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About the Book

Lent, 1469

The recent wars between the House of York and the House of Lancaster seem to be over. The Yorkist King Edward sits on his throne in Westminster, while the Lancastrian claimants are in exile or under lock and key in the Tower.

But within the family of York there is discord. The Earl of Warwick conspires against his King, and while to one another’s faces they are all smiles, their household men speak in lies and whispers.

No man comes to court unarmed.

Thomas and Katherine have returned to Marton Hall, the only home they know.

But what lies buried in the past cannot remain so for long, and soon they are forced to take up arms once more in one of the most savage wars in history.

The Wars of the Roses . . .



About the Author

‘I have been obsessed with the fifteenth century and the Wars of the Roses since childhood.

I have read everything on the subject I can get hold of, learned to use a longbow and to fight with a pollaxe, how to start a fire with a flint and steel, and even how to tan a piece of leather (a truly disgusting process which I wouldn’t recommend to anyone). However, as time went on, and my research of the period grew deeper, I found I was becoming less taken by the dealings of the high and mighty and more interested in the common folk of the fifteenth century: how they lived, loved, fought and died. The Kingmaker series is as much as anything a hymn to their courage and resilience.

I am currently working on my fourth novel, the final in the Kingmaker series.’


Also by Toby Clements

Kingmaker: Winter Pilgrims

Kingmaker: Broken Faith
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Cast of historical figures Easter, 1469

KING EDWARD IV:

The victor of the battle of Towton, crowned king in 1461, been on throne for eight years, but yet to achieve real peace or fulfil his promises.

GEORGE, DUKE OF CLARENCE:

King Edward’s younger brother, willingly used as a pawn by those seeking an alternative king.

RICHARD, DUKE OF GLOUCESTER:

King Edward’s youngest brother. As staunch, loyal and honest as the day is long – for the moment.

RICHARD NEVILLE, EARL OF WARWICK:

Architect of the first Yorkist victory, later known as the Kingmaker, now not happy with his lot and happy to make use of Duke of Clarence to unseat his former protégé, the King.

WILLIAM HERBERT, EARL OF PEMBROKE:

Chief beneficiary of the King’s policy in Wales. Fiery-tempered. Much disliked by the Earl of Warwick.

EARL OF DEVON:

Another of the King’s favourites.

EARL OF NORTHUMBERLAND:

Younger brother of the Earl of Warwick, used to be Lord Montagu, promoted for services to the House of York. Strangely inactive in 1469.

WILLIAM HASTINGS:

Ennobled after Towton and still King Edward’s chamberlain and procurer, now with a substantial power base of his own.

BARON WILLOUGHBY:

Minor lord, chancer who comes out in favour of the Earl of Warwick, the owner of Tattershall castle.

EARL RIVERS:

The Queen’s father, of whom the King was fond, but the Earl of Warwick less so.

JOHN WOODVILLE:

The Queen’s brother, again liked by King Edward, and disliked by the Earl of Warwick.

ROBIN OF REDESDALE:

Mysterious figure put up, perhaps, by the Earl of Warwick to press King Edward into yielding to his – Warwick’s – demands. He was almost too successful, which led to King Edward’s capture.

GEORGE NEVILLE:

Another of the Earl of Warwick’s brothers, who was Archbishop of York and Chancellor of England, and was responsible for capturing King Edward at Olney.

More or less everyone else in Divided Souls is fictitious and not intended, with the exception perhaps of John Stumps, to represent anyone.
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For Anna Clements, my mum, and a very fine person, (all three one and the same, btw) with much love, from TC.




Prologue

In July of the year 1465 – scarce twelvemonth after the great castle at Bamburgh had fallen to his Yorkist enemies – King Henry VI was captured hiding in some woods in Yorkshire and taken to the Tower in London, and with this it was widely supposed that any remaining hopes left to the House of Lancaster were lost forever.

But in the moment of his triumph, the Yorkist King Edward IV revealed within himself a simple, fatal, human flaw: a weakness for a pretty face. For in the very same year, on his way north to see for himself the disposition of his people, he met and married – in strained and secretive circumstances – a woman named Elizabeth Grey, a commoner, a mother of two, and the widow of a knight who had been killed in service to the old King.

It was not only that with this marriage King Edward had undone years of diplomatic negotiation conducted with the French King on his behalf by his chief ally, the Earl of Warwick – to whom many believed he owed his throne in the first instance – it was that this Elizabeth, née Woodville, was from a large family of ambitious siblings, and their need for posts at court, and for suitable marriage partners, would bring them – and their new brother-in-law, King Edward – into conflict with the self-same Earl of Warwick, and the high ambitions he held for his own dynasty.

And so now, four years later, while to one another’s faces King Edward and the Earl are all smiles, rumours abound that their household men speak a different kind of language, and no man comes to court alone or unarmed. Letters have flown to the arch-meddlers from overseas, the King of France and the Duke of Burgundy, to advise them that the sun no longer shines on the House of York quite as brightly as once it did, and that conversely the prospects for the House of Lancaster are not so occluded as had seemed, and that there might, indeed, after all, be a chance for King Henry and his strong-willed queen, who waits, plotting, across the sea in France . . .



PART ONE

After Easter, 1469
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In the week after Easter, in the middle of a spell of unseasonably mild weather, Thomas Everingham, John Stump and Jack Bradford began building a chimney in the hall of Sir John Fakenham’s property at Marton, in the County of Lincoln. They made it with blocks of pale stone that Sir John had bought the year before from a quarryman in Ancaster, and it took them a week to build, from hearth to cap, complete with a cross of St Andrew that Thomas carved into the chimney’s breast as a hex against witches flying down its flue, and in all that time, it did not rain once.

‘You see?’ Jack said. ‘Told you we were blessed.’

But in the week that followed, Sir John Fakenham took to his bed, and in the week after that, he died, and so they came to rue his words.

‘By Our Lady, you are a bloody fool, Jack,’ John Stump told him.

Sir John gave up his soul as he would have wished, though, as they all might wish: lying in his own bed, a lit taper in his hands to guide his soul from body, a whispering priest at his head. He had his wife on one side, his friends on the other and by his feet, a newly given Talbot puppy, which was, until the moment of his master’s passing, happy with a length of deer horn.

The dog stopped its gnawing when Sir John went and it started to howl, and so they chucked it out of the room, and then down the steps, and the rest of the household came up and stood around the bed like a curtain of living flesh to shield the old man’s body from the fenland draughts, and they remained like that all night, praying for his soul with tears in their eyes; and at his funeral, a few days later, the church bell tolled from dawn to dusk, and so many candles were lit within that when it was over the priest had to remove the frames of the windows to let the smell of tallow clear.

‘Well,’ John Stump says on the way back from the church. ‘That’s that. We’d best gather our things and be on our way.’

There is a moment of puzzled silence, broken only by the sound of the bell still tolling in the church tower behind and their steps on the damp, dark earth of the track.

‘What do you mean?’ Thomas asks.

‘Well, we can’t stay here, can we?’ John says, gesturing with his half-arm at the fields around. ‘Not now Sir John’s gone. Isabella’ll need a new husband, won’t she? Someone to keep her. Someone who’ll not want us around.’

‘She might not need to marry,’ Jack says. ‘Her sons. They might stay?’

John Stump spits.

‘No,’ he says. ‘They’ll not linger. They’re here to fix a price for the place – you’ll see. And anyway, even if they did, would you want their goodlordship? Would you trust it?’

Jack is hesitant.

‘Well—’ he begins.

‘No,’ John interrupts. ‘So there we are. We’ve had our span. Five years. It’s all a man can hope for before some twat with a title comes to send him where he’d never thought of going for hisself.’

Thomas and Jack exchange a glance. John Stump has become a brackish little man, as if he no longer enjoys the extra span of years bought at the expense of his left arm, but today, with all this going on, his words send a creeping chill through Thomas, because perhaps, after all, he is right? Perhaps five years’ peace is all a man may reasonably expect?

They walk on in ruminative silence and Thomas cannot help but look up and around at what John says they will soon be forced to leave: at the furlongs alive with a pale green furze of pea seedlings; at the stock ponds in which fat brown trout stir slow-spreading circles; at the sties wherein banks of ruddy-backed piglets suckle at their mothers’ teats; at the two pairs of nut-brown oxen bending their powerful necks to graze the lush winter grass underhoof; and then beyond, to the solid bulk of the hall ahead, with its grey stone chimney now letting slip a scarf of pale smoke into the sky, like some lord’s battle banner.

And beyond that, nestling among the poplars, is his own house, made over these last three years, piece by piece, gathered and shaped to fit together, the floor packed hard with clay and sour milk, a stone hearth in the middle of the room, stools he’s bodged to stand around it, a board he split himself and on which he eats with his wife and his child.

And with every step Thomas feels the thick slice of cured leather under his sole, the soft cling of the fine-spun russet woollen hose warming his legs, and the snug compass of his felted pourpoint. He is conscious of the heft of his thick jacket with its purse-weighted belt around his waist, and of his worsted cap lined with fine linen, and he thinks of how it was before that, what they were doing, and how they did it, and he knows he will do anything – anything – to avoid a return to that.

Eventually Jack breaks the silence with a question.

‘What do you mean, send us somewhere we’d have no thought to go ourselves?’

‘Up north, I bet. That’s where it all starts.’

‘What starts?’

‘The fighting,’ John says, miming the drawing of a bow and the loosing of an arrow as best he can with his half-arm.

‘But all that’s over,’ Thomas tells him. ‘King Henry’s in the Tower, isn’t he? Safe at prayer under lock and key, and Christ above! Aren’t his adherents all dead? We saw most of them killed with our own eyes.’

‘There’s his son, isn’t there?’ John counters. ‘What about him? He’s still alive.’

‘But barely,’ Thomas says. ‘And he’s in France with his mother, with no two bits to rub the one against the other.’

John snorts.

‘You heard what that old needle merchant said,’ he tells them. ‘How everyone across the realm is up in arms about something or other, with every lord mustering men and passing out helmets and bills and what have you? Why is that?’

Thomas sighs.

‘Christ, I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I thought he was telling stories so you’d pour him more ale. And anyway, even if they are, what of it? What’s it to do with us? We’ve no cause to join them.’

John stops and looks at him.

‘What about Edmund Riven?’ he asks. ‘He’s still alive, too, isn’t he? And wasn’t he the reason you were caught up with the fighting in the first place? To dislodge him and – and his father – from – from that castle? From Cornford?’

Thomas stares at John Stump in silence. He would never have dared mention Edmund Riven’s name while Sir John was alive. The name went unsaid, like that of a dead child, never quite forgotten, however bright the day, but never, ever mentioned. Hearing it now, bandied about like this, it makes Thomas’s chest lurch, and he looks around as if some refectory rule is being transgressed.

‘Don’t talk of him, John,’ Thomas says. ‘There’s no profit in thinking about him or Cornford, and besides . . .’

He tails off. Besides what? He does not know, only that he remembers killing Edmund Riven’s father and he feels perhaps he has done enough to settle his own score with that family.

‘So what then, John?’ Jack persists. ‘What do you suggest?’

John has obviously been giving this some private thought.

‘We should go to France,’ he proposes. ‘Across the Narrow Sea. We could join the Duke of Burgundy. He has need of bowmen, it’s said. Proper English bowmen. Pays a shilling a day. Imagine that.’

Jack laughs.

‘John,’ he says. ‘You can scarcely manage a crossbow.’

‘I’m a better shot with one hand than you’ll ever be with two,’ John tells him.

Thomas interrupts.

‘But, John,’ he says. ‘You want to go to France? You want to go to France and fight?’

‘For a shilling a fucking day? I’d go anywhere and fight any man.’

‘Have you forgotten what fighting is like?’ Thomas asks. ‘By Christ! Look at us!’

He gestures to the side of his head, where his hair has grown white over an old divot caused by some blow that – by the mercy of God – he is unable to recall. He gestures at John Stump’s missing arm which Katherine was forced to amputate to prevent the black rot spreading after he was wounded in a fight, and then at Jack’s leg, which even now still drags at an angle from an arrow that nearly killed him on Hedgeley Moor.

‘You’re proud, Thomas,’ John says, as if this has nothing to do with it. ‘And rightly so. Look at this place. You’ve made it through your hard work. You’ve made a life here, a home, but it is not yours, is it? It doesn’t belong to you. It belongs to someone else and now they want it back. So it is over, our time here, your time here, and now you – me – him – her even – we must all shift for ourselves.’

Thomas shakes his head. He refuses to believe what he is hearing.

‘No,’ he says, but Jack has turned and is walking on in hard, silent thought, as if he has remembered he has things that need doing, and John is looking at Thomas as if to say ‘you’ll see’, and now Thomas does not want to be with him any more, so he stops to let him follow Jack up the track to the hall, and he turns, and he must shield his eyes against the low spring sun so that he can watch the others come up between the green verges of the track from the church, walking at the pace of the slowest in the party.

First comes Isabella, Sir John’s widow, still beautiful despite her milky eyes, her down-softened face made fragile by sorrow, her skin like old paper which has been thinned by the rub of so many thumbs that the sunlight seems almost to pass through it, and when she can finally see him, she smiles to find him waiting there with his dog, a comforting reminder of recent happiness, perhaps, and Thomas stands aside and nods as she passes, and his lurcher seems to dip his head as well, and Isabella smiles at that, too.

He tries to read her expression, to divine from it a crumb of optimism, but there is nothing there. It is too early for her to be thinking of such things. There are no tearstains on her cheeks, and Thomas is reminded that Sir John is – what? The third – fourth – husband she has buried? So perhaps, he thinks, she should be used to it by now? But then again, perhaps it does not work quite like that? Perhaps such sorrows are cumulative, and they build up, over time, like the strokes of a whip?

Next comes her sister, a widow also, though only twice over, of similar build to Isabella – though she walks the earth with heavy, splayed feet – who was sent for when it was obvious there was nothing Katherine could do for Sir John, and he had but little time left in this life. She walks with her two maids; likewise sisters perhaps, with corn-yellow hair under their caps, each as broad as a heifer. Jack says they are from Viking stock, and Thomas believes him.

Behind them come three more girls, distant relations to Isabella. Thomas is not quite sure of their relative positions. They are well-dressed women, he can see that, in silks, and on high pattens, and each is married or betrothed to a husband too busy to be here for Sir John’s funeral, but who will come for his Month’s Mind, perhaps, especially as it is known the King’s Chamberlain is likely to attend, and each woman is trailed by two maids of her own, and as they pass in a group, the ladies study Thomas from under lowered lashes, and he finds himself warming under the examination.

After them come Isabella’s personal maids, three girls who work within, including Nettie, who is married to Jack, and who bears her swollen belly before her like the bow of a merchantman’s cog. She is a pretty girl, by far the prettiest of the three, and Jack is lucky to have her, Thomas thinks, for she is capable, and quick, with a smile never too far from her eyes and lips, though it is distant today, and her eyes are smudged with tears for the dead man.

Behind them, at a discreet distance, come Isabella’s two sons, walking with their eyes fixed on the backsides of the girls in front. They have been keeping themselves apart, these two, both tall, straight-backed, boys really, not yet twenty, dressed in velvets and silks with marten trims, and one of them has small vents cut in the purple broadcloth of his jacket sleeves through which scarlet can be glimpsed. Both have dark curling hair, each cut in a bowl as if they were on campaign in Gascony or some such, but while one has a gauzy beard on his chin, with his cheeks clean-shaven, the other is wholly clean-shaven, showing a cleft in his pink chin. Beard and Non-beard. Both wear swords. Thomas wonders who wears a sword to a funeral. Everyone who can, he supposes.

They ignore Thomas, glance at his dog, and they walk past now with their sleek heads tipped towards one another, talking in low voices, and for a moment it looks as if they are still speculating on the shapes of the girls under their dresses, but then one – Beard – points out the windmill that sits on a rise above the river to the west, built two years previously, and he murmurs something appreciative, and the other grunts something less so. Thomas feels a let-down, and understands then that John is probably right about these two, and that they are not here at their stepfather’s funeral for their mother’s sake, or to look at serving girls, but for another, more obvious, age-old reason.

They are from the real world, these two, Thomas sees, from the world those at Marton Hall have tried to exclude these last years. They are harbingers of harsh reality – like crows or rooks – and he knows John Stump is not out of his wits, as he might have hoped, but that he is probably right, and that all this last five years’ peaceful certainty: it is come to an end.

Behind Isabella’s sons, though, lingering further back still, come those for whom Thomas is really waiting, and those who might yet have the power to cheer him: his wife, Katherine, in dark blue, with a dark headdress, a red belt around her narrow middle, a purse and her knife sheathed in the same leather. No rosary. She is still thin, but no longer painfully so, and in the last two or three years she has lost that haunted look, and her face, once as sharp as a beak, has softened, and she is, to all eyes, not just his own, a beautiful woman.

She is holding the upstretched hand of a small boy, also in a blue gown of the same material, with russet hose and baggy brown boots that Thomas made himself. He is their son, named John after his godfather, and after Sir John, and also after any number of Johns whom they have met in the years past, but everyone calls him Rufus for the wayward plug of wavy russet hair that crowns his head, its colour inherited from his father, yet somehow enhanced and exaggerated, as vivid as a conker, and so springy it cannot be kept down by his linen cap, however tight they tie the strings under his chin.

Thomas stands watching, saying nothing, just relieved to see them come. They stop for a moment with Rufus distracted by two plump doves bending the slim wands of the hawthorn above his head. He is a solemn little boy at the best of times, preferring the company of his mother rather than his father, and he is more often diverted by the behaviour of birds and animals than by humans, but there are times when he will stop and reach for Thomas as if he needs him in the same way he might a drink, and he will let himself be taken up and placed on his father’s shoulders, and this moment is one of them. The boy is still easy enough to lift, being not quite five, and after he has been swung up there and settled, Thomas walks listening to the boy’s strained breathing, feeling his delicate little fingers exploring the dent in the side of his father’s head.

They all know the story of how Thomas had been hit by something, perhaps on Towton Field, nearly ten years ago now, but no one knows with what.

‘Did you cry?’ the boy asks again.

And Thomas laughs again.

‘A bit,’ he admits, though he does not know this for sure, and he feels the boy’s hand, slightly sticky, stroke his ear to try to comfort him, and he cannot help but be consoled, and he smiles down at Katherine; but she is looking away, distracted, and he wonders if she has spoken to John Stump. However, she says nothing, and so they carry on up the track behind the others, walking in silence, until Thomas puts his arm out and rests his palm on her shoulder and she comes a little closer and lets out a long sigh.

‘It might be all right,’ he says.

But she says nothing in reply.

And he thinks, Oh Christ, it isn’t going to be all right.

It is the week following St George’s Day in the year 1469, the eighth in the reign of King Edward IV.
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Isabella’s sister leaves Marton Hall after the funeral, but her sons stay. Thomas and Katherine and the others wait for them to go, and for things to settle, but they do not. While Isabella remains cloistered with her confessor, the two boys take their horses out every day, and they tramp every inch of the estate, noting things that have been done well, noting things that need be done better, noting things that are yet to be done at all. And they go through everything. Every room, every cupboard, every coffer. They weigh lengths of material in their hands, count cups, bowls, pins, an axe head. They check the horses’ tack, the blade of a plough, each chicken.

‘Taking an inventory,’ John says. ‘Totting it up. Noting it down. Then they’ll be off to London with an asking price against which to borrow, so they can live like earls till they’ve pissed it all away.’

But later a wagon arrives with things sent up from London: the boys’ hawks and a man to look after them, and a pack of three squat alaunt hounds, with short white coats and drooling jaws strong enough to drag a bear to its death. The two sons seem to love these dogs, however ugly they are to Thomas’s eye, and there is a man to look after them, too, who even looks and smells like a bear, and is just as incompetent, and who throws up his fat arms when the hounds run wild and laughs as if they are as harmless as rabbits. The hounds send Thomas’s lurcher whimpering away with his tail curled under him, and they remind Katherine of the dogs the steward Eelby kept in the castle at Cornford.

‘They’ll kill one of us, I know it,’ she says.

In the week before Ascension Isabella lets it be known she has made her decision as to their futures. She gathers them all – every man, woman and child who works on the estate, from Thomas down to the boy who collects twigs and mushrooms when they are in season – to the hall first to kneel with her in prayer and then to stand while she steps up on to the raised dais that has been installed for the coming ceremony of Sir John’s Month’s Mind, and alongside her stand her two boys, dressed more modestly today, and in a voice that rises and shakes with emotion, she breaks the news.

Her intention, she says, is not to take a husband, for how could she allow the blessed memory of Sir John, whom she loved most in all the world – even more, it seems, than her own sons’ father – to be dimmed? Nor will she sell or lease the estate, either. She is instead to become an avowess. She will take a solemn vow before the priest and she will withdraw from the world, accepting no man’s proposal of marriage, intending to live out the rest of her life in quiet prayer, the life of a nun, though uncloistered, and free to enjoy the comforts of her own estate.

When they hear the news, her household – men and women and even children, who have scant grip on what it might mean – first gasp and then clap with relief and pleasure. Hugs are exchanged. Feet are stamped. Thomas is exalted. He feels relieved of a great weight. He finds tears in his eyes. He thinks life will go on for the foreseeable future much as it has up to now, and he will be able to provide the same roof for Katherine and Rufus that he has for these last five years, and all the stuff that John Stump said, well, he was wrong. Around him the crowd of servants are smiling and nodding at one another, and even the mushroom boy has a girl in russet in his arms.

So Thomas turns to Katherine and Rufus, and he wants to gather each up in his arms and hug them to him and murmur sweet blessed relief, but Rufus is bemused and Katherine says nothing. She does not smile, and her stare is fixed on Isabella and her sons, who flank their mother; and when Thomas turns to look at them, too, he sees each is standing with a smile fixed in place and their dark eyes moving so fast they seem to be glittering, registering the reaction their mother’s words have brought, but taking no pleasure in it; in fact, disliking it.

That is when Isabella calls for silence, and admits how pleased she is that everyone is so happy, and then she tells them that her boys – William and Robert – are to live with her and to manage the estate.

And the noise dies down, and the pleasure dissipates like steam vapour.

Isabella tells them that the next day she intends to go on pilgrimage, to Fotheringhay, to give thanks to the Lord on the day of his Ascension. She will take Jack, as a guard, and two of the girls, though not pregnant Nettie, and both her boys, and their servants of the body, and they will be gone a week, perhaps, until it is time to return to Marton to oversee the final preparations for the service for Sir John’s Month’s Mind.

Afterwards, as the household returns to its work, Thomas has time to say something to Katherine.

‘The boys,’ he says. ‘They will not be too bad? They will – let us go on as before? They are not interested in – in making fences? Draining orchards? Building hovels? You’ve seen them! With their shoes piked? They are not farmers.’

‘No,’ she agrees. ‘They are not farmers.’

Later that afternoon, while the others are called to help prepare for the pilgrimage, Thomas avoids the company of John Stump, knowing he will only feel the worse for hearing his views on what has happened, and he sits in the small yard of his own house, feeding his lurcher some scrapes of dark meat from the shinbone of a deer that has been hanging since before Sir John died. He is a good dog, the lurcher, dark grey, marked with white here and there about the forepaws, with long hair like soft wire, and, until he sees something to kill, his big round black eyes make him appear eager to oblige, though of course he is not, or not especially, and he is often to be found other than where he should be, but after these incidences, he looks so guilty it is impossible not to laugh at him, and forgive him almost anything.

Thomas is watching his dog absently as it now gnaws on the shinbone and the dog watches him back, an eyebrow raised, apparently perplexed that Thomas does not wish to join him in his feast, when one of Isabella’s sons – William, it is, with the beard – comes into the yard, carrying on his fist a great grey goshawk in her decorated leather hood. Thomas has always hated such birds. They are worse than foxes in their appetite for killing things.

Thomas greets him. William ignores him, and looks at Lurcher with his shinbone.

‘Your dog has been in the wood again,’ he says.

Thomas nods in agreement, though he is unsure if it has anything to do with William where Lurcher has or has not been.

‘He has brought down another deer?’ William goes on.

‘He has, yes, of course,’ Thomas says.

‘But those are not your deer to hunt.’

Thomas is nonplussed.

‘But we’ve always hunted them,’ he says, but now he can see where this is going, and he wishes he were standing up.

‘You will no longer,’ William says. ‘If we find your dog out there, we will set the alaunts on it, and if we see it has brought down anything else we will have the houndsman clip his foreclaws.’

Thomas cannot help but glance down at the dog’s white paws that are stretched forward, either side of the bone. Clipping his foreclaws would cripple him.

‘You cannot do that,’ he says.

‘No? And why not? This is our mother’s land you are on. We’d have a right to do much more than that.’

‘But Isabella—’ Thomas starts.

‘She is not Isabella to you. She is Lady Fakenham. Sir John Fakenham was out of his wits the way he let you talk to her – to him – like that. He was too lax. Too lax with you. Too lax with everything.’

Thomas cannot think of anything to say to that, and he looks down at Lurcher, who is watching the exchange as if he understands some hope is being dashed. After a moment William nods, satisfied with his work, and turns back to his hawk, still perched there on his gloved fist, whose head turns in short sharp movements, blindly searching for something. Weight gathers in William’s lips, as if he is about to kiss the bird, but he does not.

‘We are not unreasonable men,’ William says. ‘We only wish to see things done properly. With regard to – to proper ways.’

When he has gone, Thomas rubs Lurcher’s bony skull and wonders how any of them will bear it.

When the family leave on their pilgrimage, those remaining at the hall form two distinct factions, and they turn away from one another, and both sides know this is how it will be from now on. The houndsman – Borthwick – brings his alaunts into the hall in the evenings, and Thomas’s terrified lurcher presses himself against Thomas’s legs, his black eyes huge and round and glistening and his shaggy grey ribs quivering. The alaunts lie watching everything through their blank pink eyes, panting horribly with tongues like raw meat, and there is something demonic about their stupidity.

‘It will all be over when Isabella returns,’ Thomas tells Katherine the next morning as they sit together in the yard, washing Rufus by the well.

‘One way or the other,’ she agrees.

The next morning Borthwick makes some remark to Nettie, or offers her something that is thought inappropriate, and, since Jack is away, it is John Stump whom Thomas must stop trying to kill the man. Borthwick laughs as if he is used to such threats, and Thomas can easily imagine Borthwick killing John with the dagger he carries in his belt, or the one he’s probably got hidden elsewhere on his person. Nettie weeps for the rest of the day, her hand splayed over her belly, and will not tell them what was said, but from then on Borthwick – whom Sir John would never have allowed on to his lands, let alone sleep in his hall – makes a curious slopping sound with his tongue whenever he looks at her.

‘Make that noise once more,’ Katherine tells him, ‘and I will gut you myself, from bollocks to chops.’

Borthwick laughs again.

‘A chit of a thing,’ he says, waving his fat, dirty little fingers.

Oh Christ, you fool, Thomas thinks, because he knows she means it.

Nothing happens until the next evening, at the time that Sir John used to call the balance of the day, when the bell has sounded compline, but it is not time to cover the fire, and they are gathered in the hall and the first rush lamp is lit, and in the past Sir John might have called for a song, and laughed when it was not forthcoming, and then there would have been ale or wine, and a game of chess until another lamp needed to be lit, and it would be if Sir John was winning, but not if he was not, and then there would have been some discussion of the outside world, or perhaps a story from his days in captivity in France. But now there is no Sir John, and Borthwick is sprawled in the settle where Sir John used to sit in his last days, and his legs are spread, his codpiece rising greasy and grotesque, and those hounds of his lie scattered around like pale barrels of fat and fur, looking around the room so dimwittedly that Thomas has come to hate them. Lurcher is pressed to his ankles, as is now become usual, paws either side of his lowered head; he is staring up, frowning slightly, his black eyes, each lit by a single white fleck, fathomless in the gloom.

Katherine sits across from Thomas, stiff on a stool with Rufus sitting beside her, in her shadow, away from the dogs, two corn dolls in his hands. He is whispering something, a game, and is seemingly content, but Katherine is unsettled, on edge, and Thomas supposes she likes what has happened here even less than any of them, because this is the only home she has ever known. Yet there must be something else bothering her, for she is the very picture of frozen watchfulness.

Thomas wonders what they can possibly do. If they cannot live here, then where? He thinks about his brother’s farm, in the hills to the west of Sheffield. Could they live there with his brother’s widow? He has not thought of her for five years, since he heard his brother had died, and he can only hope that she has not thought of him for the same, since her thoughts . . . well, they are probably not Christian. And Jack, of course, would never be permitted back, for the last time he was there he sent an arrow through the daub and killed Thomas’s nephew. Unintended – he was aiming at Thomas at the time – but nonetheless.

What about Katherine’s family? Where are they? He tries to imagine who they might be, to have sent their daughter away as a four- or five-year-old into a priory such as St Mary’s at Haverhurst. No ordinary family would now do such a thing, surely? And that dream Katherine sometimes has – or once had, at any rate – of a fire in a stone chimneybreast suggests something more besides. She will not return to the priory, of course, for reasons even one of Borthwick’s hounds might understand, but even if she did, to ask that Prioress about her family, there is not a chance the Prioress would oblige her.

Nettie comes back in from the buttery, drying her hands on her apron, and Thomas sees Borthwick has been waiting for just this; Nettie stops a moment as if she expected no one to be in the room, and she makes the mistake of looking over at him, and he makes that sound again, the sucking noise.

Thomas knows exactly what will happen next.

He is right. Katherine surges to her feet, her shadow flaring across the beams of the ceiling. Borthwick sees her coming. He flings his cup aside and rises to meet her, pulling his great meaty fist back to punch her, but before he can, Thomas stands, and Borthwick, his fist drawn back, hesitates, and his gaze flicks to Thomas just as Thomas sees Katherine has drawn her blade from her waist.

‘No!’ Thomas shouts.

But she throws herself at Borthwick and he falls back into the settle, elbow cocked, and she presses the blade against his chins and she hisses something in his face. Instantly the alaunt hounds are up, their claws scuffling in the rushes, and they are shoulder to shoulder, deep growls rumbling in their throats, fat ridges of fur stiff on their backs, great yellow teeth bared.

No one moves. Katherine holds the blade at the greasy baffles of Borthwick’s chins, but she’s heard the dogs and now it is her turn to hesitate, and at this Borthwick swallows, his face creases into a knowing smile and Katherine becomes unsure. Her blade, dull in the orange light, presses less hard.

‘Call your dogs off,’ she tells him.

But Borthwick’s leering gaze slides from her and across to Thomas.

‘Call your bitch off,’ Borthwick tells him.

And then he stiffens as Katherine’s knife dimples the fatty swags of his chins.

‘Katherine,’ Thomas cautions. He still thinks this can end without bloodshed. He holds out his hand and takes a step. And then there is a quick change in the pitch of the dogs’ growls, and he knows he cannot do it, and that this is the moment, brief as a heartbeat, before the dogs attack.

But now Lurcher is on his feet. He barks sharply at the three hounds, and they are on him in the instant. One of them has Lurcher’s muzzle between his jaws before Lurcher can pull back. Another sinks a bite into his shoulder, to bring him down that way, while the third attacks his hindquarters.

There is nothing Thomas can do unless he is to kill all three hounds.

So he draws his own knife and slashes at the nearest one. His blade tugs through the flaps of loose skin and the thick pelt, and he is disgusted by it, by the warmth of the blood over his wrists, but the dog dies with a choking, splashy yelp. John Stump is in quickly, too, with his knife, cutting at the third dog, but the second is crushing Lurcher’s pointed muzzle in those powerful jaws and the noise is hideous and Lurcher’s whines are piteous enough to stir stone. Thomas stabs and stabs at the broad-faced alaunt, but it will not let go, and he kicks at it until his foot is half-broken, but the dog seems only to intensify its grip in its death throes.

And now Borthwick has shoved Katherine aside, sending her staggering with a blow, and he is coming at Thomas with his own knife drawn and it is hard to see any other way that this will end other than one of them lying dead.

Thomas catches Borthwick’s wrist. Borthwick may have used a bow in the past, but not recently, and he has no strength in his arms compared to Thomas, who can still bend a bow to loose a heavy arrow over three hundred paces, and Thomas turns the man’s knife away with his right hand and punches him in the throat with his left fist. Borthwick’s knife goes spinning and his legs give out and his stocky body crashes to the floor among the toppled stools and the bodies and blood of the dead and dying dogs.

And now Rufus, who has been too shocked to move, begins to shriek.

Katherine drags herself up from the floor and over to him. A bruise is forming on her cheek and her hands are covered in soot and blood, and seeing her Rufus screams all the louder, but she pushes his hands away and gathers his small body to hers; she buries his head against her breast and hurries him outside into the darkness away from the sight of the blood and the three dead alaunts and Lurcher’s whimpering death throes.

When it is over they stand looking at one another, Thomas and John Stump.

‘Christ,’ Thomas says. He has blood all over his hands, all over his clothes. It is all over John Stump, too, and the dogs.

Thomas kneels next to Lurcher. The hounds have torn him apart, but he raises his eyes one last time to look up at Thomas, and Thomas reads apology in those eyes, and then he does what he must.

When it is over, and the dog is quiet, John says:

‘Christ above, Thomas, what in God’s name are we to do now?’
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Mass for Sir John’s Month’s Mind falls in the week after Pentecost, and is a solemn, and crowded, affair. By the time the bell has stopped its summons, the little church is crowded beyond overflowing, with men and women pressed shoulder to shoulder against the fresh plastered walls, and there are many more outside. Lord Hastings has come, stopping on his way north with a retinue of over 150 men, all of them carrying polearms, even the archers, including the man who had been there to save Katherine’s life after she had been dragged only half-alive from under the rubble of Bamburgh Castle’s eastward gatehouse.

‘So this is him, eh?’ he’d said when he first saw Rufus. ‘Reckon the shock of his birth must keep his hair on end like that.’

The man – his name is John Brunt – stood as Rufus’s godfather when the boy was born, and today – now – he has brought with him a gift for his godson: a small longbow of butter-yellow yew and a linen bag of twelve tiny arrows with blunts for heads. They are for a boy of ten perhaps and when Rufus is given it, he grounds one end of the bow and holds it at arm’s length, and it is nearly twice his height, and he studies it in solemn silence.

‘You’ll grow into it,’ John Brunt supposes.

Thomas thanks him, and Katherine manages a faint, awkward smile. Rufus says nothing. There is silence, with all four standing in a small knot in the thin spring sunshine, and Katherine does not know what to say.

After a while John Brunt says: ‘Doesn’t say much, does he?’

Thomas shakes his head and mumbles some vague apology.

Rufus has not spoken since the night those dogs were killed. When it had happened Katherine had taken him in her arms and bundled him out of the hall into the dark, towards their own home, all the while feeling his whole hot little body struggling against her, his palms pushing and his little feet in their leather shoes kicking at her. He had been rigid with terror and his limbs did not soften until long after she lit a second rush lamp from the dot of the first’s dying ember, when finally his little bones melted with fatigue, and he allowed her to hold him, and was still. But he would not sleep. He lay awake, staring at her wide-eyed in the rush’s dim light, his sombre gaze never leaving her, not for an instant.

‘All is well, Rufus,’ she murmured. ‘Look. There is nothing here. Nothing to fear.’

But as she spoke, she could feel tears well in her eyes, and she knew that she had brought the violence with her, that she was to blame.

And when at last Thomas came, smelling of blood and ash and turned earth, the boy whimpered and pushed her away again, and since then he has said not one word, only watched them both with eyes that are almost violet in colour, smudged and ringed with exhaustion, and every time she meets his gaze, she feels herself falling.

When Rufus was born, in a welter of blood in a tent beyond the walls of Bamburgh Castle, it turned out he was the second in a pair of twins. The midwife whom Thomas and Jack had found among the camp followers had come with honey and rose water, and other unguents that Sir John Fakenham paid for, and she had delivered the first of the twins – a girl – stillborn, and they had thought that was that, and miserable tears were shed, but Katherine continued bleeding after the birth, and when the midwife tried to staunch the flow, she discovered there was another child within.

This was Rufus, who had been born moments later, very slack, very small, and there was a gasp of laughter when they saw how red his hair was. He was given no chance of life, of course, and nor was Katherine, and because the priest was there already, the boy was swiftly baptised with John Brunt standing as godfather, and then when he was still alive that evening, a wet nurse was found who was not a prostitute and who would take the red-haired child to her, and so while Katherine lay more dead than alive on Sir John’s sheepskins, with Matthew Mayhew spoon-feeding her strong-tasting liquids, Rufus had suckled on the girl’s breast and together, miraculously, at the end of that first week, they were both still alive.

When eventually they had brought her Rufus, she too was shocked to see the red hair poking from around his linens. He had filled out a little by then, and was pink, and full, and loosely swaddled. They’d placed him on her, and she’d held her breath, so anxious and afraid, but then he’d wriggled, and she’d grabbed him in case he fell, and then she’d kept her hands around him, expecting she knew not what, and had looked down at him, and then he’d opened those dark violet eyes and for a long moment they’d gazed at one another, and she’d felt something give in her, something soften and subside, and she’d felt her limbs glow and then melt and she’d thought this was how it would be forever. Rufus had seemed to burrow into her, to nestle, not just physically but mentally, spiritually, and she’d looked up at them, at Thomas, at Mayhew, and at the midwife and the wet nurse standing there, looming over her, and she’d been unable to stop the tears that broke from within her without restraint, as if from a spring, and she had felt her chin wobbling, and her mouth falling open, and for a long while she was physically helpless with love for this parcel of hot, odd-smelling, linen-wrapped flesh that was her son.

So now she holds him tight, while Thomas thanks John Brunt on Rufus’s behalf again, and John Brunt looks from Thomas to Katherine and then back to Rufus. He senses something is awry and so does not box the boy’s ears, as he ordinarily might, for his lack of manners.

‘Well,’ he says awkwardly, and he moves to pat Rufus on the head with a meaty palm, but Rufus cowers and his eyes have become wide again and Katherine bends to him and gathers him to her, and she murmurs vaguely soothing words to the boy while Thomas takes John Brunt by the arm and turns him, and leads him away, mumbling more apology, saying something in praise of the bow, and Katherine is left with Rufus and his bow and his glistening eyes and she feels bilious with guilt.

After the ceremony for Sir John’s Month’s Mind, there is to be a meal served in the hall. Forty are to sit, and be served on boards hired from Lincoln. There will be cinnamon soup, and then roasted lamb, duckling and spring chickens all served on one dish. Then there is to be crane and peacock roasted in a pepper sauce, then crayfish in a jelly of pounded eel, followed by a sweet pudding of ground almonds, eggs and milk.

Lord Hastings sits on the raised table, and next to him Isabella, and on either side one of her sons. Neither Katherine nor Thomas is invited to sit. They lost that opportunity the night Thomas killed Isabella’s sons’ hounds. But they are invited within to stand and watch the meal being eaten. And so they do, with Rufus puzzled between, watching in silence while the cloths (hired) are laid by the stewards (hired) and the bread is cut by two young men of Lord Hastings’s household, and the dishes (hired) are brought in by more servants (also hired) and laid out on the boards among Sir John’s two prized salt cellars and hired goblets and the beeswax candles that are lit though it is bright daylight without, and a steward passes out spoons, and while two of Isabella’s nephews who have been hurriedly taught how to carve set to on the roasted meats, Isabella, in midnight velvets, watches nervously, hopefully, while her sons are tetchy and impatient, trying to make it clear to all, and especially King Edward’s Chamberlain, that they are used to better things than this.

Lord Hastings meanwhile, sits and watches neutrally, leaning back to let the servants do their work, and it is as if he has no opinion on the proceedings one way or the other, and is only grateful to be fed.

He is modestly dressed, in a dark coat, with blue hose and moderately piked shoes, and though his hat is of damask, or some other expensive cloth, it is restrained enough in design, and he wears only three rings on his fingers, and he does not seem to have changed very much since Katherine last saw him after the siege of Bamburgh Castle. He is a little better padded, she supposes, and there is a hint of grey at the temples, but he remains bright-eyed, and his gaze roves the room, settling on such pretty faces as there are, and of course he looks at her, and he flits past; then he stops, and returns, and stares, and she can see his mind at work. It takes him a moment to recognise her, but even then, it is not absolutely clear exactly whom he thinks he is looking at.

Is it Lady Margaret Cornford he thinks he sees? The woman whom he helped in Hereford all those years ago? But she is surely dead, no? In that case it can only be – can only sensibly be – Katherine Everingham, whom he saw briefly, and in very different circumstances, after the fall of Bamburgh nearly five years ago, the wife of Thomas Everingham, a relatively humble archer whom he once employed as a vintenar to lead his archers at Towton, but who has the habit of appearing at opportune moments, and who has, for one reason or another, come to assume a distant, odd, talismanic importance not only to him, but also to King Edward. Or is she someone else? Another of the many women Hastings is rumoured to have – as Jack would say – ploughed?

She watches his gaze flick to those around her, seeking some context and finding Thomas, and now he knows exactly where to place her, and he raises his finger, as if he has just remembered something, and instantly a floppy-haired boy is at his shoulder; Hastings turns to him and the boy bends his head and Hastings whispers something, and after a moment the boy nods and looks up and over at either Thomas or her, she cannot be sure which, and then Hastings is interrupted by a polite question from Isabella and he turns to her and answers and the boy takes a step back and that, for the moment, is that.

The meal passes slowly. Though wine is poured, and the servants are quick and efficient, and though it is understood everyone is gathered to celebrate Sir John’s life as one that was well lived, if touched by tragedy, no one is yet in the temper for jollity, and despite the efforts and preparations that have been made, the atmosphere remains tentative, as if all are waiting to see what will happen next.

When Isabella returned from Fotheringhay with her two sons and Jack, Jack had been incredulous.

‘You did what?’ he asked. ‘You killed them? You killed those hounds? No! Each one was worth more than you, Thomas, and twice your value, John. By Christ. What will William say? He will have you hanged. Both of you.’

Had Thomas been another man, Isabella’s two sons might well have tried to have him hanged, or to have killed him there and then where he stood, but they are not fools. He is a big man, handy with all sorts of tools that might be turned into weapons, and they know he has a pollaxe and a mighty great bow resting on pegs hammered into one of the beams of his house, and so, Katherine supposes, they may count themselves lucky that Isabella has stayed their hands, and they have not been forced to try to exact revenge yet.

But it is a ‘yet’ and while Thomas has tried to apologise and explain, even to pay some sort of recompense (though he can ill afford it), Isabella has told him he must not seek her sons’ company, and she has instructed them not to seek his, and she has said that it will be she, and she alone, with the help of God, who will decide what is to be done, and when it is to be done. She will communicate her decision, she has said, once Sir John’s Month’s Mind is out of the way.

But for Katherine the truth is obvious. They cannot stay. They must be on their way. She has been salting things away – both literally and metaphorically – for the journey to come, just as she has done in uncertain times past: a joint of pork in a barrel of grey salt, two dozen tenterhooks in a kidskin pouch that will do as a purse, a half-dozen needles, two lengths of still-green oak, a few yards of good thick linen with one rolled edge. A spare shoe. It is pathetic. She knows that. But it is all she can do, for she cannot even begin to imagine where this journey will take them.

When the meal is cleared there are wafers sweetened with honey for the guests and jugs of hippocras are brought in and poured and there are three hired men to play a tune that begins mournfully but changes to something more cheerful as it proceeds, and by now cheeks are at last becoming rosy with drink, and the buzz of conversation rises with the noise of the rebec and pipes and a drum that has small cymbals attached so that when it is hit, the air seems to shimmer. The musicians’ leader sings a song about St George and then one about the arrival of summer and those standing in the hall start clapping in time, and then stamping, and soon the garlands and greenery they have hung to decorate the room are unsteady with the rhythm, too, and the footfall of the crowd releases the scent of meadowsweet and violets that have been strewn among the rushes.

It is late afternoon when dinner ends. Then the priest says grace and after it they all shuffle out of the hall and emerge blinking into the courtyard in the sunlight to find Hastings’s men ready and waiting to take to the road, among them John Brunt, waiting to say goodbye to his godson.

‘Why are you travelling with so many men?’ Katherine wonders aloud.

They are all mounted, mostly old soldiers in Hastings’s colours, with the black bull badge, all well padded and well armed, with steel helmets, bows nocked and arrow bags loosely tied.

‘There has been more trouble,’ John Brunt says. ‘Up north. And hereabouts, too.’

Katherine looks at him.

‘What sort of trouble?’

He rolls his eyes, but looks grim.

‘Of the old sort,’ he says. ‘But so far it is all rumours and no one is sure what’s true and what’s falsely reported. Old King Henry’s retainers in Wales are said to be gathering for some fresh assault, and it is said the Earl of Warwick is in Yorkshire, raising his army to come and winkle out King Edward’s queen’s brother, whom he has come to hate for some slight. So now King Edward does not ride out without a guard of two hundred or more, and Lord Hastings the same.’

‘Say that again?’ Katherine asks. ‘The Earl of Warwick is raising an army against the Queen’s brother?’

John Brunt cannot help but smile.

‘You are as if cloistered up here, aren’t you? You hear of nothing.’

‘But the Earl of Warwick?’ Thomas says. ‘He is King Edward’s right-hand man.’

‘He was King Edward’s right-hand man,’ Brunt agrees. ‘But not now. They’ve fallen foul of one another on divers matters. You know what they are like, these gentles. They spend such moments they are not out hunting or practising in the tilt yard squabbling over lands in distant parts of the country, or fighting over who their sons and daughters will marry. The energy they have! It is all the sugar, and the spiced wine. It makes them hot.’

At that moment the floppy-haired boy appears, sent from Lord Hastings. He bears a family resemblance to Hastings, and shares some of his mannerisms, too. He tells Thomas that Hastings would like to have a word with him, were he to have time to spare, before they make their leave. It is as if he has a choice.

Thomas looks to Katherine.

‘What does he want, I wonder?’ he asks.

Katherine says nothing. She feels a strange creeping warmth spreading through her, a strange sort of thrill, as if something is happening, and she wonders if this is one of those moments she’ll look back on and think that was it: the moment after which nothing was ever the same again.

‘My wife will come as well,’ Thomas says, making up his mind, as if he too recognises the moment, and the boy shrugs. Nettie arrives to take Rufus to see if there is something he might like to eat among the leftovers, and he takes her hand and leaves with a long sombre look over his shoulder, as if trying to fix his mother in his mind’s eye, so that he remembers her exactly like this.

Hastings is standing a slight step back from Isabella’s two sons, both of whom are talking and languidly gesturing, the feathers in their caps swaying in time. One of the boys is wearing thin chains on his legs to hold the points of his shoes in place, curled halfway up his shin. Hastings has changed back into riding boots, and he cuts a more modest figure, though on his saddle rests a pale fur-lined travelling cloak. All three turn to look at Katherine and Thomas as they approach, each with different expressions.

‘My lord,’ Thomas says. ‘May God give you good day.’

‘And you too, Master Everingham.’ Hastings smiles. ‘You too, Mistress Everingham. It has been some time since we last met!’

It is the first time either has been addressed so respectfully, and by such a man as Lord Hastings; it makes the two brothers – bearded and beardless – flinch, and their suspicions are made worse when Hastings asks them if they will step back and let him have a moment with his old friend and brother-in-arms, with whom he has shared an adventure or two, and his wife, whom he describes as trusty and right well beloved. The two brothers have no option, but remain resenting and watchful.

‘Walk with me, Thomas, please, and you too, Mistress Everingham,’ Hastings says. ‘Lunch was filling, and I do not wish to sit astride a horse with a belly full of meat, however delicious it was on the first time of passing. Please, if you have a moment, show me the estate.’

He paces slowly, a tall man, almost as tall as Thomas, and nearly as broad, though without the archer’s heft, and he remains always elegant as he saunters, hands behind back, through the long shadows thrown by the hornbeams, noting with interest the improvements Isabella and Sir John have undertaken to the estate, delighting in the little details: the chimneystack with its straight lines and clean stones; a new hovel in which green ash logs season; Thomas and Katherine’s house with its low eaves.

‘I have an idea for a home of my own,’ Hastings says. ‘New built and not of stone, but of brick, such as they use in Flanders.’

‘Flanders!’ Thomas says.

Katherine wonders what kind of house Hastings has in mind that might in any way resemble their own, built over the last three years by Thomas with help from whoever, with whatever he has found, whenever there has been time.

After that they talk of the weather, and the prospect of the rain that is perhaps to come later that day, and the best road to Doncaster, where Hastings is hoping to spend the night, and Thomas is gruff but helpful while they circle the point. Katherine has forgotten how charming Hastings can be. His face is very mobile and his teeth oddly white: they flash when he smiles; he bends his head as all tall men
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