbot of a monastery in a place called Malmsbury, which is not too far from my home village. He travelled around a lot and preached sermons about God to ignorant heathens. Now he is my mother’s favourite saint and I am her eldest son.’ He gave Jess a pleading look. ‘If I could, I’d change my name but I’m happy if people just call me Addy.’

She nodded. ‘Addy it is, then. My name is Jessica, but I’m known as Jess.’

‘And do I gather from your fleecy companions that you are a shepherdess?’ He waved at the ewes and their canine guardian.

‘A shepherd, yes,’ she corrected him. ‘A lot of men think women should not guard a flock but not my father. He’s a farmer and these days sheep fleeces are the big money-makers, so he needs a shepherd and it’s cheaper to have one in the family.’

‘Don’t you have any brothers?’

‘No, nor sisters either.’ She did not elaborate further. ‘But that’s enough about me. Why have you walked so far from home? Did they throw you out?’

Addy frowned, taken aback by her abrupt query. Then he took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Yes – more or less. My father has started running a new fulling mill on the stream that runs through our village. He wanted to make me his apprentice but on my first day I managed to badly damage the paddles. He took a staff to me in his anger and while she was salving my bruises, my mother suggested that I might do better working on the land. I’ve been practising archery and I really want to enlist as a soldier but she can’t bear the idea. I think she just wants to separate me and my father. Her cousin farms here in Avebury. You may know him. His name is Matthew.’
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Leaves and twigs lay scattered under the trees around  the barn as Jess and Star herded the sheep outside but the sky had cleared, miraculously no trees lay felled by the storm and the last rays of sun were enough to light their way on the short walk to the causeway, which accessed the stone circle. The black dog was kept busy making sure that no ewe sneaked off to graze on the lush wet vegetation that grew along the bank of the surrounding ditch. Addy admired the way the sheepdog seemed able to read their minds and steer them back on the right path before they had taken more than a step or two out of line. When he made a move towards the ditch himself Star gave him the same treatment, warning him away with a deep insistent growl. Later he learned that the growth, newly sprung along its edge, hid a deep boggy mire, which the recent downpour had rendered more treacherous than ever.

When he had approached Avebury, at the end of his weary trek, the rain and the thick woods at the edge of the village had obscured the great stone circle and on reaching the causeway he gasped at the sudden revelation of it. The downpour had turned the upright stones almost black and the gathering dusk rendered them a fearful sight, dark and menacing as they spread away to each side, like a brigade of giants in battle formation. His bow was slung over his shoulder once more and Addy instinctively lifted his hand to check that it was there.

Although transfixed by the shadowy figures, he leapt when he heard Jess shouting, ‘Addy! Can you help? Where are you?’ He scanned the wide expanse of the circle in vain and it was only when Star came racing around one of the stones that he realised it formed the end of a building and along its foot one determined sheep was making a break for freedom. Dumping his pack, he raced to intercept, flinging himself over its back and wrapping his arms around its neck. There were a few moments of confusion as they fell to the ground together, before the ewe seemed suddenly to submit and lie still, upside down in his lap.

Jess was impressed. ‘Oh, well done, Addy! We might make a shepherd of you yet!’ She hooked her crook deftly around the sheep’s neck and pulled it off him. ‘I hope your bow isn’t damaged.’

Addy scrambled to his feet and pulled the shaft off his shoulder, casting an anxious look down its length. With a sigh of relief he said, ‘No damage, thank goodness!’

‘Oh, good! Well, I’ll just put this rebel back in the fold with her friends and then I’ll take you to meet my parents. As you might have noticed, our farmhouse is built off the back of this stone. There’s been a dwelling of some sort here for hundreds of years but ours is not quite so old! However, we call the ancient stone Grandfather, out of respect. No one knows how long it’s been here!’

Addy looked around the rapidly darkening circle. ‘I can’t see any other houses though. Where is the rest of the village?’

Jess shrugged. ‘Most people live near the river or down by the church.’ She opened the gate into the sheepfold and Star chased the would-be runaway inside. Her companions were all huddled in one corner of the enclosure looking ready for sleep. ‘Two other farmers share the grazing in the circle but none of the other villagers come up here very often. They’re too frightened.’

‘I can see why. The stones are fearsome!’ Addy screwed up his face. ‘Don’t they frighten you, Jess?’

‘No, not at all. I suppose I’m used to them and they’ve never done me any harm. Some say they mark the graves of giants and others that they were put there by the Devil.’ Jess shrugged. ‘Personally, I’m much more scared of the barrows out on the Downs. If the Devil is anywhere, that’s where he’ll be. But you must be cold and starving! I know I am and I’m sure I can smell supper seething on the fire.’

‘What will you say to your parents?’ Addy asked her, suddenly wary.

‘I’ll ask them why they never told me I had a cousin.’ She gave him a cheeky smile. ‘And if they say I haven’t, then you’ve been lying and you’re out on your ear! Come on.’

She waved her crook at him and ran off around the ‘Grandfather’, heading for the heavy wooden door halfway down the side of the farmhouse. Addy grabbed his pack and hurried after her but he hung back when he reached the door, hoping to hear what was said before he entered.

A female voice spoke first, frantic with relief. ‘Thank God and His holy son you are here safe, Jessie! What a storm that was! We feared you might be hurt or even worse.’

Then a man’s voice broke in. ‘But I knew you’d be safe. Did you shelter in the barn?’

‘I did, yes, Pa. And I had company.’ Jess’s voice rose in summons. ‘Come in Addy, don’t be shy.’ Almost reluctantly Addy stepped over the threshold. Jess closed the door firmly behind him and turned back to face her parents. ‘You never told me I had a cousin. This is Adhelm. He’s come all the way from Castle Combe to look for work. He wants to be a farmer.’

Nell walked forward, looking wide-eyed at Addy. ‘Adhelm? That is a saint’s name, is it not? Surely a saint would not tell lies – but there is no Adhelm that I know of in our family.’

Addy turned to Matthew, who was frowning at him, saying nothing. ‘If you are Matthew of Henge Farm, you had a cousin who ran away, did you not? Can you remember her name?’

‘She was older than me and her mother died in the last weeks of the Black Death. I think she ran away with a man from another village. I remember my uncle’s anger when the lord of the manor demanded a marriage fee for her absence and after that he wouldn’t use her name. If he had to mention her, he called her the nithing, pretending she no longer existed. But my mother sometimes spoke of her as Meg.’

Addy nodded solemnly. ‘We call my mother Maggie. They’re both short for Margaret, aren’t they?’

‘You’re not a freeman, are you?’ Matthew kept a stern gaze on the boy, as if trying to read his thoughts. ‘Won’t your father have to pay manumission if you’ve left your village?’ he demanded.

Addy nodded. ‘Perhaps, I don’t know. He’s a fuller and runs one of the lord’s fulling mills.’

Hearing her father’s disquiet, Jess cut in. ‘His father took a stick to him.’ She glanced at Addy. ‘You must have some bruises?’

He shrugged. ‘A few, but that wasn’t what he beat me for. It was because I’d been learning archery from a veteran of Agincourt.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ Matthew demanded. ‘By royal decree all able men between sixteen and forty are required to practise archery every Sunday. I only stopped last year.’

‘That was just it! My father didn’t want to train me to work on the mill and then lose me to the French wars.’

‘I can sympathise with that. Are you any good with a bow, boy? I see you’ve brought one with you.’

‘I’m better with a bow than I am with a mill engine.’ Addy risked a cheeky smile.

Matthew’s expression remained stern. ‘And how good would you be at farm work? The sheep are about to go onto the Downs and you’ll be out in all weathers. Shepherding is hard work, as Jess will tell you.’

‘But I could do with some help,’ Jess said hastily. ‘And Addy turned over a running sheep just before we came in this evening. I think he might make a shepherd.’

‘All right then, if Jess backs you, you’re in!’ Without waiting for her response Matthew blew out his cheeks and thrust out his hand. ‘She needs assistance and it would be good to have another man on the farm. Welcome to the Henge, Addy. Now Nell, for pity’s sake dole out that pottage!’
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