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Gregory House
The Lord Of Misrule


Prologue A Perilous Position

Ned closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the winter chilled stonework of the bridge. No, he kept on telling himself, don�t look down. That wasn�t a good idea. It may look like any other patch of the murky, stygian gloom of mid winter, but searching for an unseen peril below didn�t help. If he fell he knew what happened. He�d seen it a minute or so ago when the bridge wall collapsed. Earless Nick�s luckless minion tumbled over him and, screaming briefly, had plummeted onto the ice which had shattered with a loud crash, then finally a choking gurgle. So no, he didn�t need to peer down there to see the effects. His imagination was already doing a good enough job supplying him with the images he didn�t need. He already knew the Fleete Ditch by reputation � all of London and the Liberties did. In summer you could smell it for a mile. So a closer inspection of the sluggish, turgid, stream, charged with turds and piss channel scourings was not required. Instead he needed to do something constructive, like figure out how to climb up.
As it was, his fingers were getting cramped, shoved as they were between the iron and the stone. He�d tried to tighten his grip on the iron staple and who knows, without the gloves, it may have been easier. However as slippery as they felt right now, they protected his flesh from the jagged edged iron. Damn the Liberties work crews and damn Sir Thomas Bloody More! That lofty royal official had been Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, and this bridge was under his jurisdiction for repair. Perhaps if the new Lord Chancellor of the Kingdom had spent less time a� hunting heretics, he could have put that spare energy to better use. Like repairing the bloody Fleete Ditch Bridge!
Ned attempted to distract himself from this situation. An ancient philosopher had suggested that, when in peril, one should recall a happy or pleasurable occasion to regain a moment of joy. Well he did that, and what readily sprang to mind was the Christmas Revels. His Christmas Revels actually, that he�d organised, financed and in fact should have, at this very moment, been sitting down to, feasting on roast suckling pig with a tankard of the finest sack in his hand. And just think, during these twelve nights of Christmas, didn�t he have so much to be thankful for. Now he was hanging off the Fleete Ditch Bridge. Oh, how could it be better?
Ned wedged his hand further into the unyielding stone and mortar. Let�s see, what improvement would suit? Ah, of course, Mistress damn her arrogance Black, she could be here instead of him. Oh wait no, no. What would be more fitting was that meepish little rat, the reformist lost lamb, Walter Dellingham! But wait, his daemon supplied one name above all, one name that well and truly deserved to be here; Gruesome Roger Hawkins. It was the fault of that surly retainer of the Black�s that Ned was here swinging off a piece of iron, waiting to plunge to an ignominious end. Oh Christ on the Cross no, not drowned in turds!
As Ned made an effort to remember a prayer, any prayer, he heard the scraping of a boot on the cobbles of the bridge above him. Slowly the scuffing came closer. Damn � more of Earless Nick�s minions. He�d already gone through three � wasn�t that enough? Anyway that complaint was moot. It was not as if he could get to his dagger or sword � they were up there on the bridge. Possibly he could push himself hard against the stone wall. It was damned dark down here and the bridge lanterns didn�t cast even a smidgen of light this way. The boots hit his sword and the metal chimed on the cobbles. The outline of a figure peered over the edge as if looking straight at him. Ned wasn�t sure whether or not he should call out.
Then a low voice spoke above him. �Well bless me, it really is Christmas. Fancy finding y� here Bedwell. Wotcha doin� down there? Is Walter with y�?�
Ned closed his eyes for a moment and, to keep his temper in check, slowly counted up to ten � in Latin. �No. No, I don�t have lost lamb Walter here! Now for the love of all the saints, Roger bloody Hawkins, get me up!�
�Tch tch. That�s a fair nasty tongue on y� this evening, Red Ned Bedwell.�
At the wryly amused tone, Ned ground his teeth and sent up another prayer, this time calling on forbearance. �Forgive me Master Hawkins. I�m cold, my arms hurt and damn Walter�s slipped off again.�
The shadow changed shape as Gruesome Roger Hawkins squatted by the broken wall, no doubt to help him up. �Yeah remember, Bedwell, the day when y� challenged me at the tavern?�
�Yes, yes I do.� How could he forget it? That instant in time, just a few days ago was the very harbinger of his hanging off a rusty iron staple on Fleete Street Bridge.
�Yeah, well so do I Bedwell, an� I�ll remind y� of what my reply was. By God�s Blood, afore the week�s out y� goin� to rue those words, y�ll be wadin� through a river o� shit to beg my forgiveness.�
Ned sighed. Oh yes he remembered that part.
�Well Bedwell, here we are, an� I�m waiting.�
Ned blinked a few times in sheer surprise. This damned retainer was expecting him to apologise? What of his honour, his dignity, his natural superiority as an apprentice lawyer? As an instance of poor timing, the iron staple, which former Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster should have replaced along with repairing the broken wall, chose now to ease out from its mortared hole. �Ahh Meg Black isn�t nearby by, is she?�
At this point even the shrewish comments of an ungrateful Mistress Black were preferable to what awaited below. Unfortunately in the dull gloom of the lanterns Ned could see the glint of Gruesome Roger�s wolfish smile and the shake of his head. �No, she�s tending someone down the road. I�s can go an� get her if y� want.�
The iron squealed and Ned�s heart thumped rapidly. �No, ahh it�s fine!�
�I can come back later if�n y� want Bedwell.�
If there was one aspect of his character, apart from his intelligence, that Ned was justifiably proud of, it was his practicality. After all, when hanging twenty foot over a frozen river of ordure, practicality was practically a virtue.

Chapter One: A Christmas Revel Christmas Eve London 1529

The trilling notes of a harp chimed gently behind him as Ned rubbed his hands in front of the blazing fire. The cheery sounds were echoed a moment later by the throaty laugh of a girl and the soft clink of a cup of sweet sack wine bumping the table. A glance out the diamond paned window told him that they�d made it here in good time. The usual mounds of street refuse were now being steadily covered in a hefty layer of white snow. No doubt even the water tubs that stood under the building�s eaves now had a surface of ice an inch thick. Despite the chill he found the scene alluring. London looked so much different in the white velvet blanket, almost as if it was donning its Twelfth Night mask apparel. Thus in one day she transformed into a pale fair mistress, rather than as some court wit had it, a pock marked crone with the fetid stench of the Fleete Ditch. The improved aspect and the subduing of the foul city airs were to Ned only the first of the benefits the winter snow had bestowed on him.
The second had been the growling dismissal by his master, Richard Rich, that year�s esteemed Autumn reader at Lincoln Inn. Most prentice lawyers were worked hard by their masters, eager to screw the last ounce of worth from the winter�s light, before having to resort to rush lights or expensive candles. So Ned shouldn�t complain too much because his fingers were cramped from his laboured task of writing up pleas for the upcoming law term. Or that the room�s meagre fire put out so little warmth that the ink in its brass pot frequently froze over and he had to chaff it warm to write. However in his case it was worse, since his master was also inconveniently his uncle. In this season it was a common joke around the Inns that Master Rich�s filial regard for his �worthless� nephew bordered on that of His Sovereign Majesty�s for his recently dismissed former chancellor, Cardinal Wolsey. Thus, despite the difficulties, Ned�s better angel kept reminding him it could be worse. He could be serving his patron, Councillor Cromwell, out in the biting cold on some thankless task. However speculation didn�t aid his plans as his frustrated daemon whispered.
As it transpired, he needn�t have fretted. Lady Fortuna in the guise of his Aunt Elizabeth swept in to remind his �honoured� guardian that he�d promised to take her and the children to the first of the Christmas celebrations at the Mercers Hall. That was just as well. Three hours of enduring Uncle Richard�s disapproving snorts at his efforts had strained the bonds of service. If the old fool had sneered at his transcribing one more time Ned would thrown the pile of papers and the frozen ink pot at him and be damned. However a miracle had happened and the Christmas piety had penetrated his uncle�s hard and flinty heart. Thus he was released. At the news Ned�s oldest cousin, little Henry, some seven years old, had capered, jumped and squealed in excitement. Young Hugh though just chuckled and gurgled at the performance. At barely a year he wriggled and kicked bundled in a warm blanket. Luckily Ned had remembered to plead a prior rendezvous with his friend of last year, Rob Black, over at Williams the Apothecary. So apart from a suspicious glare from Uncle Richard, he was exempted from the chaos of the family jaunt. While Ned still chortled at the mummers� plays, his more mature seventeen years gave him the desire to seek out the more refined pleasures London had to offer.
Just as well. He had plans for this afternoon to increase his share of festive cheer. And they didn�t involve the Rich clan. Since the conclusion of the Cardinal�s Angels affair two months ago, Ned had done some serious thinking regarding his prospects for the winter. That significant success had improved the weight of his formerly lean and starved purse. If he wanted to be regarded as a gentleman, it behoved him to look the part. Witness the heavy green woollen mantle with fur edging, new black hose and a velvet-edged and lined doublet of the best scarlet cloth. This sartorial splendour, apart from keeping him a great deal warmer, had raised his status amongst the other apprentice lawyers, as did the rumours of his part in Cardinal Wolsey�s fall. The result was the enacting of his Christmas plan. Of long standing custom, come the twelve days of celebration, the apprentice lawyers tended to scatter to their homes, though a few gained lodgings in the city with the relatives and patrons family in the city. This usually left fifty or so lads at a loose end. While it was true that the various Masters of the Inns had made provision for their comfort, it tended to be under a watchful eye, so the festival cheer was usually rather muted.
Ned, being a kind and generous fellow, had commiserated with his companions in misery and suggested a possible solution to their woes. If perhaps several of them pooled their resources, a �friend� with connections might arrange a set of private rooms above a reputable tavern. Then that �friend� could also supply the party with all the necessities of cheer, roasted capons, venison pies, sweet berry subtleties, and of course a goodly quantity of the finest sack. Also to complete the scene of Roman Idylls, a bevy of well disposed maidens skilled in harp and song would be at hand. Also for those wishing to compete in a gentlemanly fashion, there was bowls, or chancing the Hazards at dice or even the friendly card game of Ruff and Honour. In fact for accommodation, diversions, drink or provender, Ned reckoned he had it all covered, unless one of the more bucolic of the students began to pine for the dubious woolly pleasures of the country.
After that pitch, Ned had laid out the final incentive � a spot at this magnificent repast could be had for the modest price of only one angel. The response had been astounding. Some thirty had handed over the required sum, while he�d accepted four shillings and a pledge from three more keen to join. That alone gave him a clear profit of ten angels after the expenses of room, company and provender, though the retention of one of Captaine Gryne�s more presentable retainers had been a little pricy. Despite the fact that his �friends� were gentleman of a sort, the towering presence of Tam Bourke should provide sufficient incentive for a peaceable companionship, no matter how much sack was downed.
�Hey Ned, the first course is here, come on over!�
A flourish of harp strings and a drum roll on the tambour announced their arrival along with a resounding chorus of cheers. Ned turned with a ready smile and breathed deep the rich aroma, as his Christmas company left off their diversions and clustered round the table. The first of several trays appeared, borne by the tavern�s servitors. Ned walked over towards the repast and on the way accepted congratulations from several of his guests. It was only an hour or so in and already the good cheer was spread liberally around.
A pewter cup of sack was thrust into his hand by a large lad with brown tousled hair and blue eyes. The cup bearer towered over most of the gathering and unlike them was dressed in plainer clothes of a dark blue hue, though it wasn�t just his lack of lawyer�s garb that set Rob Black apart. For one thing, his appearance was extremely unlawyerly � at over six foot in height and with broad shoulders that looked strong enough to lift an ox. While Ned had a similar height, his hands only had the calluses� and ink stains of a clerk. Though he was justifiably proud of his physical skill in a brawl, it couldn�t compete with the heavy craftsman�s trained muscles of his friend. Work with iron and foundry had fleshed out Rob�s build to that of a young Hercules. What�s more he also had a clear honest face, untrammelled by the daily deceits of the courts, as well as a pleasant disposition that had the girls sighing in raptures over his welcoming smile. Ned had found that aspect mildly frustrating when they�d gone drinking in the city taverns. All the girls and punks instantly fell for Rob with his cornflower blue eyes, while Ned Bedwell, handsome, well dressed apprentice lawyer, as his daemon sourly affirmed, was an after thought � though Rob was too good a company so he ignored his daemon�s whining.
A now freed heavy hand thumped him companionably on the shoulder. �Ned, this private Christmas feast is excellent, thanks for inviting me!�
Ned returned the smile. Asking Rob Black to be his business partner in this venture didn�t need any consideration. Lady Fortuna had blessed him last year when he�d been at his most desperate with barely two groats to rub together. Rob had been rescuing a poor abused country goodwife from the rough frolics of some city apprentices, as Ned had been passing by. In that glorious moment Ned had seen the golden gift of opportunity. He�d put across a credible story and immediately enrolled Rob in a cony catching play, all to recoup a hundred angels from the notorious Paris Bear Gardens owner and Southwark gang lord, Canting Michael.
It had worked brilliantly and despite what Rob�s sister, Meg Black, continually claimed, Ned couldn�t be held to blame if the immediate aftermath had involved a number of unforeseen complications. After all, how was he to know they�d be accused of the murder of a Royal official? Or have an urgent need to clear their names of treason by consorting with a supposedly deceased doctor who was a practitioner of the dark arts of divination? It was said that the politics of the Royal Court under their beloved sovereign, King Henry VIII, could be dangerous. That had proved to be an understatement. It was mercilessly vicious with friendship and loyalty only smile deep.
Though that peril was now consigned to the past, here and now was a time of celebration. Ned raised his cup. �My good friends and companions, I give you a toast, on this, the eve of Our Saviour�s birth. Good health, good cheer, good company and may we all be as drunk as bishops by Twelfth Night!�
A rousing cheer rang through the feasting room and the assorted apprentice lawyers and clerks hammered the table in a drum roll as the rest of the trays were laid out. The loudest cry came as the roasted pig made its way through the door. Ned had planned the revels to begin with a well laid feast of some fifteen courses, including poached salmon, venison pies and a march pane, almond sugar centre piece in the manner of the gate house of Gray�s Inn. That had been particularly difficult to organise. However Meg Black surprisingly offered to solve the problem. No doubt in her position as an apprentice apothecary she�d have sugar and spices by the pound, as well as access to more extensive kitchens. As the three foot tall subtlety was carefully displayed on the two tier buffet table Ned consoled himself that Rob�s annoying sister had come through and without levering an invitation. That was convenient. He didn�t know how he would have explained the diaphanously clad maidens playing the harp, shawm and tambour in the corner. She wasn�t the kind of lass who�d accepted the excuse of a Christmas tableaux in the manner of Ancient Romans.
Since he was host, Ned had taken a seat at the head of the table and after one of their number intoned an appropriate pray for the day, began to tuck into the first course, the venison pies. It was one of the specialties of the Spread Eagle Tavern. Henry Simkins, the taverner, was known to supply the Barber Surgeon�s Hall at Muggle Street. As all the lads at the Chancery knew the provender at their celebrations was almost as fine as the Mercers Guild, the wealthiest of the London guilds.
Ned was happily swapping the latest tale of Cardinal Wolsey�s woes with John Reedman, one the Chancery clerks, when Tam Bourke, their intimidating door warden, lumbered over to him and bending down, whispering loudly in his ear. �Ned there�s a� messenger fo� yea at the stairs.�
�Do you know him? Who�s he from?�
�Oh aye. He�s that grim faced livery man o� the apothecary lass yea sweet on.�
Ned stifled an immediate retort denying the fact. Any rumours of his affairs of the heart or otherwise were not something he wanted bandied about amongst the gossips of the Inns. By the description, that could only be one person, Meg Black�s looming henchman, Roger Hawkins or as Ned preferred to think of him, Gruesome Roger.
�Tam, is it a tall, scar faced fellow with an iron shod cudgel hanging from his belt?�
�Aye that be him.�
Ned pursed his lips in thought. When he�d called around earlier, Meg Black had been busy with her common apothecary duties mixing herbs and the like. She hadn�t expressed any need for his company and apart from a brief snippy jibe at his propensity for including her brother in dubious enterprises, she�d been passably friendly for a change.
Ned leant across the table and asked Reedman to play the host while he dealt with his caller. His fellow clerk from Gray�s was reasonably dependable and had a good reputation at the Inns for solving arguments of precedence.
He�d left Tam on the landing as he made his way down to the bottom of the stairs. The Blacks� retainer was standing on his own by the fire, giving the tavern�s customers a quizzical scowl. The recent snow melted and steamed off his cloak giving him the appearance of a visitor from the nether regions, an image not improved by the scar that ran across his face half closing his right eye. That was Hawkins all right. No one else in London could match that cynical visage, not even the leering grotesque carvings in the parish churches.
The retainer�s roving eye quickly caught sight of Ned and he strode over to the foot of the stairs and growled out his message. �Hey Bedwell. Y�re wanted at the apothecaries immediately, so stop guzzling wine and stuffing your face.�
Ned stepped off the last tread and consciously straightened up. They were of similar height, though Gruesome Roger had the lean and rangy appearance of wolf. In Ned�s opinions the lupine cousin had more manners. �I do not come or go at the beckoning of Mistress Black! I have business here this evening. Kindly give her my regrets.� Ned made an effort to put all the disdain he felt into that rebuff, though the answer didn�t appear to sit well with Meg her retainer.
Gruesome Roger frowned and shook his head. �Y� right, of course Bedwell. What am I saying? Y�r y�r own master o�course. By the way y�r cods are unlaced.�
Instinctively Ned glanced down to check. The evil cackle of Gruesome Roger told him he�d been cony catched.
�So yea haven�t started with the bevy o� punks y� got up there? Just as well Mistress Margaret told me to fetch y�. Whether you got your hose on or around your ankles makes no difference ta me.�
Ned�s temper, never on much of a tight rein, spurred him to lash out with his own retort. �You loathsome lewdster, Hawkins. That�s a gathering of gentlemen up there, not some tumbledown ale house, like you inhabit where they hump poxed punks against the wall �cause they can�t find any sheep that�ll have them!�
Gruesome Roger was still for a moment, then his sneering grin returned. �Oh Bedwell, by God�s Blood, afore the weeks out, y� goin� to rue those words. Y�ll be wading through a river o�shit to beg my forgiveness.�
�If wishes were fishes, Hawkins, your net�d still be empty.� Ned turned his back on the unwanted messenger and began to head back up the stairs. A hand grabbed his sleeve pulling him backwards.
Ned spun around put a hand on his dagger and snarled. �Unhand me Hawkins. The Blacks may treat you as family, but damned if I don�t know you for a common foister!�
�Y�know Bedwell, any time you want, it take only a moment to tumble y� in a ditch. Anyway enough cosseting, are y� coming or do I tell Cromwell you refused his summons?�
Ned froze. Cromwell was involved? Silently he cursed Gruesome Roger. The cozener had played him and he�d fallen for it. Ned ground his teeth in suppressed anger. By all the damned saints and cursed devils! Gruesome Roger gave him one of his gloating grins and nodded at the unasked questioned. Damn, damn, damn! That cunning trickster had trapped him. Ned knew he had no choice. Uncle Richard may have been his master, but Thomas Cromwell, newest member of King Henry VIII�s Privy Council, was his patron and good lord. From what Ned had learnt of his new lord�s habits, Councillor Cromwell didn�t like tardy servants.
***

Chapter Two: An Unwanted Task

The snow had looked so pleasant from inside the tavern. Trudging through it though reduced Ned to a string of damply chilled bitter complaints about his lords and masters. And that gloating bastard Gruesome Roger! What was so damned urgent that that foolish herb dabbler sent her looming minion out to menace and threaten his attendance? It was warm and comfortable back at the Spread Eagle Tavern. Good company, plenty of sweet sack and they�d just begun to serve the first feast! He�d barely even started that venison pie and it had smelt so delightful. Just to rub salt in the wound, his daemon incautiously reminded him of the lost opportunity of cards and dice. Damn that summons! He�d planned to reap a dozen angels or more from the Christmas games of chance. Worst of all, he�d been forced to leave Rob Black in charge. Now the feasting would be fine, but the lad had too open and honest a face to deal with the practiced deceivers of the law courts in a round of Ruff and Honour. Despite that mounting frustration, Ned steeled himself and strode grimly on in the wake of the long legged Roger.
As the world currently stood, it behoved Ned not to upset Cromwell. The former secretary to Cardinal Wolsey was now a rising star of the Royal Court. He�d even spoken in defence of his cast aside lord and master in the recent Parliament. Now considering that to the Commons, Wolsey was as popular as a visitation of the �sweats�, that was either extremely brave or the height of folly. Only a man certain of Royal favour dared take the chance. Ned, it seemed, wasn�t the only one to profit from the Cardinal�s Angels. Cromwell, for his minuscule efforts, had reaped the richer rewards of Royal patronage, while he aided by Rob Black, his troublesome sister Meg and of course Gruesome Roger, took all the risks of solving the combination of treason and murder.
It wasn�t fair, but then it was a corrupt and decayed world where priests waxed fat on selling indulgences for sin, then tottered off to the priory where they caroused and humped the choicest punks till the Compline bells reluctantly dragged them off to mass. As they say, �tis only perfect in heaven�. It is claimed by philosophers and physicians that the physical world can reflect the melancholy or choler of the inner man. That was probably why treatments for illnesses have to be timed so closely to their influencing astronomical signs. Or in layman�s terms, so as above, so below. Well Ned had failed to follow this simple rule, now he was bound up in shivering rancour.
So concentrating on his higher difficulties he lost track of the lower obstructions and tripped over a low mound and sprawled sliding several feet down the street. �Phewwer! By all the damned Saints!� Ned shook his head and spat out a mouthful of snow, while he heard a loud raucous laugh from some way above him.
It was that double damned Gruesome Roger, and the cursed minion was leaning against a wattle wall for support, in between fits of mirth that almost left him breathless. �By Chris� Blood Bedwell, y� make a better play at the tumbling fool than any mummer!�
Ned pushed himself up from the snow and glared. His gown and over mantle were smeared with some half frozen muck and his borrowed boots had scooped up what felt like a double firkin of snow which was slowly beginning to melt and trickle down his hose. This wasn�t a good day and he loudly cursed Meg Black as a useless hedge fossicker and Roger as her witless worthless minion. His fuming apparently lost its evident meaning for Gruesome Roger was now roaring with laughter, tears even started from his eyes. Giving up on this fruitless cursing, Ned jammed his sodden cap back on his head, and ignoring the mocking stares and chuckles from the few street denizens, stomped off through the snow. Meg Black was going to rue this day!
Leaning against the door post of Williams the apothecary, Ned made a vain attempt at cleaning off the encrusted semi frozen ordure from his boots. He wasn�t sure whether that reduced the stench or just smeared it over a larger surface. Anyway his effort gave Gruesome Roger almost as good a chuckle as when he�d tripped over the frozen ruts. That mocking laughter was echoed by the small cluster of plainly dressed livery men huddled in the shelter of the doorway of the small ale house across the lane. Ned turned towards them, hand prominently on sword hilt, and snarled. The mirth subsided as they abruptly retreated indoors. After some prodigious effort, his condition was as good as it was going to get. So tugging his fur collared over mantle into a less dishevelled condition, he haughtily dismissed Roger�s smirking bow and strode purposefully through the opened door. And came to a precipitous halt.
The scene inside was not one he�d in any way anticipated. Meg Black, the cause of his summoning and current bane of his life, was standing in the centre of the chamber, and looking markedly different. For one thing, as he�d seen a few hours ago when he snagged Rob, Mistress Black, apprentice apothecary, was pounding away at some arcane blend of herbs and spices in a heavy pestle. As you�d expect she was dressed in a more trade orientated apparel, which tended towards a heavy linen apron over her workaday simple blue dress. As befitting the temper of the season, she�d also pulled on a heavy woollen over mantle, probably from her uncle�s wardrobe. Not the most attractive or alluring attire, but Ned understood the requirements of craft. The workroom, stacked with glass retorts, ambics and pottery jars of herbs and unguents, was not a place to flounce around in silk and scarlet cloth.
Now however Mistress Margaret Black, renowned as the most practical of girls, had somehow transformed into the sort of attire Ned expected to find at court. A pearl studded french hood covered her long hair and she had on a fur collared blue kirtle and bodice with silk trim. What was going on?
She also had visitors, a pair of them both sitting on the carved chairs Master Williams reserved for his more important or infirmed customers. From their clothing alone they�d have merited a host of bowing flunkeys as well. A large built woman of middling years sat closest to the fire. She was arrayed in the sort of dress that Ned had lately seen around the Inns of Court. It was without excessive trim, ornament or colours, in fact the veritable plain plumaged magpie of modern fashion. However, as Ned had noticed, it took an awful lot of very expensive material to appear so unadorned. Any merchant tailor would quiver in ecstasy if she crossed their threshold as a customer. If that wasn�t enough of a clue to status, a ruby on a gold chain hung from her fur shrouded neck. Ned immediately turned his skidding halt into a low bow.
�My lady, this is Master Edward Bedwell.� The introduction came from a curtseying Meg Black.
�Ahemmm, I see.� It was a reluctant admission of fact, from the kind of disapproving face of the devoted lemon sucker.
Meg Black undeterred by the sour tone continued with the introductions. �Ned, I have the honour to present Lady Dellingham and her son Walter. They�re good friends of Councillor Cromwell and my Uncle Williams.�
At that none too subtle hint, Ned doffed his cap and gave an extra flourish as he pushed his bow that bit further. The effort gained a snorted harrumph. Whether that was approval or disdain was hard to tell. The cluster of the shivering liverymen outside was explained, though not the reason. Roger had been his usual jocular, voluble self and inferred nought of this on the journey through the London slush and snow. How remiss of him. The measle of a minion was probably laughing fit to burst outside.
Ned straightened up. �My lady, I am honoured to be your servant.� Well not really but politeness and manners still prevailed, even after being dragged from a roasted pig and venison pie, not to mention the diaphanous clad trio, then half way across the city in the mud and snow, at Mistress Black�s damned summons. In the pause between courtesies Ned gave the apothecary�s guests a longer peruse.
The lad she�d named as Walter sat relatively close to his mother in the same plain, finely cut, dark clothing with not even a touch of velvet for decoration. At a guess he was about sixteen, tall and thin and, to Ned, the meekest looking lad he�d ever seen. His hair was butter yellow like his mothers, but whereas hers was primly tucked into a gable hood, Walter�s straggled down to his shoulder in limp tendrils. It framed the very essence of a forgettable face, washed out grey eyes that bulged and appeared to regard the world around as a mournful and melancholy place. Currently he had his walking stick clenched between his knees and clutched desperately at the silver knob as if it were a child�s sucket that was about to taken away. Ned�s daemon supplied an appropriate label, �Walter wouldn�t say boo to a goose and was the most perfect cony�.
His mother, Lady Dellingham, gave one of those arch coughs that Ned was starting to associate with another forthcoming statement. �So you�re Master Bedwell. Councillor Cromwell spoke of you.� If you went by the tone of voice, it sounded like Lady Dellingham had equated him as only slightly better than a privy pit shoveller. Her throat thrummed in a cross between a growl and a harrumph. �Ahemm! He said your understanding of reform and piety was still in need of some work, though Counillor Cromwell stated you were a man who knew well the perils of a large city.�
Ned gave another courtly bow at the evaluation. It may have been a compliment. However he knew how Cromwell�s mind ticked and his daemon quivered in alarum. �Councillor Cromwell is the lodestone of my conscience.� Ned�s daemon and better angel agreed. That sounded perfectly acceptable and had the benefit of being true. He�d be the simplest lackwit if he didn�t keep a watch on Cromwell�s machinations.
At his answer her nostril flared as if she�d tripped over a dead dog. �Ahemm, yes. So Mistress Black has avowed.�
Ned tried not to glare at the apprentice apothecary to his right. Something was going on, and he had the strongest suspicion the apprentice herb dabbler was about to dump him in the proverbial privy. How did all this concern him?
�Ahemm. Walter is travelling to Zurich after Twelfth Night. He�s been promised a position in the household of the eminent Pastor, Zwingli.�
Ned bowed his head in reverence. Ahh yes, that mention gave him all the information he needed to place Lady Dellingham. She was one of the clique of ardent church reformers that were said to be associated with Lady Anne Boleyn. From what he�d heard at the Inns, and from Meg Black, Ulrich Zwingli was reformist enough to be condemned by the church and moderate enough to be lambasted by Luther.
Lady Dellingham gave another of her distinctive coughs and continued. �Ahemm. His father and I felt it would improve his education to view the city, while we consult with Councillor Cromwell and tour some establishments practicing modern reform.�
To Ned that sounded like the beginning of a �however� statement. �Ahemm. Poor Walter here has a delicate constitution and Doctor Butts has prescribed a few days of rest and a diet of lettuce and cooling foods to bring his humours into balance. However, since my husband and I have to travel to Hampton Court, Councillor Cromwell said we couldn�t do better than commend Walter to your care.�
Ned tried very hard not to scream out a refusal. Both his angel and the daemon choked the words into a strangled cough. Remember, they counselled nervously, the Dellinghams are friends of Cromwell.
�Ahemm. Walter is as ascetic. Like all our family, we model our lives on the early church fathers, and follow the pure unencumbered strictures of Our Saviour as translated by our dear brethren overseas. Back in Shropshire we live a simple life of devotion and prayer.�
Ned gave what he considered to be a reformer�s tight smile and bowed again, while shooting Meg Black another curious glance. He still wasn�t sure how all this effected him. So this pair was as touched as the maddest Bedlamite. What was the point of dragging him away from the pleasures of his Christmas Revel?
Lady Dellingham gave forth another of her peculiar throat clearings and started up again. �Ahemm!�
In the meantime Meg, cursed be her name, Black spoke up. �My lady, it would be an honour to have him as our guest.�
No it bloody well wouldn�t, screamed Ned�s daemon, though luckily all that come out was a slight strangled gasp. Even that sound gained an instant disapproving glare. Ned apologetically rubbed his throat as though the chill airs of the season were affecting him.
�Ahemm! Master Bedwell, I hope that is not an ague? Poor Walter�s humours are so easily unbalanced. Even the sight of some poor soul coughing sends him into a deeply melancholy humour.�
At this bizarre reproof, Ned was momentarily lost for an answer. He needn�t have bothered. Meg Black immediately stepped into the gap. �My lady, Master Bedwell is under the supervision of a most distinguished physician who, in the past, served the Royal household, and I dose him weekly to maintain a regimen of good physick.�
To Ned this was all news. He tried hard to look healthy and respectful, though his daemon saw fit to question whether this was a concocted story for the benefit of their particular visitor? Or was Mistress Black still consorting with that notorious trafficker in dark arts, Dr Caerleon?
It didn�t matter. Lady Dellingham gave him the sort of long nosed, questioning stare he was sure she bestowed upon known lepers and �sweats� victims. �Ahemm, if that is so��
Lady Dellingham left the statement open and shifted her bulk up from the chair in a slow ponderous upheaval and, ignoring his instant and very courtly bow, turned to her son. �Walter I leave you in the care of these two. Remember that in the city the devil lays out snares even for the pious.� Then giving both Ned and Meg a final lemon-sucking, pinch-mouthed glare, she strode out of the suddenly opened door.
Ned was the first to recover from the abrupt departure and gave his companion-in-care a quizzical shrug before walking over to Walter with a friendly smile. �So Walter, what do you want to do and where do you want to go now you�re in the premier city of the kingdom?�
Their mousy charge gave them both a timid hesitant smile that would shame a cony, and stared at them with those bulging, watery eyes and murmured his request. Later on Ned would curse that as his greatest mistake. If only Meg Black had spoken first the trouble may have been less. But then, when Lady Fortuna deals you a Ruff hand, it pays to play it bold.
***

Chapter Three: The Relics of London

Ned wasn�t impressed. In fact to be honest, the sermon was boring. He lent against the stone pillar impatiently waiting for the service to finish. In the past he�d found the celebratory masses a real pageant of colour and the singing was as if angels had come to earth. As for the vaulting arches and painted ceiling of St Paul�s, the greatest cathedral in the country, it was still magnificent, especially when the light cascaded in a rainbow waterfall through the stained glass windows. Once upon a time when he was young and innocent, this had all been the most majestic experience, and even in the company of his uncle, the Christmas service was a glorious wonder bringing the treasure of the birth of our Saviour to life.
Now however, a few years later, he felt jaded and cynical. Almost losing his life while caught up in a treasonous plot of the premier prelate in England had caused a monumental crisis in faith. After that the scales, to use a biblical phrase, had fallen from his eyes. Since then, he�d done some serious thinking and an awful lot of heretical reading. Erasmus of Rotterdam�s The Praise of Folly, an acceptable Church tolerated tome, had been the first. In it Ned had discovered that the flaws, faults and corruption of the Church looked so much worse when delivered in a satirical, chiding tone. Erasmus had lampooned the pompous vanity of Cardinals and the self serving priests, keener for gold than God. It had slotted in very nicely with Simon Fishes A Supplication of Beggars, which detailed the ravenous exactions of the Church in England. The part on indulgences and purgatory had been particularly interesting.
They say also that if there were a purgatory, and also if that the Pope with his pardons for money may deliver one soul then: he may deliver him without money: if he deliver one he may deliver a thousand: if he may deliver a thousand then he may deliver them all and so destroy purgatory. Then is he a cruel tyrant without charity if he keep them there in prison and in pain till men give him money.
So simple. Ned had to admit it sounded an awful lot like how Cardinal Wolsey had acted in the courts. A decent �gift� and you gained the verdict you wanted. It seemed to him such a betrayal, that Holy Mother Church also saw no difference in the gaining of access to Heaven. How could that work out? Say old Lord Falseheart, who�d stolen, murdered and engaged in the vilest treacheries, lay in his deathbed, rich beyond measure and in the end had given all his treasures to the Church. By Apostolic decree, he was guaranteed a place beside God for his payment. Now here was the problem, as Ned saw it. Was Lord Falseheart�s purchased right as valid as the innocents whom he had slaughtered? According to the latest English translations of the Bible coming across from the Low Countries, that wasn�t so. Nor was it in Ned�s admittedly peculiar interpretation of justice. It shamed him to see how earthly law, as defined at the Westminster Courts, pandered to those with wealth.
According to some, the answer to these abuses was �reform�, a simple word with very dangerous connotations. Now a lot of Ned�s acquaintances at the Inns of Court had talked about these new ideas coming out of the German lands. Names like Luther and Zwingli, while not mentioned aloud, were commonly whispered. The medium of this reform movement was not gossiping clusters of clerks or wild haired men preaching at market places. No, it was something much more difficult to track down, that could be passed innocently from hand to hand and affect hundreds in its passage. It was a book.
Dangerous, subversive, damned heretical and corrosive of the soul! That was how Bishop Stokesley of London termed the flood of forbidden heretical books. Ned had to admit the Bishop could be right. Heretical books had changed his life though not just from their perusal. It was another stranger route that had snagged him.
No less an authority than Sir Thomas More claimed that the flood of �fetid filth spewing from the arse of Luther� was dropped through open windows as baited traps for the innocent and unwary. The truth was somewhat different. It was smuggled into the country and snapped up by avid readers, ready to hand over a few shillings. And one of the main suppliers of this heretical trade was Mistress Meg Black, apprentice apothecary, the recent ruiner of his Christmas Revels, and current reluctant partner in the minding of young Walter Dellingham.
Ned still wasn�t sure how to describe their, what�friendship?�Acquaintance?� familiarity?�connection via his companionship with her brother Rob? Or perhaps it was the shared travails and threats of the Cardinals Angels? Maybe even a touch of gratitude for ministering to his injuries, even if one time it was with a white hot poker, though his better angel prodded him to reluctantly admit the wound had healed well. However his daemon had slyly suggested another reason. Since the College of Barber-Surgeons had essentially forbidden women, Meg Black would take her practice in surgeoning where she found it.
However neither gratitude nor connivance explained why Ned found his cods stirring alarmingly as Meg Black swayed past in a laced bodice and kirtle. She was fair enough at some five foot in height and he had to admit he liked the way her blue grey eyes sparkled with mischief. Or the tilt of her pert nose when she was amused and the manner in which she brushed her chestnut hair off her ears with a distracted flick while she puzzled through a problem. This allure though had its draw backs. In all of London he�d never met such a forward lass. Instead of the modest, respectful silence becoming to a young girl, as was proclaimed from the pulpit, Meg Black followed her own wilful customs and was never one to shy away from dispute or argument.
Actually the more he thought about it, the more Cromwell�s request of his involvement in this task of sheepish-reformer shepherding seemed somewhat strange. Why him? Surely Cromwell had several more qualified retainers, all hot for reform, with the status to show an impressionable country lad around the best reformist sites of the city. The short missive signed by his �good lord� was as brief and cryptic as he was coming to expect. It charged him to ward and protect Walter Dellingham from the many perils that manifest in this city of London, and that was all. No further instructions, admonishments or recommendations. Considering the usual hedging and prevarication of his Uncle Richard, this instruction was briefer than a bishop�s penance. Ned gave Meg Black a covert glance. She seemed pleased with a faintly satisfied smile on her face, the one she usually had after successfully finishing a complicated remedy. His daemon noted that for a hot bible-smuggling reformist, Meg seemed extraordinarily pleased to be here. Odd that. Another suspicious thought bubbled up. She couldn�t have volunteered him, could she? His daemon suggested some devious motive, but his better angel vetoed it, instead raising the matter of Christian charity and fellowship. Of the two explanations, Ned tended towards the first.
A few more strange ideas collided in his imaginings. Those old chivalric tales, with the maiden a-sobbing and a-sighing, always had some manner of rivalry between two contenders for her attentions. Could that be it? Meg Black, the most practical of girls, hadn�t rigged this situation and dragged him away from his Christmas Revels, just to have him enact a storybook competition for the hand of the fair damsel. No, Ned shook his head. It couldn�t be so. After all she�d need another claimant, an opposing rival�and there was none.
Until Ned�s daemon pointed him to the right of Meg, at Walter. Once more Ned denied the path of his daemon�s snide whispers. Walter wasn�t even vaguely possible as a rival. The weedy lad was from a reform minded family true, but the fellow was humbler than a cony and according to his mother had a diet to match, happy to munch on lettuce and carrots. In spite of the ridiculousness of the suggestion, his daemon continued to niggle. Why not? Wasn�t this all too coincidental? Remember how after they�d been left with Walter, he�d cast his mournful gaze upon Meg and asked in that weak-kneed, wheedling voice if they could �please� go to St Paul�s. Because, as he�d claimed, his family had railed so much against the Bishop of London, if they accompanied him then he�d feel brave enough to see the devil�s lair.
That was the reason they�d had to endure this two hour session instead of visiting secret bible study classes. Oh, on that point Ned�s recrimination shuddered to a halt. Meg had dragged him along to one, three weeks ago. It had been more of an ordeal than the Christmas Mass. They�d all been so secretively intense, asking him passionately if he�d been saved. No, Christmas Mass, for all its errors was preferable.
Though once more he bent his gaze Walter-wards, while previously he�d been almost nuzzling up to Meg, now their friend, the cony, was busy craning his neck over his shoulder, peering towards the shadowy back of the building. In the meantime his daemon ticked over a few plans. Kidnapping was out since Cromwell was involved. So was a duel. Public humiliation could work, hmm there was a possibility. His better angel roundly chastised him for the wicked thoughts. He had to agree. Humiliation could create sympathy. Everyone knew how flighty and unpredictable women were.
However his ever helpful daemon nudged one intriguing idea out into the light. Hmm. Ned gave their �guest� a slit eyed inspection. Yes, yes that could work and would somehow be so appropriate. Ned pushed off from his place by the pillar, shifted towards his target and clapped a hand on his shoulder. �Walter, my fine fellow. What say we leave this den of Satan�s imps and get some fresh air? I certainly feel the need to take a piss. My bladder�s fuller than a bishop�s cellar.�
With that Ned speedily levered his mark away from his fellow guardians and gave them a cheery wave. �Back soon. Let us know what happens at the end of the sermon!�
Both Gruesome Roger and Meg glared at him. One was puzzled, the other suspicious. Ned ignored them and quickly pushed the compliant Walter out the door.
Even in the heavy Christmas snow the daily affairs of London didn�t stop. Ned gave a quick glance around and spotted the prominent cluster of colour, sheltering under the eaves of a tavern across from the church. With a hefty grip on the shoulder of his charge, he steered him towards a nearby wall. �Walter my fine fellow, I take it you�ve never been to London before?�
�Ah� ah, no Master Bedwell. Never. My mother said it was a sink hole of depravity where harlots strutted openly on every street.�
Ned gave the gaudy gathering several yards away another rapid scan. Hmm, Lady Dellingham could have been right here. �Not so formal Walter. Call me Ned, or as my closest friends do, Red Ned.�
�Ahh�certainly Red, ahh, Ned.�
It was hesitant but at least a start. Ned took a position in front of a wall just up from the watching crowd and began to unlace his codpiece. �Around here there�s a lack of privies, so Walter my lad, its common practice to use a pissing wall.�
Actually Londoners also used the piss channel in the centre of the road that hopefully carried refuse to the river. With a relieved sigh, Ned performed the necessary function soon followed by a puzzled Walter. Taking his time despite the winter chill, Ned made sure the mounded snow steamed in a prominent display of capacity until he was certain of a result.
An approaching voice trilled suitable appreciation of his feat. �Ohh I�s says lads. Youse got a rit royal sceptre an� orb �ere. Fancy Anthea crowns �em fo� a six pence?�
Ned finished relacing his cod piece and turned with a smile towards the first of the brightly arrayed girls strutting towards them. The punks of St Paul�s were a colourful bunch, proud of their gaudy plumage. As Ned knew, in the hierarchy of �street vendors�, they stood near the top of their free ranging sisterhood, only surpassed by the brothel mistresses in the various �nunneries� scattered across the city�s Liberties. He was also aware of their forward and bold manner that had the preachers at St Paul�s vexed at the displays of open lewdness. For young Walter, he could think of none more suited for the poor mouse. Mistress Anthea had long blonde hair fluttering loose under a simple green cap. She was dressed in a lace fronted kirtle of worn scarlet and had her chemise pulled down around her neck, exposing an interesting amount of breast. A heavy dark cloak was looped through her arms. No doubt it nestled around her shoulders when trade was slower.
Ned doffed his own cap in a play at gallantry as the St Paul�s punks came closer. �Why thank you for the compliment, though I fear that I must decline your generous offer. However my friend here is new to the glories of London and may be interested.�
With a wave of his hand, Ned indicated the gawping Walter. At the invitation Mistress Anthea, the boldest of the punks, slipped between the two of them and wrapped an arm around Walter, pulling his face into a close inspection of her bulging bodice. Ned gave an amused chuckle at the sight. �So Walter, you asked to witness the wicked haunts of Babylon. Care to caress a set of devil�s dumplings?�
Obligingly Mistress Anthea wiggled her bodice and two rosy nipples popped out. Ned could tell how cold it was, for the nipples were as hard and pointy as a church steeple. Walter�s eyes locked on the sight and he swallowed with an audible gulp. �Oh Lord, save me from temptation!�
�Y�know what they say Walter? To conquer sin you must recognise it.�
Tentatively Walter the cony reached out and stroked the top of one breast with the back of his fingers. Mistress Anthea smiled encouragingly and caught up Walter�s hand, then looking the lad full in the eye, nibbled his fingers. Walter the cony gulped even louder and his breathing altering noticeably. Ned considered the situation. The education of Walter into the Ways of the World was looking good.
Unfortunately Lady Fortuna saw fit at the trembling cusp of temptation to spoil the proceedings. Meg Black chose that delicate moment to exit the cathedral and of course beheld the sight of Walter�s introduction to the city. Ned stifled a sigh of exasperation as she stormed over towards the colourful company, trailed by a worried Gruesome Roger. Ned cautiously took a sideways step as Meg Black, her face crimson with either cold or fury, strode up to Mistress Anthea and thrust a menacing finger at her. �You! Unhand him, you gutter punk!�
At this challenge Mistress Anthea locked her arm around that the now dazed Walter and snarled her defiance. �Is �e youse gentlem�n?�
�What? No!�
Ned shook his head at her automatic response. Oh no, that was the wrong answer. Surely Meg knew how possessive the St Paul�s punks were? His better angel scolded him for succumbing to temptation and jealousy. His daemon, however, recommended a more wait and see gambit.
In the meantime the competition escalated when Meg made a grab at Walter�s free arm, Mistress Anthea tightened her grip. �Well sod off sister! I�s saw �im first!�
Meg, still holding one of Walter�s arms, tried to haul him away. Instead this action backfired as several of the St Paul�s punks hurried over to support their companion. �Ned, Roger help me!�
At this summons what could he do? Reluctantly Ned grabbed hold of Walter�s arm along with the straining Meg Black. If the intention was to foil the attempt of Mistress Anthea it failed. Two of her sisters immediately joined in the tug of war. To Ned this turn of events didn�t bode well. He�d wanted Walter shocked, or perhaps pliantly compromised, but as a tug o� war trophy betwixt Meg Black and the St Paul�s punks, this could become too public.
Ned repositioned his feet in the slippery snow and lent backwards, physically dragging Walter and the other team three paces along the street. However a further pair of punks joined the fray and he lost a pace.
�Roger? Roger!�
At the cry Ned risked a brief glance across to Meg Black�s usually looming minion. Gruesome Roger was standing to one side, chewing his lip, with a very strange expression on his face. If Ned didn�t know better he�d think it was fear. No, this couldn�t be right. Given the slightest excuse, Roger Hawkins was always ready to pull the iron shod cudgel from his belt and wade into the fray, though not this time. To Ned, the scar faced minion appeared almost reluctant, as if he wished himself elsewhere.
�Roger!�
Another more strident call finally galvanised him into action. The retainer roughly shoved himself next to his mistress and then, grabbing the confused Walter, hoisted their poor charge onto his shoulder. It was a good effort, though Anthea and her companions still kept their grip on a trailing arm.
�Oy. Don�t tak Walter. �e�s mine own lambkin, e� is. Sweetkin�s don�t leave Anthea!�
The inclusion of Gruesome Roger made the contest easier. They gained four paces though the St Paul�s punks still struggled to hold on, their shoes treading the snow into a mushy slurry. One of the more enterprising girls scooped up a mixed handful of snow and threw it at them. It impacted on the back of Roger�s neck causing him to stagger in surprise and curse. �Oww! Leave off y� slattern doxy!�
This however prompted Mistress Anthea to swap from Walter to Roger. She clutched at his doublet and dragged her head closer, peering intently at his turned away face. �Oy, I know�s ya. Yo�r Earless Nick�s man, Hawks. He�s been a askin�, after ya! Hawks, Hawks, you�ll let me �ave my little lambkin, won�t ya.�
Roger ignored the clinging punk�s claim of association and roughly shrugged her off. Mistress Anthea fell backwards, taking the rest of her tug o� war team with her. They all landed in a sprawled heap on the fresh snow. A few of the more bold spectators to the affray urged them to go for a second round, while a tight cluster of merchant�s wives loudly complained of the shameful disorder on the streets.
Meg Black had won the tussle for Walter and quickly led him off, though not before the thwarted Mistress Anthea gave her own parting shots. �I�ll nay forget this Hawks, ya black hearted bastard! Ya can still get in sweet wit� Earless if�n ya tells my sweetkins Anthea�ll be at the Sign o� the Black Goat!�
To a continuing chorus of calls, they retreated towards the safety of Greyfriars and with every step Ned silently cursed the failure of his play. No doubt his chances of now separating Walter were ruined, though the poor little lamb kept on craning his head back over his shoulder watching, or so it seemed, the retreat from temptation with forlorn longing. So maybe not a total loss. However his daemon gleefully reminded him of one success, Gruesome Roger and Mistress Anthea. Ned was certain there was a story there and given the opportunity, he�d enjoy prying it out of the Black minion.
***

Chapter Four: A Doubtful Decision

Ned whistled a carefree tune as he took a place by the fire in the revels room of the Sign of the Spread Eagle. The day hadn�t turned out so bad after all. The church bells were ringing what he calculated to be five o�clock. Excellent, that meant an hour until the serving of the evening feasting, though there should be the odd pie or savoury tart to snack on till then. As for the St Paul�s affray, that had worked out for the best. The retreat to Greyfriars originally had him cursing, especially as Meg Black fussed over Walter, like a mother hen over a chick, so much so that Ned�s daemon was chiding him over the serious miscalculation. At this rate it had whispered, Walter and Meg would have a prenuptial contract before the week was out. The most that Ned had been able to do was absolve himself of the blame for the punks. Good old meek as a cony Walter had readily backed him up. He�d smiled at that performance. Oh the irony, being defended by poor little lamb Walter, when Ned been the one with mischief in mind. His daemon had chuckled over it for hours, though of course his better angel had disagreed, reminding him sternly of duty and Christian charity.
Then in the midst of the St Paul�s punks debacle, Meg Black had received an urgent plea for a list of medicines from one of the small chantry hospitals that the Guildhall sponsored. Since her twin cousins and uncle were elsewhere, that left her alone to mix up and prepare the requested remedies. Ned had offered, kindly he thought, to take Walter off her hands, since it was going to be both busy and boring here for some hours. To forestall Meg�s frowning hesitation, he also quietly reminded her of Lady Dellingham�s stricture regarding Walter�s �unbalanced humours� not to mention his usual reaction to the presence of the infirmed. The possibility of having to deal with either a fainting or puking Walter could have been what swayed Meg�s decision. Or perhaps it was his solemn promise that her brother was as good a warden as she could find. Either way Walter was his for the night, a prospect that had him grinning in anticipation. Even better, Gruesome Roger was required as Meg Black�s escort, so he needn�t expect any more inconvenient summons. Yes!
Walter�s introduction to the Christmas Company had gone down well, especially when Ned had mentioned that the lad�s family were acquainted with Councillor Cromwell. You could accuse the juniors at the Inns of many failings, but their take up on court associations was phenomenal, even after hours of carousing. After an initial response of eye bulging amazement, four generous tankards of sack helped Walter the cony to fit right in. Thus, after the travails of the day, Ned had a chance to relax and enjoy the celebrations. He leant back against the panelled wall and took a deep draught from his pewter cup. As promised, the sack was indeed a good drop-sweet, strong and brimming with flavour. That had been a damn fine piece of work hitting Ralph Sadler for the name of a reputable merchant in the wine trade. Councillor Cromwell�s secretary certainly had his ear to the ground, though as Ned had discovered, any man working for the newest Privy Councillor had best ensure that their master was well supplied with only the finest. Cromwell had worked in both law and trade before Cardinal Wolsey had snapped him up as a secretary, so the man knew all the ins and outs of the merchant�s game.
Ned also had no doubt that Councillor Cromwell also brought this same degree of thoroughness to his Royal service. He, himself, had been tasked with several assignments already. Nothing extensive or risky just simple checking up on a number of past members of Parliament regarding their properties, business dealings and marriage relations, more or less the common tasks of the menial apprentice lawyer or clerk in any matter that came before the courts. As to why, well Ned wasn�t stupid enough to ask. He was already vulnerable without playing the nosy pursuivant.
He nibbled on a sugared plum and surveyed the room. As requested they had two large rooms with an adjoining door. The larger main room had a large table flanked by benches where the company sat for the feasting. The north end held a pair of smaller tables each with a spray of stools. On one of these, Reedman had set up his chess board and was challenging all comers at a shilling bet a game. The other, at present, had a two fellows competing over a game of backgammon. It was a casual game so the stakes were usually only a penny. To avoid problems Ned had imposed a set of rules on all games. Firstly he supplied the cards and dice to avoid the possibility of any fullans; dice with lead weighting or gourds which were slightly irregular and tended to come up with the same number when rolled by a skilled cony catcher. On the whole, Ned was trusted as honest, mainly because he was known around the Inns as the most knowledgeable when it came to the cony tricks of crossbiters and diceman in Southwark. Perhaps a left handed compliment, but you took praise were you could. The other proviso was that all disputes had to be brought to Rob Black and his ruling was final. Any further complaints and Tam Bourke would step in. The company had seen Tam throw out a few interlopers already and so they held that promise in high regard.
Then of course they came to the nobility of indoor games � cards. The current favourites around the Inns were Bone Ace and Ruff and Honour. With some humility, Ned considered himself a master of the play. He�d already gained five shillings in a few low bidding games yesterday and was seeking to improve his purse, though that would be later in the night. For now, as the evening dark drew in, Ned considered it a perfect time to teach their honoured guest the pleasantly diverting game of Hazard.
Walter, as he�d seen so far, was fitting right in. He�d taken to venison pies with a passion and had amused himself with a short game of chess with Reedman, which he�d good naturedly lost very quickly. Right now he was taking his ease at the long table, listening gape mouthed to the other clerks as they swapped complicated tales of serial adultery and pre nuptial contracts from recent court cases. Between the judicious application of strong sack, the food and their trio of diaphanously clad musicians, the lad was mellowing out nicely. In fact Walter was getting a real education in the ways of London. Ned had noticed that his charge�s eyes constantly drifted over to the blonde haired lass playing the harp. Anthea had been a blonde as well. Hmm, his daemon slyly suggested a few little scenarios that may prove useful later. In the meanwhile it was time to inculcate Walter into a more convenient sin.
Rising up from his perch by the fire, Ned sauntered over to the long table, and clapped his charge on the shoulder. �Walter, care to join us in a simple game of chance?� Ned put down a horn cup containing two carved dice and gave it the slightest rattle.
Walter looked up at him with those bulging eyes of his and blinked nervously. �Ahh how�how do you play it Ned? Is it complicated?�
�There�s nothing to it Walter. If you can count then you�ve got it.� Ned�s angel chastised him for the lie.
Hazard was not a game for those of poor memory, so the usual ploy for crossbiters and cony-catchers was to ply their marks with brandy wine or distract them with low bloused punks. As it was, Ned quickly outlined the game. You could only have two players, a caster and a fader, though the audience could place side bets on each plays outcome. First, the players of Hazard placed side bets amongst themselves, �laying� and �taking� the odds as to whether the "caster's" or "fader's" point would be thrown first, since the odds against a six being thrown first before a five, were different from those of a five being thrown before a seven or a nine before a ten, and so on.
As Walter still appeared puzzled, Ned played a demonstration game with Brett Harrison, one of his fellows from Gray�s Inn and a passable expert of the game. �Watch this Walter. I place my bet, in this case tuppence, within this circle we�ve drawn in chalk. Now I tap the cup with the pair of dice over at Harrison�s circle and we�ll assume he agrees to the wager. Then I cast the dice.�
Ned did so and the pair of bone dice rolled in the open space on the table. A dozen of the company bent over to read the play. Some clapped while a few groaned at their loss.
�See Walter, I rolled a seven so it�s the fader�s point. Now I have to play for my own point.� It was a reasonable chance that Harrison would get the first point. He won on any number from five to nine. Ned replaced the dice in the horn cup and rattled them again. He shook out the dice and smiled as they came to a stop. �You see that I scored a nine. Well that gives a point to me as would any roll from four to ten. Simple isn�t it.�
Walter gave an interested but hesitant smile and nodded. Ned could see that the meek little cony was hooked and quickly took him through a few of the other more complicated practices of the game. Like if the �caster� trying to throw a point for himself and scored a two or three, he�d lose his stake. That also happened if he rolled an eleven or twelve, if the �faders� point was five to nine. However, if the �caster� scored the �faders� named point, or a twelve if the fader�s point was six or eight, and an eleven when the point was seven, the caster won the pot in the �faders� circle with what was called a �nick�. It was a very fast paced game and only those with a steady head and good concentration won out.
Ned smiled pleasantly at Walter at the conclusion of his display. �See it�s not so hard is it? Care for a few rounds?�
Walter pinched his lip for a minute or so, then responding to the surrounding encouragement, he tentatively pulled out five shillings from his purse and put them down on the table. To a round of cheering and shoulder thumping, Walter bent forward, an eager grin on his face. �All right Ned. Count�count me in!�
Ned gave a half bow and slipped one penny into his circle. No need to get greedy his daemon reminded him. He had all night.
***

Chapter Five: A Sudden Summons

�Arghhh�Getoff! Ned swatted vainly at the hand tugging at his shoulder.
It continued to shake him and a loud voice echoed painfully in his skull. �Ned�Ned! You�ve got to wake up, Ned! Come on Ned!�
Reluctantly he rolled over and put up a hand over his eyes to block out the blinding light of day. Groaning he blearily rubbed his face, and looked up into the out of focus features of Rob Black. His friend had that deeply concerned look on his face again that spoke of more problems. �Rob, is the tavern on fire?�
�Ahh� no?�
�Are the French sailing up the Thames?�
�What? No, of course not!�
�Has the queen miraculously given birth to a son?�
�I�I don�t think so.�
�It�s not that damn sister of yours, again is it?�
�What? Certainly not. I mean I didn�t��
�Good, then I�m going back to sleep.� With that Ned turned away from the unfriendly winter sunlight and nuzzled into the warm blankets. Moments later a pair of large hands tugged the covers off him and before he could complain, a deluge of ice cold water drenched his face. Ned instinctively shot up, eyes wide open at the shock. The light hurt like daggers driven into his eyeballs and his head returned its own measure of painful distress, pounding away like a tambour.
�Christ�Christ! What was tha�that?�
Before him was a very apologetic Rob Black with an empty pitcher in his hand. �I�m sorry Ned. I had to do it. We�ve got another messenger from Cromwell!�
Ned shook his head. Not again! Some people obliviously got to enjoy Christmas but it looked like Ned Bedwell wasn�t going to be one of them. He swung his legs off the bed. The other two inhabitants continued to snore away, unconcerned with the sudden arrival of morning. Ned cast them a regretful glance and struggled into his doublet. Then the matter of his duty struck him and he blurted out a desperate question. �Oh Christ, where�s Walter?�
Rob Black waved his hand in the direction of the end of the revels common room. �He�s still playing, Ned.�
�What, still?�
�All night. Only stopped to grab a firkin of ale, a few pies and manchet loaf.�
Ned wearily rubbed his hand over a bristly face. Well, well. Young Walter the lamb had certainly taken to the life of London. Ned pulled on his doublet, buckled on his sword and shrugged his heavy mantle over his shoulders. If all this to-ing and fro-ing continued he�d be better off camping in Westminster. Grabbing his hat on the way out the door, Ned abruptly skidded to a halt and lent back, hand on doorjamb. �Rob, can you keep and eye on our friend, Walter. See that he isn�t fleeced too badly.�
His friend gave an encouraging shrug that Ned took for ascent and, waving a hand in farewell, hopped off down the hallway tugging on the pair of borrowed riding boots. A few months in the service of Councillor Cromwell had taught him that the former secretary to Cardinal Wolsey didn�t tolerate tardiness.
By the time he�d made it to the top of the stairs, Ned had finally managed to pull on his last boot, and now came to a cursing, skidding halt. The damned messenger! He�d almost tripped over several steps and a sleeping dog in his haste and what did he find? Once more, at the bottom of stairs, was that thrice damned Gruesome Roger Hawkins.
�About time Bedwell. Cromwell�d be finished several masses afore y�re finished using the pot, given it a loving shake an tied y�r cods.�
This sneering welcome to the day wasn�t what Ned needed as he stomped down the stairs. His morning mood was already made fragile by a lack of revelling, a midnight summons from Meg damned be her name Black, too little sleep, no damned breakfast and being drenched in ice water. �Damn you, Hawkins. Go and hump your St Paul�s punk till your wizened maggot of a cock rots of the canker. I don�t care if you�re the Pope�s blessed uncle come to give me a Cardinal�s cap. Summon me like this again and even Meg Black�s skirt won�t save you!�
Ned put his hand on sword hilt and stepped forward into the half crouch he�d learnt from a master of defence. If here was the time to settle this sneering affront from a cursed, measly, fly blown servant, then damn Cromwell and his summons!
Gruesome Roger�s eyes narrowed and his hand clenched tight around his cudgel. For a moment Ned thought he was going to go for it. Then the Black retainer abruptly turned and strode stiff legged towards the tavern door. �I�ve not the time to waste fo� y�r foolery Bedwell. Cromwell�s waiting.�
Ned blinked in surprise. That was a challenge, wasn�t it? A man of honour didn�t refuse a challenge, did he? Even a lowly servant. Ned pondered on the question for a moment then, as if not trailing after like a humble lackey, nonchalantly followed the Black�s retainer.
All the way to Westminster, over the Fleete and past Temple Bar, through the mounded drifts of snow Ned tried to work out whether he�d just faced down Gruesome Roger and thus �won� or in fact been even more grossly insulted. His mood wasn�t improved by the fact that due to the very large chunks of ice in the river, a comfortable wherry trip was out of the question. Thus his resort to borrowed boots again, which created their own problems. While they kept his feet relatively dry, boots such as these were properly meant for riding, so striding through the slush-hidden ruts and cobbles of London streets risked a twisted ankle at every step.
And then there was the vexing problem of Gruesome Roger. The Black�s retainer had consistently refused any further comment or reply to his many questions or imputations during the journey. Now Ned wasn�t so puffed up with pride to think that Gruesome Roger was afraid of him. The liveryman took all and every occasion to express his sneering disdain of his mistress�s �acquaintance�. So Ned had to ask why was today any different? This was something that too frequently occupied his thoughts instead of, as his better angel reminded him, working out what Cromwell wanted.
Ned�s better angel primly added that getting more sleep last night might have helped his present situation. His daemon countered with the suggestion of another good round of dicing or cards. Surely roistering would have improved his mood. But, by all the devils, imps and demons of the nine circles of Hell, what he really hadn�t needed last night was another of those cursed summons by Meg Black! He�d just settled down to a nice long dicing session with Walter and a few other lads and it was all going so well. Then, as he was in the middle of a winning streak, another messenger had called for him. For once it wasn�t Gruesome Roger, though it did concern Meg Black.
A young boy had been waiting nervously at the foot of the stairs. Ned had seen him around at the apothecaries, one of several who did the fetching and carrying amongst other household duties. The poor lamb was all afrightened with news that the Lord Chancellor�s men were going to raid one of the �night schools� and Meg begged his aid.
Now that had been a real quandary. Ned would like nothing better than to inconvenience Meg Black, especially after she dragged him into Walter minding and this strangely devised pageant of hers. And of course her disturbance of his Christmas Revels begged for revenge. However, and he cursed as he considered it, the �night schools� or �nests of heresy� as Sir Thomas More called them, were secret gatherings of Lollards and evangelicals where they studied heretical texts and the Bible translated into English. The Bishop of London, with the assistance of the new Lord Chancellor, hunted them mercilessly, to root out the growing protests against the Church. Anyone captured could expect to spend some time in the Lollard tower of St Paul�s before being hauled before Foxford, the London Vicar General. Now there was a cleric without a drop of Christian compassion. You either confessed and were burnt or died in prison of the �sweats�. It was all the same to him. His better angel pricked his conscience. Was he really going to stand aside and let this happen? Actually no. While Red Ned Bedwell wasn�t strictly one of their number, during the Cardinal�s Angels affair, Lady Anne had spread her cloak of patronage over them at Grafton Regis. Thus he was now considered a client of the Boleyn faction and as a consequence, served Councillor Cromwell. So when the call for help went out�
In the end it had been a very long night. Ned had led a small band of �night schoolers� away from the meeting at Cheapside via the twisting lanes and crooked alleys until they�d reached a safe house at Petty Wales down by the river. He�d even tucked one of the smaller heretical books into his doublet to stop it falling into More�s hands. It had been damned freezing with more snow, and the night was darker than a trip through Satan�s bum hole. Three hours it had taken by the time Ned had looped back, checking for any strays and then finally, wet, tired and chilled, he�d staggered back to the Sign of the Spread Eagle and, ignoring the carousing, he�d taken a blanket and collapsed on the corner bed.
That probably explained why Ned was having a problem flogging his weary sleep deprived brain into action. Why had he been summoned? Fortunately Ned found he had some hour or so in which to figure it out, though the impulse to snore away on a bench was sore tempting. The courts at Westminster may be closed and most clerks overwhelmingly concerned with their own Christmas revels. However that didn�t mean the function of government had closed down. No, there were still petitioners, reports and allocations to arrange. So Westminster, though leaner than the Law terms, was still bustling with activity.
Finally Reynolds, his patron�s liveryman, waved him into one of the hall�s privy chambers. Thomas Cromwell was standing with his back to a roaring fire, examining a letter. Ned immediately gave his most practiced bow, his cap brushing the floor. His master returned only the slightest flicker of an eyebrow to register the arrival of his latest retainer. Instead all of his attention remained on the letter. From his humbled position, Ned tried his best to read what he could of Cromwell�s demeanour. The newest of the King�s privy officials had a solid build. It was said around the Inns of Court that when younger, Cromwell had served as a mercenary in the Italian Wars. From all the signs Ned had seen, that could well be true. Cromwell moved amongst the men of power and violence with an ease that spoke of a long familiarity of court and command.
Finally Cromwell put down the letter and swung his undivided attention at Ned. With a slightly impatient flick of his fingers, he indicated that Ned should rise from his bow. �Ahh, Master Bedwell. Your Christmas Revels are going well I trust?�
This may have sounded like a pleasant question from his indulgent patron, but Ned knew that it wasn�t. Cromwell, as he was coming to understand, never indulged in idle conversation. Every word and nuance was weighed and measured for use, impact or return.
Quietly and respectfully Ned answered. �As good Christians and gentlemen, Councillor, our ceremony is celebrated with proper reverence and due respect for the season.� Ned�s better angel tut-tutted reprovingly, as the memory of the carousing at the Sign of the Spread Eagle several hours earlier resurfaced. Ned kept a tight rein on his bland smile. Cromwell could read volumes in a single twitch.
His lord and master paced over to the nearby table and tapped it with a single finger as he gave a very slow nod. �I see. I hope that it is exactly as you maintain, Master Bedwell. The good �health� of young Walter is a matter dear to the King�s interests.�
Ned didn�t have to translate that. The Dellingham scion was important to some scheme of Cromwell�s.
His patron gave the slightest cough and continued. �Sir Martin Dellingham is an ardent reformer and as you�ve seen, is much influenced by the opinions of his good lady.�
The sudden image of Sir Martin, ring through his nose like that of a bullock, and with tether grasped firmly by Lady Dellingham, was produced by his delighted daemon.
�There are several matters currently before the Shropshire assizes that Sir Martin has offered his assistance in mediating with his neighbours. Since they are closely connected with His Majesty�s personal affairs, I do not need to spell them out.� Once more this wasn�t a question, though it sounded like one.
Cromwell twisted a ring on his large hand and gave the slightest frown as he spoke. �So Master Bedwell, I�m sure I have made a wise choice in placing this unworldly young man into your charge?�
�The care of Walter Dellingham is my watchword Councillor.�
Cromwell turned his back to Ned and strolled over to the fire. Then after a minute�s silence Cromwell continued in almost a musing fashion. �You know Master Bedwell, the devil sets snares for us every day. Sin and temptation dog our footsteps. According to some learned men, it is how we grapple with these demon�s traps that gives us the chance of salvation. As we know, every man, even the veriest sinner can gain the grace of our loving God by their justification of faith.�
Ned was somewhat lost. He didn�t have a clue what his patron was talking about. Salvation, sin he�d been dragged all the way across a bitterly chill London to hear cryptic homilies? To play safe he murmured profound agreement and humble thanks for the advice. After that and a longer silence, Ned was given a simple waved dismissal as Cromwell, staring out the window at the falling snow, ignored him. With a hopefully graceful half bow, Ned turned on his heel and exited the room. He once more pulled on his cap to ward against the chill of Westminster�s corridors. Damn, now he had to walk all the way back and the point of this summons was, well put simply, look after Walter. He shook his head and rubbed his face in exasperation. Damn, damn, damn! He had to trudge back all that way and it was snowing and for company he had the surly Gruesome Roger. So much for the pleasant idylls of the Christmas Revels!
***

Chapter Six: Where�s Walter?

�I�m telling you, he can�t be down there Rob!� He was sure the shout came out muffled, but Ned wasn�t going to remove the sack soaked kerchief from his face. The stench was strong enough to drop an ox. Only the Fleete Ditch would be worse. Instead Ned thumped Rob on the shoulder, then grabbing a handful of doublet, pulled him out of the room of easement. Both of them lent against the opposite wall and gulped in drafts of fresher air, less tainted by the fetid stench of the privy, as their breath steamed in the winter air.
�But Ned, he as to be!� Rob sounded almost plaintive.
Ned shook his head. No, it just wasn�t possible, even for a foolish lamb like Walter. His friend, however, kept on clutching a single shoe and peering fretfully into the dark recess below the four hole privy. While Ned had heard stories of the odd unfortunate who�d been so taken with drink that they�d tumbled into the privy pit and expired, that couldn�t have happened to Walter. Could it? The forlorn shoe in Rob�s hand hinted at the dreadful fate. Ned shivered as a chill breeze whistled under the tavern gate. It was freezing here and even his gloved hands felt frozen in the short time they�d spent in the tavern�s small courtyard. By the saints, what was Cromwell going to say? He�d just left him, swearing that the Dellingham lad was in safe hands. Christ on the Cross, it�d be a cruel turn of Fortuna�s wheel to have him drown in a privy. Ned stamped his feet on the frozen slush as his stomach complained of ill treatment. His unhappy daemon prodded his thoughts. This was a damned foolish task.
�We�ll find nothing here. I�m going in for an ale!� So abruptly turning on his heel, Ned walked back down the narrow passage through the doorway into the cheery warmth of the common room of the Sign of the Spread Eagle. Rob lingered an extra few seconds and gave the privy a last quick inspection then promptly followed after.
Plunking himself down on the bench, Ned wearily rubbed his aching forehead. All this damned excitement and racing around before breakfast. Damn Cromwell and Meg Black to the fiends of Hell. His Christmas Revels were being ruined. In the meantime various members of the Christmas Company drifted down stairs to sup on the morning offering. The tavern keeper had laid out small beer, fresh manchet loafs and a honey sweetened porridge. Ned eagerly broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in the steaming bowl. By the saints it tasted good. All the way to Westminster and back with a growling stomach, the sacrifices he made for duty and now this. Encouragingly he poured a horn cup of mulled ale and pushed it towards his large friend who�d finally appeared and signaling for him to sit at the bench. Rob, however, ignored the invitation and still stood there looking distinctly worried and twisting the single leather shoe in his callused hands.
�Rob, we won�t solve this on an empty belly. Sit, eat, and tell me the tale from the beginning.� His daemon silently appended �again� to the end of the sentence, but Ned ignored the slight. He�d arrived in the midst of chaos so charitably he allowed for misunderstanding. Reluctantly Rob folded himself onto the bench, though he didn�t let go of the shoe, and after tentative sip of his beer, slowly recounted the immediate past.
�Well Ned, we didn�t know up till half an hour ago. Everything seemed fine, then�then�� Rob shook his head and his explanation stumbled to a halt.
Ned finished his morsel of breakfast and waved his hands in a placating manner. This was going to be easier if everyone remained calm, especially his own impatiently demanding daemon. �All right Rob. Let�s take this a step at a time. What happened say an hour ago?�
Rob gave a snuffling sniff and wiped his face with his sleeve. �The fellows from the Inns were still playing Hazard and Walter was the caster.�
Ned blinked in amazement. What, Walter the innocent lamb was still at it the next day? A nagging reminder from his daemon said that this was old news. Rob had said similar before he�d hurried off to Cromwell. Ned ignored that and instead dwelt on all those damned hours wasted dealing with Meg Black and the useless summons to Westminster. All that time and he could have been siphoning Walter�s purse. Instead others had free rein. Curse his luck. �Ahh, how did he go?�
It was Rob�s turn to look surprised. The young artificer gave a most perplexed frown and rubbed his chin. �Oh yes Walter� you see that�s were it went a bit strange, Ned.�
�Really, how?�
Rob gave an embarrassed cough and fidgeted with the lone shoe on the table. �I was watching him as you�d asked, and Walter appeared to be holding his own most of the night, winning and losing the same as the others. Then after you left this morning, the game changed.�
�How?� Ned�s daemon trembled in dread anticipation.
�For one thing, Walter scooped the pot of six angels in a very fast set of games.�
�What? Walter? Six angels?� Ned tried hard to credit the event, but that was impossible. Walter was the primmest, most succulent cony he�d ever seen, a born innocent ready for a fleecing and yet�he won a pool of six angels?
Rob recognized his puzzlement and nodded.
�Yeah, from two shillings to six angels all within a half hour.�
It was Ned�s turn to shake his head in disbelief. How could that happen? Lady Fortuna was known to spread her favours widely but a gain of six angels? He�d never seen the like before. �So what happened then?�
Rob gave one of his despairing shrugs. �As I said earlier, Walter claimed an urgent need for the privy and we thought nothing of it, until some half an hour had past. I went to look for him and found only this.� Rob pushed the forlorn shoe forward.
Ned gave the piece of footwear a thoughtful tap. This situation was highly irregular.
�Was Walter much taken in drink?� That was one possibility, though Ned considered you�d have to be spectacularly drunk to fall into a privy. His daemon appended that falling over tosspot drunks didn�t win six angels at Hazard.
�No, no he wasn�t. I�d have said slightly tipsy, that�s all. Walter walked well enough.�
Ned pinched a lip and cast a wary eye around the common room. The Sign of the Eagle was one of the more reputable taverns in this ward, which was why he�d chosen the place. Unlike some, it wasn�t a sink hole of depravity where masterless men gathered to plot mischief and felony. Their preferred prowling ground on this side of the river was over in the London Liberties past the Fleete Ditch. With Tam keeping an eye on proceedings upstairs and in the common room, it was unlikely any nips, foister or cross biters were in residence. So scratch the cony catchers and peddlers of cozenage, although, perhaps there was one possibility.
Ned lent forward. �Rob, tell me, did Walter take his purse?�
�Why no, no he didn�t. Walter left it with me.� Rob smiled and patted a lump in his doublet.
That was usually a wise move. It was incredibly difficult to chase after a thieving nip with your hose around your ankles. Perhaps Ned should have blamed his daemon for the next thought. No matter. On a hunch Ned put out his hand and Rob, after the briefest hesitation, pulled out the missing lamb�s purse and placed it the offered palm. Now practice had made Ned a passable judge of coin and its weights. He hefted the small leather pouch. Hmm, six angels or more in shillings and pence: that should sound more tinkly and heavier like sweet silver.
Cautiously Ned loosened the cords and poured out the winnings. A small stream of coin spilled on to the wooden table and lay there forlornly. Ned�s daemon screamed in outrage at the sight, while Rob, his eyes wide in shock, as he spluttered. �What! But it didn�t leave my doublet! Ned what�s going on?�
Before them both was a very miserable collection of a dozen farthings and a liberal section of rough copper discs. Perhaps enough to pay for day�s food for a labourer, but a healthy spread of gold and silver coins totaling forty six shillings, it certainly wasn�t.
Ned rubbed his face as he throttled the wild speculations of his daemon. �Hmm, well at a guess those six angels have disappeared � like our dear Walter.�
�What do you mean Walter�s disappeared, Red Ned Bedwell?�
As those familiar tones of disapproval rang out, Rob�s face turned pale. Ned didn�t have to look behind him to identify their latest visitor. He dropped his head into the cradle of his hand. Of all the cursed luck, who should turn up but that damned nosy herb dabbler!
As expected, the usual accusations flew forth, that he was a miserable measle, a drunkard, a tosspot, a cozener of lewd inclinations and no doubt an imp of mischief and debauchery who did the devil�s work. That, at least, was the edited version. Ned had heard all this before. The lass had more inventive and colourful language than a fishwife, though this time, as far as his better angel was willing to swear, he wasn�t at fault. Well, not for all of it. The planning and intent of debauchery, in his mind, was a different order of sin to the act. Anyway lamb Walter may have baulked at the gate, so that one didn�t count.
In the meantime Ned didn�t try any defense, just lowered his head and let it all flow over him. Eventually Meg Black�s fearsome temper would wind down. She�d gathered breath for a further volley including, as Ned suspected, physical missiles to add weight to her argument, when her brother Rob stood up to be the willing sacrifice. Shamefacedly, he volunteered that Walter�s lack of presence was his fault, since Ned had been called away. At the news Meg Black actually halted and swung her baleful gaze towards her brother. Ned could actually see her weighting the truth of his report. In the end a quick whisper from Gruesome Roger seemed to reinforce the current version of events and reluctantly Mistress Black took a seat and almost kindly asked Rob what had happened.
That may have been a reprieve, except that Rob also faithfully reported the progress of the revels and Walter�s willing, and in fact eager, participation. As the tale unwound Ned fervently wished for his friend to acquire a modicum of discretion. He wasn�t sure whether Meg Black was going to erupt into another bout of anger when it came to the description of Hazard.
Instead she seemed to satisfy her violent urge by instead refocusing her attention Ned-wards. �Bedwell, you measly lewdster! Is this the Christian care that you promised Lady Dellingham and Cromwell?�
Now that was a very difficult accusation to answer, especially considering his plans, so instead he tried deflection. �May I remind you, Mistress Black, that twice I was called away, each time on urgent �business� so it was nigh impossible to cater to those �demands� and watch over Walter, unless I were suddenly to miraculously become TWINS!� The last part was in a deliberately louder volume since, by all the saints, he too could shout.
Meg Black seemed on the verge of replying, probably in kind, until another quiet whisper from Gruesome Roger stalled her. And if looks could impart the fires of the netherworld, then Ned was sure he�d now be a well and truly scorched twig smoking pathetically on the ground. However drawing upon some hidden reserve, Meg visibly forced herself to calm and in an almost normal voice, asked �So if poor Walter hasn�t fallen into the �house of easement�, where is he?�
Ned�s daemon waspishly remarked that some ten minutes ago he was at the same stage and if uninterrupted they�d be further ahead. As usual Ned ignored that remark. He�d found in past dealings with Meg Black the first �natural� response only led to bitter dispute. Instead one had to sensitively walk around the problem and allow her to think she had equal input. �I don�t know Meg. I�ve only spent a few hours in his company.�
That barbed reminder gained him a frown but that was all. His daemon hinted that Meg Black obliviously was saving her temper for a more impressive occasion; a hypothesis strongly disagreed with by his better angel, who spoke of Christian forbearance. Ned thought both were off target, but kept back his reasoning.
After a minute of finger tapping silence, Meg Black finally came out with �her� suggestion. �Do you think Walter was seized by More�s men?�
He blinked in surprise. Ned hadn�t considered this unpleasant possibility. �I shouldn�t think so. This tavern hasn�t any reputation for �night schooling� or else they�d have searched upstairs.�
Where More�s pursuivants would have found the opposite of evangelical studies, his daemon reminded Ned, but this prompted further speculation. His mind slowly worked over the problem. He�d finally had some food so the ache in his gut was abated though the weariness from the night�s work still lingered. So it probably wasn�t Sir Thomas More. His secret pursuivants prowled all over London, but somehow it didn�t seem like the Lord Chancellor�s style to grab only one. They tended to like their victims in batches. It always looked more impressive as they were marched through the London streets. �Tell me Meg, does his family have any disputes lodged at the courts?�
Now it was her turn to be surprised. �Why no, I don�t think so. The family isn�t staying until the law term. Remember Walter and his mother are leaving for Geneva after Twelfth Night.�
To Ned that only meant they had no writs or actions pending. Still the concerns of last night worked upon his imagination. He hadn�t been followed, had he? Warily Ned inspected the fellow inhabitants of the tavern common room � some dozen Christmas company revelers, a few locals he�d seen before and them. None appeared to have the devious demeanor of pursuivants, but his daemon whispered that, with a really practiced pursuivant, how would you know?
Lurkers in the shadows? No, he firmly thought to himself, he had enough problems to worry about without his imagination supplying more. The question of Walter�s disappearance had to have a simple answer. �What do you know of Cromwell�s interest in the Dellinghams?�
This elicited an interesting reaction. Ned could have sworn that, for one moment, Meg Black had blanched, and he thought he detected a hint of either anger or maybe fear. �I know no more then you Ned. I received the summons from Ralph Sadler and a note from my uncle.�
At that answer his nascent lawyer�s instincts tingled. He�d stake silver on the fact that Mistress Black was lying, what about Ned wasn�t sure, but somehow he suspected it involved his presence in this scheme.
All of a sudden Meg Black, the most practical of apothecary apprentices, gave a loud sniff and burst in to tears. �Oh poor Walter � the poor lost lamb! I�m sure he�s been led astray! Oh, Walter � lost and alone in London!�
At this suddenly distraught scene Ned was at a loss. He�d only ever seen Meg cry once, and that was when recounting the death of her parents. To shed such prodigious tears for Walter, a mere stranger, set loose a veritable host of suspicions. The first and foremost of the pack was the prospect of a secret marriage contract between a reformist apothecary and a lad who was training to be a leading reformer. Not that he had any right to complain. Well not really�but�but he damned well didn�t like to be manipulated! So if that was the game, as his daemon whispered, Ned had a few ready plans for some revenge. He thumped the table with a fist. �By all the saints, stop your wailing. Trust me. Walter�s not that much of a lost lamb,� Ned replied bitterly.
The crying halted with a shocked sniff and Meg Black dabbed at her tear-stained cheeks with a linen kerchief and glared at him. �Why not? Have you no shame, Ned Bedwell! Poor Walter, lost, alone and bewildered in the city, at risk of every foister, nip or lewd punk!�
�Ahh�I think not.�
�What?� At this denial, Meg Black lost the last of any desire for weeping. Instead she surged up to a full, angry five foot and balled her fists as if to lay a blow. Roger, still with that amused smile on his scarred face, edged closer to intercept. As for Ned, it was purely an instinctive reaction that made him flinch.
Quickly he summed up his reasoning, or at least his daemon�s suspicions. �No, no. It�s not what you think! �Innocent lamb� Walter took my lads from the Chancery for some six angels this morning at Hazard. Then he supposedly left Rob here with his purse.� Ned indicted the forlorn pile of scrap on the table. �That much nerve and skill takes a canny player of cozenage.�
Meg Black�s hands remained clenched and her words were still bitingly bitter. �What are you implying, Ned Bedwell, you cozening swaggerer?�
Ned could see he still had a long way to go before his own play was set, and spread his hands wide in the most innocent of expressions. �Just the facts Meg. For an innocent lad fresh from the country, lambkin Walter has already used two old cony-catcher�s tricks, and played them damned well. You�ve got to ask how many more does he know?�
Ned noticed Meg�s fingers unclenched slightly and, with just the barest margin of belief, before she shot back a suspicion tinted question. �So where is he then?�
�To be honest, I don�t know. We�re the only ones he�s seen in the city except for that blonde punk at St Paul�s.�
Oh no, that was definitely the wrong thing to say. Doubt and mistrust flooded back into Meg Black�s face as she lent forward, now quivering with menace. �Yes�St Paul�s. I�ve been meaning to talk to you about that Ned. Thank you for reminding me.�
Unless he thought quickly he was done for. Instantly his daemon reminded him of an old score. Ned put his hand over his heart and tried his best to appear both hurt and offended. �Me? Why, I had nothing to do with those punks. I don�t know them, despite what some may claim. However, perhaps we should ask someone who does, ehh Hawks?�
Three sets of eyes immediate swung towards the previously amused Roger Hawkins. He didn�t look so happy now and Ned, leaning forward on the table with a quiet smile, fired off the first question. �So Hawks, how do you know Anthea?�
***

Chapter Seven: A Lost Lamb or Loose in the Liberties

Ned stomped grumpily along the snow covered streets. Damn this stupid task and damn to the seventh level of hell that impudent, opinionated and foolishly stubborn Meg Black! At this time of the day he should be sitting down to haunch of mutton, spit roasted with wine, goose fat and rosemary basting. But no, instead he was out here in the freezing cold on a fruitless search for a lost lamb and to make a poor situation even worse, his two arch-ruiners of Christmas were right beside him. While he already knew one of them wouldn�t listen � she never did � the other however wouldn�t speak and Ned was certain that the solution still lay in Roger Hawkins murky past.
�Look, I don�t think this is a good idea.�
�Shut up Bedwell and keep walking. We�ve got four more of your measly haunts to check out.�
Ned shrugged. Well he�d tried. That tactic of shifting to Gruesome Roger�s acquaintance with Anthea back at the Sign of the Spread Eagle had really looked like a winner. He�d followed his daemon�s whispering and slung the mud around at the nearest possible target. It had been a masterful effort. Ned had alluded to an unknown past, doubtful associations and the claims of Anthea, a dubious witness, true, but it had been in his best lawyerly style and�nothing. Mistress, damn her stubbornness, Black didn�t believe any of it, not a pinch. His complaints had been to no avail. Mistress Black, avoiding the inconvenient truth of the false purse and her brother�s duping, focused rather on the Bedwell part of the problem. She�d �decided� that it was still all his fault. It must have been his intemperance, or boasting that was at fault. In her warped interpretation, the story went thus wise;
At the evening feasting (at the mention of which Meg Black once more looked like she was thinking of using a hot iron), Red Ned Bedwell, arch-lewdster had freely boasted of his accomplishments through the Liberties of London. Then during the dicing, (Ned could see that at this section Meg was contemplating on how glowing white that iron of hers could get), Ned Bedwell, the archfiend�s willing minion, had once more led the impressionable and innocent Walter astray with his tales of success at the dicing dens of the Liberties and the stews of Southwark.
You know, said his daemon, as she recounted it, Ned by implication, could have been the worst rogue in all of London, a master of the gaming table and devoted swain to half the punks in the city. Then his daemon had sighed. If only it was true. Ned had been forced to temporise. Ambitions were one thing, reality another. Any fellow foolish enough to live up to this overblown reputation would be dead of the pox or a gaming dispute before the week was out.
That didn�t matter, which was why they were now tramping the streets of London. So far he�d taken the merry band of seekers to a small ale house he sometimes used at St Lawrence Poor Jewry, opposite the parish church. Apart from a scattering of drunken apprentices it proved, as he�d predicted, empty of Walter. Nor did the alewife recognise the lost lamb as a recent customer. Then he had been forced to traipse eastwards over to Monte Jovis Inn on Fenchurch Street, which he felt was particularly unjust, since he was sure Meg Black knew he only came here with Rob to sample the ale and listen to their gleeman.
Once more a waste of an hour, and here they were in Petty Wales on the riverside, eastwards of Smart�s Quay, another region on Meg Black�s little list, though to be honest, it was only an area he sought out when it was too risky to cross over to Southwark. Mind you, one heard damned good tales in the dockside taverns from men who�d travelled to the Western Indies and who�d seen the blood soaked golden idols of the Aztecs. Or sailed around southern most Africa to the fabulously rich Spice Islands where barrels of pepper could be had for a groat.
Ned was dragged out of his speculation by a thump. �What about that one?� Meg Black waved a hand towards the carved sign of a goat�s head, suspended above the tavern doorway.
Ned gave a visible shudder and shook his head. �The Goats Head, are you mad? Only the riversiders and wharf men drink there!�
Meg stood there, hands on hips, and gave him a sneer. �What�s this? Is the famous Red Ned Bedwell afraid to go in?�
Ned straightened up and brushed off an imaginary piece of dirt from his fur edged gown and gave the impudent Mistress Black the kind of disdainful glare she deserved. �Head strong I may be, Mistress Herb Dabbler, but foolish I am not. They�re a clannish lot around the riverside. If I strut in like this, I�ll be rolled, robbed and beaten up in a trice.�
Meg Black sneered at his more than reasonable response, and he could have sworn she muttered something that sounded like �when you need a lion you get a mouse�. Despite the slur, Ned crossed his arms and refused to be baited. After a final glare she turned a stiff shoulder and marched towards the door. Roger, who�d once more been hugely amused at the interplay and was leaning against a wall snickering, had to hastily scramble after his precocious mistress. He didn�t look so amused now, rather more nervously sallow. Ned gave a wicked grin. It seemed that Roger had also heard of the Goat�s Head. Now wasn�t that a surprise, his daemon nastily commented. In the meanwhile Ned took up his own post, leaning against a timber wall opposite the tavern. If there were to be any fireworks from her presumptuous entrance, he didn�t want to miss them.
Perhaps his eyes drifted closed for a minute or so. After all the running around he was damned tired and it was perishingly cold even in his over mantle and padded doublet. At an instant, however, his attention was sudden engaged and his eyes snapped open, fingers were lightly teasing the hair by his ear. �Oi Ned, �ow is y� this day?� An inviting voice cooed into his ear.
With great deal of reluctance, he carefully untangled the fingers playing with his collar, took a half step back and gave a slight bow while guarding his purse with his right hand. �Oh, good day to you, Mistress Adeline. How are you this fine, if crisp afternoon?�
The lass he addressed gave a slight giggle and took another step closer, now running her fingers down the fur collar of his over mantle. Ned returned a smile and trapped the wandering fingers giving them a light kiss.
�Oi Ned y� rogue. So gallant these days an� such fine clothes. Why haven�t y� been to see me?�
Once more Ned politely seized a drifting hand before it deftly slipped into his doublet. Mistress Adeline made a small mew of regret and her dark eyes twinkled with mischief and calculation. Ned continued to smile.
He knew Adeline of old. She was a free ranging punk and had the manners and moods of the feline on her silver brooch. Adeline had an established reputation of being playful and moody, like her proclaimed symbol, with a strange reputation for games of chance�and pain.
He�d come across her last year in the outer Liberties by Temple Bar, where she was known to frequent a small gaming house at the Red Boar tavern. It was her long, raven black hair that had first drew his interest, soon followed by her sharply edged sense of capricious humour. Her full figure and open bodice no doubt helped engage his interest. She had the smoothest, palest skin and the reddest nipples, almost strawberries in shape and colour. However some instinct, prompted by his better angel, had sternly warned Ned not to step beyond the bounds of teasing dalliance. He suspected that any man drawn closer by her fascinating allure would find themselves as crisped as a moth by a candle flame. �I fear Adeline, I am a slave to duty. My master and my patron have had me running all over the city these past weeks, but all the while my heart has wept at your absence and my own soul is a withered flower in the desert, without your tender grace.�
Mistress Adeline fluttered her fingers coquettishly over her pale throat, and gave a most provocative sigh. Ned�s cods, in sheer rebellion, stirred alarmingly. �Oi Ned, my sweet, y�r still my dearest swain and y�r poetry sets my soul all a quiver.�
His daemon sounded the trumpet, while his better angel bade him stand firm against her wiles, warning not to trust any soft sighing flattery. �I fear beloved Adeline, that duty still forbids me from rendering unto you the devotion that you deserve.�
Those delightful fingers reached out and lightly stroked his face. Ned�s skin quivered at the feather-light touch. Adeline was a sore temptation to refuse. �Oi my poor Ned. What terrible task keeps y� from my arms?�
�I�m searching for some one � a country lad lost in the city.�
�Oi, what a sorry duty, when we could be enjoying a private Christmas pageant.�
Ned kept up his smile and let out his own forlorn sigh. Whether it was for the reminder of what he was missing or the strong pull of Adeline the temptress, he wasn�t sure. His cods may have been certain but tonight they weren�t voting. �Dear Adeline, you haven�t seen any new lads in your daily travels?�
�I might have. I�ve bin so bored this past day. None have wanted to play with me. Will y� play with me Ned?�
At the invitation his cods led a determined mutiny. There was a problem with indulging, well actually several. However the main one was, no matter how tempting or preferable, Adeline�s �games� and �diversions� weren�t something to dive into unprepared. Damn this duty of Cromwell�s! After a strong inner tussle, Ned regained his concentration. He shoved his whispering daemon aside and instead focused on the here and now. No Walter, no Christmas revels, then no extra angels to �play� with Adeline.
Oh yes Adeline. There were some aspects of her answer that put him in mind of her previous ploys. Ned scented an evasion. Well he could at least play one game. Reaching into an inner hidden pocket in his doublet, Ned pulled out a single angel and trailed the coin down the line of her nose. Like a kitten and a piece of yarn, it held her single minded attention.
�Now Adeline,� Ned bent closer and whispered. �Who have we seen today? A new face flashing coin and skilled at Hazard?�
Adeline, her eyes glittering with deep interest, made a grab at the coin. Ned snatched it away and held it in a closed hand. At the lost prize her pout returned. �Could be I saw a young lad, lucky at dice by three angels at the Red Boar an hour ago.�
Her open hand teased him encouragingly. Ned, still smiling, shook his head. You never yielded to easily to Adeline. �This lucky lad, what did he look like?�
Adeline�s soft warm cheek rubbed the back of his hand and Ned�s knees trembled. �Oi �e was slight and wore fine black like Satan�s imps and had butter coloured hair, lank and dull.�
Ned held tight to the coin and his urges, a little bit more teasingly. �What colour were his eyes, my beloved?�
�They was grey, grey and bulging eyes, like a dead fish. I didn�t like �im. They didn�t glow with the light o� love, such as y�rs, Ned.�
Got him! Ned released the coin and spun it high in the air. Before it had completed its arc, slim fingers snatched it and she darted away. �My thanks my love, it�ll be a cheery Christmas.�
It may be so with that reward. Ned knew Adeline led a strange, precarious existence, what with her games and pleasures. But it was Christmas and, in her fashion, she was an unpredictable if loyal friend. Concern stirred his better angel. �Where are you going this night, Adeline?�
With very feline grace, she spun around and called out. �A gentleman in Caesar�s Tower �as called for me.�
Ned shivered at the mention. The city fortress sometimes had a chancy reputation for well kept secrets. He hoped that Adeline remembered discretion. �If you have any problems, you can find me at the Sign of the Spread Eagle in Wood Street till Twelfth Night. Ask for Tam and use my name.�
Her hair fluttered as she skipped down the street, her dress held high, revealing a very nice pair of legs. Briefly she turned, blew him a kiss and laughed. Ned slumped against the wall and exhaled a bent up breath. Thank the saints she�d left. That girl made Meg Black look as predicable as the tides. Adeline was definitely an acquired taste, and an expensive one.
As Ned mopped his brow, a frowning Mistress Black exited from the Goat�s Head tavern. As expected she didn�t look happy. Pre-empting her scolding, he abruptly turned and walked off.
�Ned Bedwell, where do you think you�re going?�
Ned gave an insolent flick of his fingers. �Why, to find Walter of course.�
�But we have three more places on my list to check.�
�Ignore them,� he called back, heading off tauntingly.
�What? Why should I do that?� By the tone of her voice, Meg Black was puzzled by his behaviour.
That contributed to his gloating satisfaction. �Because, Mistress Black, I know where he is.�
Whether she fumed and stamped her foot, Ned didn�t turn to see, but a moment later her clearly angry footsteps paced close behind him. Excellent, now for a change, he was in charge.
***

Chapter Eight: The Devil�s Delights

The crossing of London from Petty Wales to the eastern Liberties, past the Fleete stream, was not a pleasant jaunt, and for Ned, this was his second time in one day. Another flurry of snow added to the mounded banks of frozen slush in the streets and made the walk bitterly cold. As Ned had observed just yesterday from the cheery interior warmth of the revels room, the white blanket did soften the outlines of the roofs, while at the same time hiding the ruts, potholes and broken cobbles of the city roads. Once more he was quietly cursing, stumbling over another concealed obstruction, though this time he kept his balance. A tumble before Gruesome Roger was one thing, but in front of his still fuming mistress�ahh no. Ned had seized the leadership of this little band due to a single clue, and any slip up on his part would see Meg Black once more taking control. He�d no desire to go traipsing through her idea of his supposed haunts.
No doubt Meg was still fuming over the usurpation. That was evident by her continued silence. His daemon had hinted that, knowing �Mistress Black�, she was probably plotting and scheming revenge for this latest slight. Now if pressed, Ned would reluctantly concede that Meg had many commendable virtues. She was friendly, rather attractive, possessed a cutting sense of humour, as well as possibly being more intelligent than was good for a girl of her position. However one trait stood out above all others, her stubborn loyalty. That was the single most important factor in their survival during the Cardinal�s Angels affair. Of course once it had been guided by his natural leadership, they�d prospered. But the flipside of those traits was her stubbornness. Once Mistress Black latched onto an idea, not even a barrel of gonnepowder could blast it loose.
As an example, her present obsession, i.e. that in the space of a few hours the infamous Red Ned Bedwell had nefariously tempted poor Walter from his pious pursuit of Christian reform. Ned didn�t mind proclaiming his skills and talents. He was quite proud of most of them. But that brief span wasn�t long enough to teach a neophyte the deepest secrets of Hazard so that they�d gain six angels. Or know when was the perfect occasion to pull the weighted purse trick. In the hours since lamb Walter�s startlingly convenient disappearance, Ned had some time to mull the situation over. His conclusions were no where near certain, but the best he could come up with was that some person, so far unknown, had got to young Walter and put him up to this mischief. His personal suspicion was that this series of unfortunate events was linked to a rival of the Dellingham�s in Shropshire, hence the cryptic warning to be on guard from Councillor Cromwell. Though, why his patron insisted on such round about methods of making his tasks known had Ned perplexed. Maybe it was a habit picked up during his time in Cardinal Wolsey�s service. That must have been a post set in the very midst of plots, pursuivants and power. Having had only a glimpse of one of the Cardinal�s schemes, Ned could see how concepts of honour and loyalty were warped and twisted to serve personal ambition and survival.
At the bridge over the Fleete, Ned felt a familiar thump on his shoulder. Oh ho. Curiosity must have finally driven Meg Black past her natural limit of endurance. Grasping the stone wall on the side of the bridge to steady himself on the slippery cobbles he turned towards a very upset Mistress Black. �Yes?�
�Where are you dragging us, Ned Bedwell?� Her voice held the sort of inquisitive menace he�d come to know too well. Meg Black had worked herself up into a real temper.
�As I said Mistress Black, to where Walter is.�
�Hmm yes, so you said! But I wonder how the Ned Bedwell who�d been strongly proclaiming his innocence suddenly �discovers� the missing Walter?�
Ah yes, he suspected she�d take this tack. Her suspicions must have been working over time.
�Why Mistress Black, you know I have my sources throughout the city.�
This perfectly reasonable reply was greeted with a derisive snort. �Sources? Is that what you call the company you keep? How many of those �sources� need to avoid the parish constables?�
Hmm, was this perhaps a not so veiled reference to his frequent evening companions? Ned bit back the instant retort about �scurrying reformer rats� he�d heard so recently. Instead he returned a dismissive shrug. �It�s true they shun attention. However they�ve aided your ventures more than once.�
At that honest comment, Meg Black shifted her view to the broken surface of the Fleete. Rather than the noble stream that entered the city, this part was choked with ordure and refuse. If it hadn�t also been full of ice, then it would have perfumed the surroundings with a miasma that cleared the nose and choked the lungs even in winter.
Ned could see that his barb had hit home and felt it was time to relent, though only a little. �Come on Meg. This bickering is foolish! We gain naught from it. We�re heading for a place by Temple Bar where I was told Walter might be. I trust the source and let�s leave it at that.�
It was plain that Meg Black was undergoing her own inner tussle � revenge and slight, battling with reason and sensibility. �This source�is�are they reliable?�
Ned gave a single nod. The future held nothing but trouble if he elaborated on his relationship with Adeline. With an exasperated snort, Meg Black considered this for a moment, and with an almost imperceptible bob of her chin, stalked off. Well this was the best he could expect, and so far still in charge he led their small band westwards along Fleete Street.
The Red Boar was a typical smaller tavern cum gaming house. It stood some two storeys high with white lime-washed walls and a thatched roof. Buildings like this were common in the crowded warrens of the Liberties of London though not always quite so clean. Set on the London side of Temple Bar, it was near enough to Chancery Lane to draw upon clerks and Royal officials from Westminster and still be safe from too close supervision. The Liberties were one of those wonderful anomalies that made legal life in and around London so fruitful. It lay outside the boundaries of London City but not quite in Westminster. Nor did county officials hold sway here. Thus, by a quirk of law both secular and temporal, this region fell in a nebulous zone of jurisdiction. One of his friends at the Inns, a northerner, had likened it to the debatable lands between England and Scotland � a place said to be infested with wild hairy kneed Scots and fugitives from English justice where the only law was the sword, and murder and croft burnings were a daily occurrence.
It wasn�t though because of one simple reason. This patch of ground, lying as it did in between the city and Westminster, was valuable property. Many lords and bishops had their city houses and palaces here, especially along the river. Wolsey�s York Place was just the largest and closest to the Royal palace at Westminster. That much noble breeding and clerical sanctity desired a measure of peacefulness, and around their mansions they enforced this. As well, the space in theory fell under the purview of the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, who most recently had been Sir Thomas More. Thus if you were either a �sturdy beggar� or a known heretic, the Liberties held doubtful sanctuary.
Even so, the Liberties still teemed with places for cony catchers or masters of cozenage to prosper at their craft. So by rights, the Red Boar should have been a sinkhole of depravity, patronised by persons keen to avoid the scrutiny of the city constables, but it wasn�t. Milliken Tover, the taverner, wanted a more respectable clientele. So like so many enterprising merchants in London, he hired a hefty retainer from Captaine Gryne over in Southwark. This dominating presence tended to treat beggars and miscreants without the tender discretion of the law � usually in fact with the assistance of an iron shod cudgel aimed behind the ear. This guaranteed safety was only one reason Ned often came here. The �.ahh�other was Adeline.
So Ned wasn�t concerned when Tover�s heavily built figure came bustling up to him as soon as they they�d passed through the doorway. He�d a happy smile on his jowly cheeks and a most eager twinkle in his eye. �Good ta see you Red Ned. I was told y�d be here. Come ta settle y� friend�s bill, already? I�s always said y�re a true gentleman!�
Ned was jolted to an abrupt halt. �What? What friend�what bill?�
Obligingly Tover thrust a scribbled piece of paper in front of his face. Ned had no choice but to accept it or have it used as a nose napkin. Ignoring an instantly curious Meg Black and Roger, he walked over to a tallow candle and peered at the writing. He blinked several times in disbelief and reread it twice more, before Meg Black, unable to restrain her curiosity, shoved in next to him for her own perusal.
It said, in only a slightly wandering hand;
To Master Milliken Tover, Taverner of the Red Boar. In my capacity as a clerk of Councillor Cromwell, I, Ned Bedwell of St Lawrence Poor Jewry warrant and avow that I stand guarantor for all and any debts incurred by Walter Dellingham in any manner whatsoever. Dated the twenty fifth day of December, Fifteen Hundred and Twenty Ninth year Anno Domino, the twentieth Regnal year of Our Sovereign Majesty, King Henry VIII.
To Ned that part was bad enough but worse was underneath � the signature. It was his or damned enough close to it was possible. By all the blessed saints, what had Walter done? His daemon had a more urgent question � how had he done it? While his angel, not to be surpassed, whispered an even worse question, how many more of these are there floating around London?
Ned turned back to the eager taverner. Tover was wearing his most earnest face, the one he kept for his more valuable customers, when he was presenting their slate. �How long was he here?�
�Mayhap, two or three hours, by the bells of St Paul�s.�
�When did he leave?�
�Oh some time ago, �e cleaned out some five or so of the clerks from the Middle Temple and then disappeared wit� a blonde punk he�d come in with. I�s seen �er round the Liberties often. She usually dresses like that colourful flock around St Paul�s.�
Ned dropped to the bench and shook his head wearily. Damn, too cursed late! Walter had been here and once more successfully played the cony-catchers game, no doubt about that. Even Meg Black couldn�t dispute the evidence. Ned took a deep breath and focused on the expectant taverner. �I�m afraid, Tover, this isn�t my pledge. It�s been forged.�
His happy visage sagged, disappeared, and then underwent several more variations before settling on the one Master Milliken employed for indigent clerks who didn�t cough up the gilt. �Damn y� Red Ned Bedwell. I�m down one angel, eight shillin�s and four pence for food and drink. Who�s goin� to pay for that?�
It was a very good question. Right now Ned wanted Walter really, really badly just so he could grab the little worm by the doublet and shake him until sufficient spare coins rattled loose. In the meantime he passed the bill to Meg Black. �Yours, I think.�
Gone was the mutual forbearance of the last twenty minutes. Now Mistress Black folded her arms and refused the tainted bill. �What cozenage trick is this, Ned Bedwell? It�s got your name and signature on it. You sort it out � you lost him.�
Oh how predictable! This was obviously, at least to him, a well planned cony-catchers play, and he was the cony. Either Walter or his puppet-master was going to regret this. With a frowning glare in the direction of Meg Black and Gruesome Roger, Ned slowly reached into his doublet, pulled out his purse and held it up thoughtfully in his hand. �I will pay this single bill, but you know Meg, past all your rancour and upon your Christian conscience, it�s not mine, and Rob and all the Christmas Revels company will back me up.�
For once Meg Black�s guilty conscience forced her to look away and Ned gave a small, tight smile. At last, a victory of sorts. �However, this comes at a price. I want Roger here, to spill on Anthea the punk and Earless Nick, because I think he knows exactly where Walter is, right now.�
***

Chapter Nine: A Christmas Carolling

Cautiously Ned slipped around the corner of Bride Lane. In one respect he thanked the saints, that it was dark enough since the onset of the early winter night so he could move unseen towards his target. On the other hand he cursed the darkness for its ability to similarly hide any threats. As for his companions in stealth, the less said about them the better. Meg Black moved quietly enough, but Ned wondered in the event of an affray just where she�d produce the hot poker from. Because, it wasn�t as if this particular gathering of the Liberties miscreants would be cowed by her shrewish tongue or bitingly sarcastic manner.
Then there was Gruesome Roger. Ahh yes good old �Hawks�. Hadn�t he proved to be a veritable mine of information once his mistress had �convinced� him to confess his prior employment. Roger Hawkins, the loyal, sour faced, dependable retainer of a thorough going, reformist minded lass � didn�t he come from a very murky background indeed. It had proved a real eye opener to even Ned�s apprentice lawyerly cynicism and soundly convinced his daemon that challenging Gruesome Roger was a short cut to a shroud.
In his prior service, before somehow linking up with the Black family, good old faithful Roger had been a very wicked lad. In fact the retainer�s previous devotion to the darker aspects of the Liberties life had left Ned deeply awed. It was amazing how much of a potted history could be fitted into ten minutes. A good analogue was the breaching of prison walls. Out poured a life-story�s worth of dread deeds and deepest sin, let loose in one cathartic confession.
It was Mistress Black�s reaction that had amazed Ned the most. At the litany of �wickedness�, she�d blanched occasionally at some of Rogers reports, then bade him remember that he had voluntarily turned away from that life and sort redemption. That act, she said, spoke of the soul�s hunger for the purified word of God and, Meg Black continued, that the way to wipe away the hold of the past, was to tackle the demons who�d shackled him for so long.
The reaction had been a snivelling Roger, overcome by his passions, kneeling to beg forgiveness from his mistress. Even Ned�s daemon lost its usual cynicism at the sight. However it did whisper out of the side of its mouth that this was excellent coin to save up for use at a more convenient occasion. In the meantime Ned listened very carefully as the workings of the Liberties were explained by one who�d stood at the right hand of the Lord of the masterless men of the Liberties, Earless Nick.
That information was one reason Ned was sliding so quietly along Bride Lane. This so called lord spread a range of guards around his lair. Though Ned accepted it as a sensible precaution, the other news that chilled was that Earless Nick maintained a scattering of beggars and punks throughout the city to spy out advantages. Ned tried to concentrate on the here and now, but that delightful titbit shook him. He�d already made an enemy of Canting Michael, the owner of the baiting pits and gang lord of half of Southwark. Now�damn�now to find that due to the cursed nuisance, lamb Walter, Red Ned Bedwell risked the wrath of another. As consolation, his better angel reminded him of the honour and virtue he�d gain in the eyes of Meg Black for undertaking this venture. Somehow that just didn�t balance the scales. Not at all!
According to Gruesome Roger, or �Hawks� in this region, a guard should be stationed one building down, on the corner. Ned knelt down on the snow, in the shelter of a doorway, and carefully peered past a convenient pillar. Yes, he could just make out a figure standing in a recess twenty paces away, stamping his feet.
A hand touched his shoulder and Ned almost bolted. Then Meg Black whispered a question in his ear. �Only the one guard?�
Easing back the panic, Ned gave the shadows a thorough inspection. A light crunch of trodden snow told him that Gruesome Roger had joined the crouched huddle. Finally satisfied, Ned pointed to the lurking darkness. A low cough and a plume of white mist from chilled breath could be seen in the light of the cresset lantern beyond. �Yes. He�s alone, so we�ve got this far. Any ideas on how to get past him?�
From a hidden satchel produced from the depths of her heavy gown, Meg pulled out two small items and passed them to him. In the dim light from the few lanterns in the lane Ned could make out a small leather flask and a paper parcel, both commonly used by apothecaries for medicines.
He shook his head. This didn�t seem like the time to dispense physicks! �What�s this? You want me to balance his humours, or maybe check his urine?�
�No, you measle brained puttock. Splash the contents of the flash around your face and neck. It�s aqua vitae from brandy wine.�
Ned frowned and gave the flask a puzzled frown. �Why?�
He could have sworn Meg Black muttered several �common words� that any goodly Christian young lady shouldn�t even know. �Because when you stagger up towards the tavern, he�ll just take you for a drunken clerk.�
He had to admit this was actually sound thinking. However that only accounted for one of the two items. Ned held the spare parcel up and waved it enquiringly, well at least as best as one could in the London evening. Even in the murk he could tell that Meg Black exasperatingly shook her head. She grabbed his collar and pulled him closer and in a most emphatic whisper, told him what he could do with it. At the conclusion, Ned stiffly got up and set about his task. His daemon, however, whistled in sheer amazement. Meg Black was a true mistress of dangerous deviousness.
John Plyborne tucked his freezing hands under his armpits and hugged them tight. This was a perishingly bitter evening to be on guard duty. He�d given up swearing at Robarts for winning the dice throw that put him here. Grumbled about missing out on the pork and pease pudding was acceptable, but no�not the dice. They were Nick�s own set and you�d have to be seriously piss-drunken to challenge Earless Nick on the roll of his �lovely pair o�ducks�. Anyway Nick was in one of his strange fancies this night, so it was probably safer out here in the snow. Once more John stamped his chilled feet. Thankfully, the boots he pulled off that fool last week, allowed enough room to stuff in the extra rags. He gave the black night sky a forlorn glance. The clouds, from what he could see, were low and heavy. It�d be a far dump of snow later, he�d wager. By Christ�s bones, he hoped ol� Toby had sobered up by then. Twas his turn from the ten o� the clock chimes. John gave a grimace and coughed. Damned cloak had more holes in it than a whore�s chastity. Slipping off wasn�t an option either. Nick had flogged One eyed Cheswick for that sin last week. So rather than a raw back, he�d suffer the cold.
In the midst of all this chill, cheerless Christmas, John heard singing, and from the vocals, it was neither angelic nor a wayward choir. No Christmas carolling this, unless it was the style that went on in the many �Liberties Nunneries�. As the off tune song warbled closer, John gave a gloating smile. Oh yes, this was a cursed sight more earthly. Most hymns he�d heard didn�t extol the warmth and charity of an abbess�s cony, or the abbot�s fondness for its soft pelt. Now, that was a carolling he could get used to. A fine voice, if somewhat slurred. As the singer wavered into view, John could make out a well dressed gentleman staggering down the lane, giving out his all with a few country ballads. He easily recognised Cakes and Ale.
�I give �er sack, I gave �er ale, I gave er cake, I gave �er gold.
�I kiss�t �er wonce, an� kiss�t �er twice, an��.an��an�, oh yes, she gaven me all!�
�Opppp! Ahhhhhhh!� �God�s blud! Ahhhhhh! By the Devil�s �own arse, better �ut than in!�
John blessed his patron saint for putting him on duty. This was a true Christmas gift, a tosspot ready for rolling. Eagerly he stepped out into the lantern�s light. �Ho good clerk, where are y� bound this cruel night?�
�What? What? Where are ye, varlet? Can ye tell where�Ahhhhhh! By t� Devil�s own cod�s, a veritable trumpet! A trumpet I says. What says ye, sirrah?�
John had stepped forward to catch the unsteady figure, when the gentleman let out a monster of a belch, and he�d been forced to lean back as the wave of consumed brandy wine rolled over him. His grin widened like a shark. This was going to be so easy. The fellow could hardly stand. Having been a nip as a lad, he could still lift a coin or two with practiced ease.
�What say ye sirrah? Where do I fin� t� Bludy Goat?�
John easily slipped an arm under the swaying figure. This was the best Christmas ever! This tosspot actually wanted to go to the Black Goat. Damn him for a sack soaked fool, Earless Nick would fleece him in a trice and best of all, that were a very, very fine, thick gown the belcher had on, just right for a winter evening on guard.
�Why, Sir Clerk, lean on me, an I�ll take y� there, a warm fire and the best sack in all the Liberties.� John chuckled with not so false glee.
Then five paces from the door, his charge stumbled and dropped towards the snow. John, with his heavy build, steadied the poor drunken cony and reached down to check the purse. As he did so his victim twisted suddenly and a strange puff of dust flew into his face as he breathed in. For an instant he was puzzled, then�then the burning pain clawed up his nose and down his throat. His eyes streamed with tears and all three felt like they�d been scalded with burning ashes. With his hands clutched to his fiery throat, John dropped to the snow desperately pushing his face into the soothing chill. That�s why he didn�t notice his former charge straighten up, though he did feel the boot to the skull�well at least briefly.
Ned looked down on the fallen guard and shook his head. Pepper, by the saints, pepper, and some heathenish concoction. Just was well Meg Black warned him not to breathe when he cast it out. As he had found himself thinking on more than one occasion in the past, he�d have to watch that girl. For a sweet Christian lass, she had a very evil and vindictive turn. Ned grabbed a hand full of fresh snow and rubbed his gloves and the collar of his overmantle. Cleaning could happen later, but he�d be damned to have any of that hot spice powder on him. He�d seen that fellow�s face-red and suffused, gasping for air. Ned gave a small wave and two figures moved out from the deeper shadows. Time to pay Earless Nick a visit.
***

Chapter Ten: A Knave

The tavern door was too heavy to kick open so Ned instead shoved it with a shoulder, weight and its momentum did the rest. The door thumped loudly into the wall with a hollow boom and every eye in the place automatically snapped around to see who�d dared disturb the lair of Earless Nick. Ned strode arrogantly in with Meg Black on his arm, looking as if they were parading down the long gallery in Westminster, and made straight for the tavern keeper�s bench.
�Ho, where�s the sluggedly measle who serves here?� Ned slapped his palm flat on the table. If the door boomed like a great gonne, this snapped through the common room like a shot from a harquebus, sharp and threatening.
A fellow, large in bulk if not muscles, with a long black beard, pushed himself reluctantly up from the dicing table and waddled slowly over, pausing for a leisurely gob into the fire. Finally he arrived and stood arms on hips in front of Ned with a sneering scowl and projected another green ball of slime at the floor rushes by Ned�s boot. �Wot y� want! This �ere tavern�s only fo� Lord Nick an� his men.�
Ned was ready for this. The taverner keeper should�ve been as well � his assumption of arrogance and security let him down. Ned took a leisurely pace forward and shot out a boot, catching the large man in the side of the knee. Still, with tree trunks for legs he may have still stood, like an ancient oak, but Ned moved faster than his opponent�s startled reaction. In a move he�d learnt from a master of defence, Ned stepped in close to the angry taverner, grabbing his approaching hands and tugged them outward. As the finale to his welcome, his left knee shot up and impacted solidly with the taverner�s cods. For a moment the man�s eyes crossed with puzzlement as the hefty blow to his nearest and dearest fired up to the brain. Finally, the message received, the groaning man crumpled forward, collapsing on the floor, both hands clutching his bruised cods whimpering small squeals of pain.
As a conclusion Ned whipped out his poniard, placed it across the base of the taverner�s nose and twitched slightly. A few drops of blood stained the rushes. �No man speaks to Red Ned and his lady without respect, you lard-tubbed, pizzle shrivelled measle!�
At the sudden prospect of blood, the tavern common room went quiet. If this had been the Gryne Dragone in Southwark, whosoever had been foolish enough to pull this stunt would have been punctured or hacked by enough ironware to fill a Ward Muster armoury.
Here it was different. This was the still quiet of fear and hungry anticipation. The crowd in the Black Goat were waiting, for what Ned wasn�t sure, until a voice called out in the lazy affected tones of the Cambridge graduate. �Leave him. Bottoph is a lazy, surly slug and losing a nose would no doubt improve his looks. However he�s already broken into my habits and it would be an inconvenience to train another taverner.�
Still with his blade in place, Ned tilted his head up and scanned the audience for the speaker. Several tavern patrons instinctively shifted, creating a clear corridor of sight towards the table nearest the fire. At one end sat a well dressed gentleman. Like Ned he was wearing a heavy over mantle gown, though this one was half shrugged off the shoulders to reveal a shot silk doublet. That, in the sign language of presentation in this modern age, spoke of affluence and status. If Ned had any doubts, a heavy gilt chain circled the fine cambric linen collar, framing the face above. Ah yes. Ned dropped the whimpering taverner and stood up straight. The face, that�that was interesting. The speaker possessed the kind of features that would have made an angel weep, while his hair casually spilled from beneath a velvet cap in a wavy flow like sun tinted gold to his broad shoulders. Ned instantly felt a wash of jealousy, especially as he noticed the sharply indrawn breath of Meg Black. No doubt about it, Earless Nick was surely the handsomest rogue in all of London.
Casually he slipped the poniard back into its sheath and fixed the speaker with an arrogant stare, hand deliberately resting on his sword hilt. �Who are you to request a favour of Red Ned Bedwell?�
�Oh I plead your forgiveness for my lack of manners, Red� ahh, Ned.�
As he should have expected, the words had the right sound and manner, but as for deeper meaning, Ned knew this fellow never ever begged anyone�s forgiveness. The lazily indulgent tones continued with a small flick of a very clean hand at the surroundings. �I am Nicolas Throckmore, master of this humble abode, and I invite you and your beauteous lady to share a glass of Bordeaux sack.�
Ned inclined his head in a respectful nod as to an equal. Another casual wave of Master Throckmore�s fingers had three of his retinue hurriedly scattering and scurrying. Two hauled up a pair of carved chairs that would have more suited a noble�s parlour rather than a tavern, while the third bustled behind the taverner�s bench, searching out the requested wine. As for the moaning taverner still lying on the floor, not a man moved to aid him. So command here was absolute. Ned�s daemon quivered in fear. Earless Nick demanded respect.
Putting out his arm, Meg Black automatically placed her hand on it and allowed him to escort her to the table. Making a show of the placement of her dress, she took the chair closest to the fire, the position of respect and honour. Without a further glance towards her, Ned took his own seat and assumed a stance of benign indifference, as recommended by the masters of manners at the Inns. It gave him a chance to quietly survey the room as they waited for the proffered refreshment.
Overall it was a generous space, larger than the Red Boar, with a decent sized stone faced fireplace. Some five tables filled the area and lighting was provided by tallow candles in wall sconces. That alone spoke of modest expense. However to Ned�s eye, there were several more telling examples of wealth. At Nick�s right hand was a multi branched gilt candle stick and it burned five new candles, from where the sweet aroma of fresh beeswax spread its perfume. If all this weren�t enough, the walls were covered in large painted canvas panels, mostly highlighting feats of heroes. On the left was King Arthur, while opposite, Hector fought Achilles. Many a gentleman�s house couldn�t boast as many.
All the while, Nick smiled indulgently, as the Master of the Liberties watched Ned review all �his� many trappings of nobility. Where you stood in this society was all about display � your silverware, hangings, tapestries, clothes and jewellery, and most of all, how you stood your �place�. Ned�s better angel may complain about how savagely and cruelly he�d treated the taverner, but without that display of power and status, they�d have been rolled bare minutes after walking through the door.
Finally a tray arrived and Nick�s ragged retainer made a good effort at the proper etiquette for serving. The wine was poured from a silver ewer into a matched set of three Venetian glasses. The first was presented to Meg, then the second to him while the third, with a touch more deference, to their host. Ned wasn�t a fool. He waited for Nick to drink, which he did with evident pleasure. Meg Black had grilled her repentant retainer over Nick�s favoured cozenage gambits. Luckily drugged or poisoned wine wasn�t one of them. Raising a toast to their very generous host, Ned sipped the sweet sack. He politely tipped his head in appreciation. It was strong and significantly better than the one he�d acquired for the Christmas Revels. His daemon promptly suggested a reason � �connections� to the Royal cellar.
Having observed the social niceties, Nick lent forward, eyes twinkling with, well what? Pleasure, anticipation, curiosity? Ned didn�t know but he was instantly on his guard. �Pray tell me, Red Ned, how has my humble tavern gained the pleasure of your lady�s presence?�
Meg Black had been mostly silent. Apart from a few murmurs of thanks, she�d played the demure lady perfectly. What�s more, on some quarter hour�s notice, she�d found a nearby friend and borrowed a swag of gilt � including gold earrings, a silver chain necklace inset with an amethyst, and another of those pearl studded french hoods that all the best reformist girls so adored. Now she played her part. �Good Master Throckmore, Red Ned trespasses on your domain on my petition.�
Earless Nick�s smile widened to show a perfect smile. Ned tried not to feel any more resentful, thinking of his chipped and not so pristine front teeth. �Is that so my lady? Well for one so fair, I must forgive the transgression and instead give thanks for your visit.�
Meg played up to the compliment and returned her own generous smile at the gallantry. Ned kept up his own hooded smile, but by the saints he�d enjoy throttling this slippery weasel. �I fear, good sir, I have mislaid something and Red Ned kindly offered to help me find it.�
The beaming smile shifted to Ned and he bathed in its warm glow. Pity it didn�t reach Earless Nick�s eyes � they still glittered, but more with speculation than friendship. �Why Red Ned, the actions of a true knight, straight out of the tales of Mallory or the ballads of de Troyes. I commend any man of honour!�
Ned returned a bow for the flattery. It paid to keep to conventions since they had naught else. Earless Nick, still polite and chatty, must be wondering how they�d passed his guard unchallenged. However none of the motley collection at the other tables had moved to investigate. So Ned�s surmise was that Master Throckmore was deeply curious at their arrival and assumed a retinue waiting outside in the lane. So Nick would string them along with the hail fellow well met play, and keep his lads close.
�So my lady�?� Nick switched back to Meg with a hanging question.
She played it well by pretending to be pleasantly startled, with a hand up to her mouth, and a further look of embarrassed surprise. Well Ned�s evil little daemon hoped she was pretending. �Oh forgive me Master Throckmore for my rudeness. I am Mistress Margaret Black.�
At that Nick�s light blue eyes sparkled with delight and maybe something deeper. Ned strained to keep a pleasant smile on his face. �Why Mistress Margaret, how can I be of assistance?�
�I am afraid I was entrusted with the charge of a cousin of mine from the country, an innocent lad named Walter Dellingham. Unfortunately this morning he went astray in the city and I fear sir, he�s been taken by varlets and rogues!� Meg had dropped her eyes and blushed deeply, as if shamed into confession.
�I see, that is terrible, the poor lad.� Nick had reached across the table with the finest kerchief Ned had seen outside the Royal courts and offered it to the clearly upset Meg. As far as Ned was concerned the weasel�s hand had lingered too long in the exchange.
Meg gave a delicate sniff and a sad smile and waved the tightly clutched piece of linen towards Ned. �Yes sir, it is a sorry tale and Red Ned here suggested I come to ask the Lord of the Liberties for his aid.�
Once more Nick reached across and patted Meg on the hand, his fingers, to Ned�s jaundiced eye, again appeared to hover overly long.
�My aunt would be distraught if she heard that anything happened to Walter and her health, well sir� it is so frail.� A single tear trickled down her cheek, lightly dabbed by Nick�s linen kerchief. �I�ve heard such terrible stories of what happens to innocent lads in London! If you could help us, I can give a reward of ten angels for his safe return.�
That was good enough to stimulate real interest, though not too much so that they�d think of ransom. Nick however waved the offer away as if it were of no concern. �To dry a sweet lady�s tears I wouldn�t think of taking any coin. Though�?� The question was let hang in the air as a floating offer.
Meg eagerly pushed forward now clutching the crumpled linen in her hand. �Yes, Master Throckmore. What is it?�
�Well if I may so bold, if Red Ned here would play me a round of cards for the pleasure of your company, I would be honoured to help.� Oh that was an excellent play crooned Ned�s daemon, what a brilliant switch.
Meg, hope all over her face turned to him and grabbed his sleeve eagerly. �Oh Ned, Ned, please accept. Think of poor Walter all lost and alone! He may even be hurt! Oh I beg you, accept!�
For a moment he played at considering, and then patting her hand, Ned consented with a gracious nod.
If anything, Nick�s smile edged towards the predatory and his eyes sparked with dangerous amusement. Then their host clapped his hands and ordered the table cleared. The candle stick was moved to the centre and a pack of cards laid out with a simple flick of Nick�s hand. Ned knew the trick � flash the fingers fast and confuse the coney. The said fingers were covered in rings. The ones on his right hand were wide and covered most of the bottom segment of the digit from index to pinkie. They were the strangest he�d ever seen, rough, heavy and battered, covered in a worn layer of silver gilt, though grey iron patches could be seen in the parts where the gilt had flaked off. For a man so concerned with appearance that was odd.
Then once Earless Nick had finished his display, he fastidiously wiped his fingers on a proffered cloth and turned to Ned with that bright smile of his. �I take it, Red Ned, you know the game, Thirty One?�
�Of course Master Throckmore, I�ve played it often.� For the first time this evening Ned told the truth. It was a heady experience.
�Excellent. Well I�ve made a few minor improvements to liven up the game.�
Ned continued to respond politely as Nick outlined his changes and, damn, they were devilishly clever. In his version of Thirty One, the winner was not only the player whose cards added up to thirty one. Now, after one deal of five cards, you had the option of two exchanges of two cards, each of which you paid a penalty if you took an extra card rather than discard. Finally you kept two cards only and rolled a pair of dice to reach the magical number. Thus each play was a combination of two games of chance with the odds constantly shifting. That was bad enough. However with an added twist a player had to name how close he�d get with the roll. You could be one under of your proclaimed stake, but not over. A damned treacherous way to play. As if this game needed any further refinements in complication � only one Bedlamite mad would cross Hazard and Thirty One!
It took two fast games for Ned to get the hang of play, and each time he knew Nick was toying with him, Ned had noticed the way their host had almost perfectly predicted the fall of the dice. There was a trick to it, he knew. All he had to do was figure it out. At the start of the third game, the friendly banter moved up a notch. �So, Red Ned, how is my dear friend Canting Michael?�
Ned affected a casual wave of nonchalance and shifted his cards � a three of roses, a king, a queen and a pair of sevens coins and hearts. The royalty would stay and he�d toss the rest. �You know, Canting often asks me for a friendly game of bowls over in Southwark. I�m sure he�d appreciate your company, Red Ned. You know how affable he is.�
Ned gave what he hoped was an equivocal shrug and tried not to flinch at the suggestion. He knew it was code for Canting�s offer on his head. Nick was clearly suggesting a trade. The whole game was a charade and three items, at least, where being played for, the company of Meg Black being only the most visible. This fellow enjoyed games of double and triple bluff, with mirrors thrown in as well. In many ways Nick reminded Ned of a younger Duke of Norfolk. That lord�s schemes were so famously twisty, that a snake trying to follow them would be left in knots.
Nick, as expected, had drawn out the games, full of pleasant banter and clouded allusions. The Lord Chancellor�s recent troll through the Liberties, a hunting for heretics, was just one � though its relevance was unclear. Was this an offer of �protection� or another threat? Thus they came to the last round of play. Ned had watched and watched and still he hadn�t caught it. What was the cony catchers trick?
Nick peered over at Ned�s revealed hand with a quiet smile. The knave and ace obviously were there on the table and even a fool knew they made twenty one. The Master of the Liberties� own hand displayed a similar number, so on that they were equal. It now came down to the dice. Nick had predicted a combined roll of six. That was a low score to claim, though if Ned exceeded his �stake� he�d still lose. The dice were carved ivory, only the best and, following the German fashion, one was shaped as a naked woman, the other a man, both squatting hands on arse and complete in all detail. Nick had called them his lucky ducks and Ned knew they were as fixed as the crookedest fullans, but how? Maybe if he concentrated on how Nick held the dice? They were always in the cup and it was a standard horn beaker so that couldn�t be it. The cup was always in the right hand and in keeping with his fastidiousness, he wiped his hands on a clean cloth vigorously before each play. The fellow was obsessed with clean fingers!
Nick tapped the horn cup three times on the table and cast. The dice, obeying some hidden rule, spilled onto the table and came up six! At the conclusion of his play Ned�s opponent had the relaxed posture of a satisfied cony catcher. The self proclaimed Lord of the Liberties knew he had Red Ned boxed in, and he deeply enjoyed the entertainment of the struggle before the trap closed with an imaginary snap. Ned had been puzzling over Roger�s report of the sequence ever since the Red Boar and, damn it, he�d watched Earless Nick play the dice successfully four throws out of five. So how did he do it? How could the self proclaimed Lord of the Liberties know? Gruesome Roger�s advice on how Nick rigged his pair of ducks was unknown, though he said it was the same ritual every single time afore he threw them, and Nick always won whenever he chose. Though was it always one set of numbers? He�d forgotten to ask �Hawks� that and it was too damned late now.
Desperately Ned prayed for guidance. It was a trick, a gambit, a sleight of hand, but in the open where only those with the same secret knowledge would understand. Before every throw Nick rubbed his hands on the silken cloth, afterward the dice was placed back into the cup. But what, what was different or the same?
And in a flash of inspiration Ned had it. Lady Fortuna was with him!
***

Chapter Eleven: The Nick

Such a simple trick � but only for the most learned. That was a damned clever ploy, Ned thought, no wonder no one twigged to it. Putting up a hand to stall his play, Ned reached around to his belt and slowly unbuckled his poniard, then placed it carefully down on the table.
This move clearly gave Earless Nick a moment of puzzlement, though that flicker had only been for a second. Then the Master of Liberties had relaxed with a happy smile. To him it must have seemed that the famous Red Ned was cracking under the strain and taking �foolish precautions� like having a blade to hand.
�Master Throckmore��
A languidly waved hand halted his words. �Oh no, Red Ned. Not so formal. You can call me Nick, as do my closest friends.�
Oh now that was a rich sop considering his ploys. �All right�Nick, you have been the most hospitable of hosts to Mistress Margaret and myself. However I feel that you have been too generous. Therefore, since we�ve been playing for mere tokens, I wish to pledge this blade as a wager for my hand.�
Those light blues eyes of Nick�s shone with a potent combination of avarice and anticipation. He lost all trace of his former �disinterest� and bent over the table to inspect the poniard. �I am overcome Red Ned. It is a splendid piece. Is it perhaps�Spanish?�
With deliberately slow hands Ned took the hilt in his right hand, held the sheath in his left and pulled the blade out a few inches, then lent back. For the first time that night Earless Nick displayed his true emotions. He ran a light finger over the spine of the blade, tracing the engraved inscription. Lust was clearly written upon his face.
�Yes, Spanish craftsmanship � from Seville I think. Red Ned, that is a very fine wager.� Nick slapped the table and laughed clearly enjoying the theatre. Ned�s daemon warned him that whether the blade was seen as a bribe or ransom, Nick was certain it�d be his before the evening was over. �I accept Red Ned! In return I offer you one Liberties pardon.�
Keeping up the spirit of the occasion, Ned replied with his own gracious bow. So it was a deal. Honesty and trust were, however, still up for debate. Repositioning the poniard so that the hilt lay across the table on his right, Ned picked up the horn beaker. �So Nick, heard any word of this young lad, Walter?�
The Master of the Liberties pouted ever so slightly and shrugged. �Mayhap my pursuivants will report something. They sweep the Liberties each evening and bring me news of its doings and goings on by ten o� the clock.�
Ned inclined his head as he tapped the beaker, once almost touching the poniard. So Nick was getting overconfident. He�d let slip that he�d reinforcements coming. �I do hope so, Nick. It must be so difficult for a lad lost and alone without a friend in the city.�
Earless Nick�s eyelids flickered and for an instant his eyes darted towards the stairway to his left. Ned gave the horn beaker another tap beside the blade. �So true Red Ned. The city can be a fearful place without a friend or patron.�
There it was again � Nick�s eyes returned to the stairway. �While a patron on the Privy Council can be real solace in these decayed times.�
Now it was Ned�s turn to blink. What was that? Where did it come from? Was it a hint or a threat? For the third time he tapped the beaker on the table then paused. �I call a roll of seven, a �nick� I believe.� Then with the entire table watching with a hungry eagerness, Ned up ended the beaker, spilling the dice onto his cards. They rolled briefly and stopped, a five first then a moment later a two. He�d won and the silence was broken by a roar.
�WHA�.!� Whatever Earless Nick meant to say was drowned out by a booming roar. Almost instantly the tavern�s common room was lit by a bright red flash and filled with boiling clouds of acrid smoke fountaining out of the fire place. Accompanying that confusion, a chorus of shrill screams echoed from up the stairway.
In the midst of this turmoil, Ned grabbed his blade from the table and joined Meg Black crouching underneath. He put his mouth close to her ear and whispered, though between the screams, curses and the thump and clatter of upturned benches, if the Last Trumpet sounded none would hear it. �Head for the stairs. That�s where Walter is being kept!�
Still on their knees Ned, his head down by the rush covered floor, pushed Meg Black forward through the stinging smoke. She�d warned him that her little surprise would cause consternation and panic, and had offhandedly hinted breathing may be strained. Right now however, Ned noted that her use of the truth was positively miserly. This place stank worse than a fart from Satan�s own arse. When Mistress Black, some two hours ago, had volunteered the use of her skills, Ned had first thought she was offering to reveal a generous spread of breasts and cleavage to help entice and distract Earless Nick. As with any healthy lad, this was too good an opportunity to miss, so he�d readily agreed. However what they got instead was a vivid example of alchemist�s tricks- red flame, smoke and a burning stench of hellfire, thick and acrid. So that�s why she�d needed the chair by the fire.
Well, he ruefully thought, it had worked, though his daemon did pose an interesting question. Why was Meg Black walking around the streets of London with a pouch of blinding pepper and a brimstone smoke incendiary? His better angel sensibly suggested that was a question that could wait until later. Despite having to hold the collar of his gown over his face and being almost blinded by the smoke, they made it to the foot of the stairs without incident. Most of Earless Nick�s men could be heard making their stumbling way to the front of the tavern, coughing and cursing. As for their leader, Ned had lost him in the fog of battle, though his distinctive accent wasn�t anywhere near, of that he was sure. At a guess Nick would have figured this whole visit was a trap, and so head for his nearest bolt hole.
At the lowest tread they encountered another problem. The smoke, as was its want, was funnelling upwards into the rooms above, from which sounded a cacophony of screams and shrieks. Even with Meg Black�s surprise they had to be fast. Whether Earless Nick was respected or not, the locals would react to the threat of fire as Londoners always had in the past. Soon dozens would emerge to battle the flames and protect their buildings.
Acting as rearguard, Ned shoved Meg up the stairs first and slowly climbed after her, squeezing his eyes tight to peer through the smoke behind him, dagger at the ready. As they reached the top, a howling figure burst through the billowing fumes. It looked the very image of a harpy, blood streaked breasts, eyes a glazed, brandishing a long dagger and wailing. �Nick! Nick! It�s Hawks. He�s got Walter an� set th� place afire!�
At the sudden appearance of this screaming apparition, Ned flinched and took a step backwards. Meg undaunted, surged forward almost running up the last three steps and ignoring the waving blade, backhanded the harpy across her face. Clearing his eyes of streaming tears, Ned could now see that their assailant had been Anthea, the punk from St Paul�s, though how she came to be half dressed with a torn bodice and bloody on the stairway was a riddle for later. No matter, Meg�s blow had knocked her out and her body was now slumped against the wall.
Pushing past that obstruction Ned now led the way, hurrying along the corridor, pulling each door open and calling out for the still missing Walter. Their only discovery was some dozen scantily clad girls and their patrons, whom lacking hose and breeches either scrambled urgently out the windows or were milling around in the confusion. Depending on circumstance, the girls alternated between screaming shrilly and calling for help. And still no Walter.
It was now that Ned cursed the efficiency of Meg�s little incendiary. It had been damned useful below, but up here the drifting smoke made the search dangerous. Several times he�d had to turn aside his blade as a charging figure through the smoke had resolved itself into a young girl clad only in a chemise. If only for a bit more light, Ned sighed. That last one looked really cute with those long shapely legs. An urgent thump from Meg Black brought him back to the here and now. A large figure was swimming through the grey light towards them from the glints ahead in the smokey fog they were armed. Ned pushed Meg behind him, and dagger out, took up a half crouch and calling out menacingly, �One more step and I�ll gut you!�
Rather than a challenge or a girlish scream, instead Ned gained a very familiar curse. �Damn y� for sluggedly wastrel, Bedwell. About time y� got here! I hope y� caught him, that slippery little ferret!�
Ned relaxed as Gruesome Roger limped into view, his face the usual grim scowl, though he did dip his head slightly embarrassed when he saw Meg. Then the import of his word struck home and Ned thumped the wall and swore. �What! Damn yourself, Hawkins, you useless puttock! Do you mean you lost Walter?�
�You slovenly fool, Bedwell. While you where fiddling with your cards, I was up here fighting off that clawing bitch, Anthea and two of Earless� men!�
Ned sucked in a breath for a fitting retort. That was a stupid move and he ended up rasping his throat with the brimstone. Before the discussion could digress any further, Meg pushed between them giving each a significant glare from smoke reddened eyes. �We don�t have time for this! Where did you last see him?�
Her question was accompanied by a cuff to each of them to emphasis her request for cooperation. �Three doors back when he pulled loose and kicked me.�
Ned raised an eyebrow. Walter tackled Gruesome Roger? By the saints, he wouldn�t have credited it. The meek lamb had grown horns! A quick stumble around the hallway gave them only one choice � a door wedged shut two along from where they stood. A joint effort, shoulders to its rough wood, had them soon through it, to reveal an empty room with a rope of sheets trailing out the open window. Walter had escaped again. Ned looked at Roger and both looked at Meg, who gave a frustrated sigh and bundled up her good dress. It seemed the chase was still on.
By chance or design, Walter had picked the best escape route. This window overlooked a small, quiet courtyard. Within minutes they�d dropped down, even Meg hindered as she was by her skirts. Ned tried to peer through the wintery gloom. This was impossible � it had started to snow again and visibility had closed down to bare yards. By statute, the citizens of London were required to have a small lantern outside their dwelling. It was to be lit at dusk, between the celebrations of Hallowtide and Candlemass. As he�d seen too often, decrees may be grandly proclaimed, but the population as a whole ignored it. If those goodly householders weren�t going to waste good tallow rushes then who could expect it of the Liberties?
So to Ned it seemed that they�d reached a dead end. How could they track Walter? It was as dark as a Blackamore�s soul! Roger though, proved more resourceful. The retainer wrenched a cresset off the nearby wall and stuffed part of their sheet rope into it as a wick. Ned gave shrug. He�d already thought of that and dismissed it. So what � it was useless without tallow or a flint. Knocking on a door around here to beg some wasn�t going get you anything other than cudgel around the ears and a boot to the backside.
Damn! Ned thumped his thigh with a fist, and moving mainly by feel, slipped over to the narrow alley leading out of the court. Walter had to head this way, but left or right? One solution was to split up. They had a chance. However the menace of Earless Nick and his lads remained. They�d be recovering from Meg�s alchemist�s ploy, and he reckoned, keen for mischief and revenge. So separately they were vulnerable and no doubt Earless Nick knew the twists and turns of this patch better than the back of his hand. Ned returned the dozen or so paces to report his lack of discovery and beheld Mistress Black calmly digging into her hidden satchel. He let out an exasperated sigh � what was she doing? A smoke incendiary wasn�t any use here. Even flint and steel wasn�t going to light up that cloth, damp from the falling snow and sleet.
Ned huddled in the limited shelter of a projecting upper story and watched his partner in disaster fiddling around with another small flask. First she uncapped and poured some of its contents onto the bundled cloth in the improvised torch. Well he grudgingly conceded that may work. It smelled rank like the rock oil they used in liniments. The second though, had Ned amazed. This was a small mechanical tinder box. Meg wound a very small handle, then holding it close to the cresset, flicked a lever. Suddenly it shot out a small fountain of sparks and the cresset immediately lit up with a steady bluish flame. By the saints they had light! For the third time that evening, Ned seriously wondered what else the apothecary�s apprentice had stashed away, and as his daemon had asked, why?
***

Chapter Twelve: Fleete of Foote

Steadily they pushed along the back lanes and alleys off Bride Lane, pausing every now and then to check the deep prints left in the snow by the fleeing Walter. Ned had to admit it. Some minutes ago he�d been flummoxed, but Meg Black�s satchel of wonders had set them back on the hunt. By the saints, an improvised lantern. He�d even publicly admit it was damned clever, for a girl, although there was an enormous obstacle in the proclamation, and it wasn�t his touchy pride.
During the chase he�d had some time to think over a recurring question. Why the satchel and why did she always have it whenever she left the apothecaries? A court rhymester like Wyatt would have produced a set of sweet couplets circling around the theme of rescuing a lover of durance vile. Ned though, was somewhat more realistic. The simple reason was the continual hunt for heretics by the Bishop of London and the new Lord Chancellor, Sir Thomas More. Ned had seen it claim a few he knew at the Inns of Court last year, and by chance, during the affair of the Cardinal�s Angels some months ago, they�d brushed past a pack, seeking heretics for the Lollard towers. Sometimes over a dozen a week were rounded up and marched off to prison to face Foxford, the Bishop�s grim faced pursuivant of heresy.
It was a risky time to speak up about the abuses of the Church or complain about the high handed actions of clerics. Even a simple dispute about the amount of tithes to pay could land you in front of a tribunal of canon lawyers, questioning your faith and then suggesting a charge of heresy. Ned should know. He�d seen a few cases pulled from the common courts because they questioned the legal right of priests to do, well whatever they wanted. Richard Hunne, a prosperous merchant of London, had tried that some dozen years ago and was murdered in a Lollard tower for his honesty. Then when already dead, he was declared a heretic and all his wealth seized. An action completely beyond the law, but the Bishop of London got away with it, because as they sneeringly said, the secular was exempt from commons judgement, by the authority of the Apostolic See.
As far as Ned could see that created a problem, one he suspected still remained unresolved since the removal of Cardinal Wolsey. King Henry, in his pursuit of an annulment from his current wife, Katherine of Aragon, needed the support of the English Church. However Pope Clement in Rome wanted the Queen�s nephew, Emperor Charles V, kept at a distance, especially since a few years ago the Emperor�s army had sacked Rome and held Clement hostage. So the Pope was unlikely to tell the English church to accede to King Henry�s request.
So in a nut shell, during perilous times any person with reformist inclinations erred on the side of caution. In Meg Black�s case, add in a penchant for smuggling forbidden books, and it was no surprise she was ready to flee in an instant.
Thus they came to the problem of Walter, the quarry of their pursuit. Ned was almost certain the supposed young reformer had a set of priorities at variance with those of either Meg or his family. Normally he wouldn�t care a fig about this but his patron, Councillor Cromwell, directed otherwise, and then there was the other problem. Walter had fallen in too easily with the likes of Earless Nick, a notorious rogue, and his incentives for turning were as cheap as a blonde punk and purse full of gilt. That was poor enough, but as Ned trudged through the snow heading along Fleete Street a worse prospect hovered overhead. What if young lamb Walter had been scooped up by More�s pursuivants? A lad who�d fallen for his first flash of tits was unlikely to possess the moral resilience to resist the Lord Chancellor�s questioning. Ned�s daemon readily suggested that Walter would sell out anyone to save a bruised finger, and as loath as he was to condemn, Ned had to agree. Walter Dellingham was proving too unpredictable to be allowed to have free range of the city. Something would have to be done.
The snow was coming down heavier and even their improvised lantern was spluttering. As for visibility, well Ned could see Meg to his front and Gruesome Roger some two paces on. However after that even the few outside lanterns either side only shed a fitful illumination at the odd doorway. Ned shivered. This was damnedly bleak weather to seek out the lost lamb. They�d better find him soon or else they be frozen. He�d heard how earlier this week several beggars had been found huddling on the Church steps, all dead and frozen by the piercing cold. He for one didn�t want to end up like that.
Suddenly Ned bumped into a stationary Meg. Gruesome Roger had halted just in front and was crouched down, shielding the cresset in a doorway. He stretched out a hand and pointed at a figure wrapped in a cloak quickly walking down the road maybe twenty feet ahead. �There�s our little lamb!�
How Roger knew, Ned didn�t have to ask. The furtive way the figure kept on looking over his shoulder reminded him too much of the service at St Paul�s. All they had to do was grab him. Feeling an overwhelming desire for a touch of retribution after all the lost lamb�s diversions, Ned volunteered to sprint after Walter and seize him, while the others watched out for Earless Nick�s men. Anyway Gruesome Roger was still limping from his earlier run in with their dear lost lamb.
Slipping out from their cover, Ned strode through the snow. His long legs made it relatively easy and while the knee high horseman�s boots were cumbersome, his feet were dry. He�d picked a shadowed approach, moving fast from doorway to corner water butt, trying to keep out of Walter�s darting, over the shoulder scans. Ahead Ned could see the lanterns on the bridge. In between the flurries of fresh snow they glimmered like the mythical Faerie who lured travellers astray.
The be-cloaked Walter was at best ten paces from the Fleete Bridge. After that up the steep hill there was the gate into the city. At this time of the night it would be closed, but for a fee, the Common Watch would let you through. The gate was the perfect barrier to slow down Walter, except that who knew what sort of fracas the fool would raise when collared. Ned didn�t want to take the chance of loosing him again, so he left his final patch of cover and ran as fast as he could towards Walter.
About one pace off and Walter�s nervous habit swung his head around just as Ned was reaching for his shoulder. The lost lamb�s bleary eyes widened in shock and he almost bleated. �Wh�Wh�What?�
Before he could dart off, Ned�s fingers locked onto his cloak, pulling the errant lad up short. �Walter. My, my, how we�ve missed you!� Ned reeled the lost lamb in and put a friendly but firm arm around the clearly reluctant figure and began to walk together onto the bridge. Got him crowed Ned�s daemon!
It was as Ned was strolling across the bridge, his charge �securely� rescued that it all went terribly wrong. �That�s �im!�
The cry came from just behind them and Ned spun around to see three figures standing under the light of the bridge lanterns. Gruesome Roger and Meg, his supposed �rearguard�, were conspicuous by their absence. Three to one weren�t good odds, and though handy in a brawl, Ned had only recently started training in the not so gentlemanly arts of defence.
There was of course another problem-lost lamb Walter. Only the good lord knew were his loyalties lay. It was a brief struggle for a moment, though as his daemon said, the sheer unpredictability of his charge made Walter a dangerous liability in any fight. Knowing that it was only marginally the better of two poor choices, Ned pushed the lad towards the black shadow past the end of the bridge. �Walter I�ll stay here and keep them off. I want you to run up the hill to the gate and summon the Watch and then head for the Sign of the Spread Eagle!�
�Ye�ye�yes Ned!�
Before he released the lost lamb, Ned pulled Walter close and stared into his watery eyes. �Now Walter my lamb, if you betray me, I�ll see that you suffer in ways that you can�t begin to imagine!�
�Ne�ne�never Ned. On my soul!�
Ned closed his eyes for a moment and thrust Walter into the darkness, then shook his head. Humph, Christ on the Cross! He�d had the fool for almost a minute, damn!
Dropping into a half crouch, Ned drew both his sword and poniard. They whispered from their sheath with a very soft hiss, almost imperceptible in the falling snow. He exhaled slowly and twisted his feet to check his footing. It�d been a few months since he�d last been in a fight and that one hadn�t ended well. Actually the final result was success, but the battle itself was a shameful rout that had him hiding in an empty badgers set waiting for an irate Spaniard to go away. Chance, pride and revenge had rescued him that day � it was unlikely to do so here. Ned took up the stance he�d so recently learnt from Master Sylver, his instructor in the less than gentlemanly arts of survival. His left hand was down by his thigh with the dagger inclined upwards and forward while his sword was held out point towards the threat and laid at a slight deflecting angle around torso height.
The first of Earless Nick�s men moved into the fitful shadows of the centre of the bridge. He was a large brute, armed with an iron shod cudgel and a long dagger. The second, just behind him, was smaller and appeared to have at least one dagger. Ned factored for two. The third stood back and was perhaps of medium height. From the glints as the fellow passed the lanterns he was armed with a large heavy blade, maybe a cleaver like those favoured by Captaine Gryne�s men.
The odds were bad. By the damned saints, where was that sluggard, Gruesome Roger? Ned breathed slowly as his potential assailants warily slid forward. It looked like he was on his own. Even if they heard the sounds of a fight, the Watch stationed at the gate wouldn�t interfere. They didn�t like trouble, especially if it was unprofitable. Ned had been in his fair share of brawls and fights. He could count himself reasonably skilled with fist and boot. As a �gentleman� he�d been pursuing more honourable methods of defence such as sword, dagger and polearm. He was far from an expert and was in fact mostly a novice. However Master Sylver said the art of defence was also a matter of feel for the situation. Did your opponent want to be there and how did they move?
Watching these three slowly advance, Ned gained the impression only one of them was really keen on a scrap. The other two were more in the line of strutting roisters. That was good as he needed any advantage he could scrape up. So rather than wait he launched himself forward with a bound.
His attack startled the large fellow with the cudgel. Earless Nick�s sturdy beggar waited too long to swing and Ned slashed him across the arm in passing. His target was neither of the front two. So he also bypassed the smaller fellow armed with a dagger, parrying briefly, and jabbed at a thigh as he slid past, before colliding with their surprised leader. The heavy blade had swung down in a standard slash but Ned blocked it with his crossed sword and dagger and threw himself forward on now unsteady feet. Behind him the larger assailant had begun to howl in pain, while the dagger wielder had backed off, reluctant now to close. That was all to the good. Even in a brawl, Ned knew it was damned difficult to concentrate on more than one opponent at a time. With all the snow and ice the cobbles on the bridge were as slippery as a greased slide. With his forward momentum still accelerating, Ned gave up on keeping his footing. Instead he hammered the sword pommel into the cheek of Earless Nick�s retainer with all his falling weight. The fellow gave up on the fight and staggered backwards, dropping his heavy blade, hands clutching at his face. It was then that the smaller fellow decided to be brave, and with a cry, charged. Ned was down on his knees, sword somewhere else. Instinct swung him around and Master Sylver�s training had him automatically thrusting out his left hand before he�d actually had time to think about it.
The lighting on the bridge may have been poor, but Earless Nick�s last uninjured minion should have been more cautious, and perhaps indulged in second or even third thoughts. It must been his larger companion�s injury that spurred him on. Blood did that. Sometimes it broke men in combat and they fled. Other times they acted like lions. This fellow was, in fact, a foolish lion. The assault was bravely done, though with a serious flaw. He didn�t notice the poniard. Ned�s back slammed into the wall and given that it was stone, it should have been solid and it was. For an instant then, years of long winters and careless repairs gave way and Ned slid backwards through a sudden hole, his flailing hand seeking purchase even as he pulled the poniard from the groin of Earless Nick�s stunned minion. For an instant the hilt caught on a hollow in the mortar, until the weight of his screaming assailant landed on his shoulder and Ned lost his grip on the blade and tumbled backwards towards the yawning foul depths of the Fleete Ditch.
***

Chapter Thirteen: A Lamb Gathered In

Ned strode angrily down the street. The season�s snow didn�t appear nearly so inviting today after the trudging traffic of the city had reduced it to a pale slurry. In this chilly weather at least it didn�t reek. That was some comfort � a very small one. Ned was angry. Actually he was well past that shallow emotion now, he�d moved into the territory of absolute rage. Any physician wouldn�t have bothered with vague mutterings over the interpretations of a piss bottle�s colour. Instead they�d have immediately prescribed him a treatment for extreme choler, even strapping him down for a course of bleeding. Luckily no decent doctor trod the cold, cold lanes of London at Christmas, seeking to help the afflicted. Those stuffed sods were wealthy, warm, and most of all they were at home.
By all the blessed saints and Christ�s holy blood! Ned thumped his fist rhythmically into his thigh as he strode along. It would be fitting to blame someone else. Meg Black, for her conniving and scheming, would have been perfect or perhaps that duplicitous minion of hers, Gruesome Roger. The arrogant fool had known who�d locked their talons into Walter. It could have saved them hours of searching, even if it had been Ned�s own naivety which had unleashed the monster that prowled the London dens of iniquity in the first place.
Well now he had no choice. This morning Meg Black had been summoned to attend Lady Dellingham in some kind of tour of the city�s facilities of improvement, charity and detention along with his patron, Councillor Thomas Cromwell. All fruitful ground for the reform minded. After that Ned was �expected� to produce a healthy, happy and �educated� Walter for retrieval by the six o� clock chimes at Williams the apothecary�s establishment. As if� They�d lost the not so innocent lamb at the fracas on the Fleete Bridge that had left Ned so perilously exposed to whims of Gruesome Roger�s wry amusement. Even his better angel whispered it was impossible. He�d have a better chance of whistling up the Queen o� Faerie. Though Ned was loath to admit it, the Christmas Revel was a disaster, as was his guardianship of Walter. Even his better angel chided him on the error, of course given the chance lamb Walter would bolt, though it did at least admit that an undependable Walter at your side in a brawl was too risky.
As comforting as that was, it didn�t change the facts. In one day and a night the meek little sheep had turned into a prowling satyr, unquenchable and insatiable. Now Ned was left with only one last resort. It was off to the Sign of the Spread Eagle Tavern to beg the aid of his fellow revellers. A fee of four shilling each if they helped him scour the city should engage their interest and he�d post a two angel finder�s bounty to sweeten the deal. Thirty odd lads, even in their advanced state of �celebration�, should be able to find something. Perhaps returning in force to Earless Nick�s lair was a possibility, though whether Walter had slipped back there was difficult to ascertain. Ned sent a quick message to Captaine Gryne hiring two watchers to guard the Fleete Bridge and Newgate, plus a couple more to traverse the western London Wall. More damned expense!
Of course, if those measures didn�t work� well he�d cross that shit filled sewer when he came to it. Unconsciously he swung right into Bread Street after an unfruitful hour of scouring the riverside haunts of rogues around Queenhithe Ward. It was a few streets to the tavern and Ned could already hear the coins draining from his purse. Damn, not even enough to flee to Calais, that�s if any ships would risk the drifting floes of ice in the river, he�d have to ride down to Gravesend. His better angel chastised him on these thoughts � desertion of �sweet� Meg Black, how could he even think it? At the same time his daemon gibbered in fear, reminding him that Mistress Black may be a reformist minded girl, but she still believed in the Old Testament style of revenge and she had lots of keen friends overseas not to mention that fearsome, secret satchel of hers. No. Reluctantly Ned put the idea of escape aside. Damn, he�d have to be all chivalrous and take the blame. That wouldn�t be so bad, except that all through this disastrous venture he kept on having the tingling suspicion that it wasn�t only Mistress Black who was playing him like a mummer�s puppet.
Some part of this ghastly venture was out of kilter. A part of his mind not currently imagining throttling revenge worked over the problems. Young Dellingham arrived fresh faced and meepish in the city. By some strange manner Ned Bedwell, the least reformist of Cromwell�s retainers, was selected along with Meg Black to lead this lad through the devil�s playground that was London city. Then over the course of two nights and the intervening day, this innocent rampaged through Satan�s cesspits, upsetting men even Ned would creep quietly past. What�s more, Walter had won at cards at least twice, dicing four times or so and Earless Nicks� evident easy possession of the lad created its own suspicions. How had he done it? His daemon hinted that both Nick and Walter moved in too close a symmetry for chance. Chance huh! Chance had nothing to do with this at all. It was true that Lady Fortuna was known to cast her favours in an irregular fashion, but why would it all land on Walter? And why now? Luck didn�t flow like that in London. He should know!
This all still rankled him and Ned stopped in the midst of the street causing a following carter to curse him as an imbecile and to tell him in no uncertain terms to get out of way. Jumping aside he shifted towards the corner of St Mildred�s and Bread Streets and lent against the wall, under a projecting eave deep in thought. Ned had seen many tricks and cony plays before, loaded dice, shaved dice, marked cards, and he�d gained a canny knowledge of what cony traps were favoured and where. But it had taken months of watching and even so you still missed many gambits such as Earless Nick�s tricks with his five iron rings and lodestone dice. What a canny use of modern natural philosophy! If he hadn�t spoken to Rob last week and if their chat hadn�t veered towards the strange properties of iron on a pilot�s compass, Ned would have been lost. But that wasn�t all. One had to have the knowledge of where to go to employ these advantages. Ned had been in London on and off for a few years and he still occasionally got lost. For instance Earless Nick�s lair. Without Gruesome Roger�s reluctant admission, it would have remained hidden. So how did young Walter unerringly head for these secret haunts? His daemon suggested that was a secret to pry out later. In the meantime other more expensive matters held sway.
However the events of last night still held his thoughts in thrall, such as the manner of young Walter�s discovery at the Black Goat. According to Roger that room upstairs was packed with unclad girls all cavorting with the innocent lamb. Thus in one blow the tally of Walter�s codsmanship, stood at four or five, or even six. Well thankfully that evidence dismissed his prior suspicion of a prenuptial contract between Meg and Walter, so some good news after all.
Ned was about to head off when he heard a chorus of piteous cries. He stopped for a moment to locate the source and then he remembered where he was. That had to be the inmates of the Bread Street Compter. It was the common ward gaol, where debtors and law breakers were lodged. Those that could, begged through the barred windows. One wheedling voice in the cracked melody however sounded gratingly familiar. Ned�s eyes narrowed in concentration. Perhaps, perhaps Lady Fortuna had favoured him? Cautiously he edged along the wall closer to the gaol. Oh yes he recognised that voice! It was his dear friend and errant charge, Walter. Ned smiled.
He sat at the bench of the small ale house around the corner from the Compter and sipped the thin ale. Not what he was used to, but at least it was drinkable. With the most feral of grins, he studied the letters before him. It had been a simple task to acquire one of the street urchins to act as a messenger and fetcher for young Dellingham. Running errands for prisoners was how they earned their keep. It had been easy to supply paper, quill and ink from his own clerk�s satchel and have the finished correspondence returned to him. Walter had been a very, very busy young lad. For a simple fellow from Shropshire, he knew a fair number of merchants and goldsmiths, and if the requests were anything to go by, the meek and mild reformer had stashed away quite a sum. Seven pounds was not the kind of coin that jingled loose in the purse. His spree had been meticulously planned and the cajoling/blackmailing rescue letter to his �long time friend� Earless Nick revealed more than was prudent to put on paper. Now it was just a matter of Ned taking advantage of this golden opportunity, but first to make a few preparations of his own�
***

Chapter Fourteen: Compter Caught

Ned had put on his best arrogant air as he sat in the Warder�s chamber of the Bread Street Compter. Rob stood behind him playing the role of imposing retainer. His size helped if not his good natured appearance. Tam Bourke would have been perfect for this task. However Ned needed someone who�s usual reaction to a delicate problem wasn�t to thump it until subdued. Anyway even the drunkest of his fellow Christmas revellers respected the �protection� that Tam represented.
After some delay Warder Locksley shuffled into the room and plunked himself into a handy chair, sighing with the effort. Ned gave him a rapid inspection. The official was maybe five foot odd tall, had a portly appearance and short grey beard. His doublet and gown were of a decent quality cloth and cut, while his podgy fingers displayed a love of gold rings and ostentation. At a guess the warder extracted a goodly share of fees and gifts from his charges. Well Ned could work with that.
The Warder huffed a bit, unfolded a small letter and peered at it frowning. �So Master Bedwell, how can I be of service to Councillor Cromwell?�
Ned had found it convenient on more than one occasion to employ the name of his patron for smoother transactions. �My master requests that young Dellingham be released to my custody. It is a matter of concern to the Privy Council that he�s being unlawfully restrained here.�
The Warder puffed out his cheeks and tut-tutted as he pulled out a pile of what looked like writs. �I fear Master Bedwell, his detention at the Compter is entirely legal, as these will show.�
Ned picked them up and gave their contents a quick perusal. He bit his lip. Oh yes, they were undoubtedly legal. Despite the occasional wandering script, each was signed by justice of the peace. The names of the officials however gave him concern. In these dozen sheets you had as fine a selection of venial and corrupt Londoners as you could find. Ned didn�t have the luxury of playing the Courts so this had to be settled quickly and quietly. �I see, Warder Locksley. Hmm, Councillor Cromwell would prefer if this was dealt without fuss.�
Ned removed his leather glove and slipped off a gold ring set with a small amethyst and placed it on the table. Warder Locksley�s eye�s sparkled with interest as he picked up the ring and closely examined it. Ned, in the meantime, kept up his play of arrogant disdain, though inside he was cursing fiercely. That ring had been his one true extravagance with the reward of the Cardinals� Angels. It hurt to let it go as a bribe for worthless Walter. The ring disappeared inside the Warder�s gown and a rumbling cough announced a resolution. �I understand the Councillor�s concern and it would be my pleasure sort out these, ahh�errors.�
At this concession, Ned returned the slightest nod.
�However I have another difficulty Master Bedwell.� The warder immediately produced yet a further sheaf of papers and began o read through them. �Young Master Dellingham also has a number of debts. This one is for three angels to Nick Throckmore at Tower Royal of St Paul�s yard. Another bill here charges a debt of ten shillings to the taverner of the Red Boar.�
The warder then plunked them in front of Ned. �Then these. Well it�d be quicker to tell you the total � three pounds, two shilling and eight pence. He is also charged with affray by the parish constable whom he assaulted. And of course his debt here so far is five shillings and four pence since he�s been our charge.�
Ned wearily rubbed his face. Walter had been a busy lost lamb. No, his splurge went way past busy, frantic was a better description. Thus Ned�s conviction of being led into an elaborate cony trap hardened into a granite certainty. �That, Warder Locksley, is simply sorted out.� Ned flicked his finger over his shoulder and Rob stepped forward, and opening a leather satchel, spilled out a spray of coins onto the table.
The warder�s eye glowed and he returned a very ingratiating smile. �I can see, Master Bedwell, that you can be very persuasive.�
Ned kept a tight rein on his brewing anger and nodded politely in reply. Walter had better be worth all this damned trouble and expense. Or else.
Ned waited impatiently for the shambling warder to sort through his keys and unlock the last door. Locksley had correctly scented opportunity in the Dellingham lad and put him in private, shared cell rather than one of the larger rooms with the common lawbreakers and debtors. It had been a very well rewarded chance. Ned winced at how much he�d borrowed from his company of Christmas revellers � ruin wasn�t even a step away. The first part of his plan had succeeded. Now it depended on others to fulfil their parts. He�d sent out a flurry of messages all over the city, aimed at the unpredictable Meg Black, imploring her to delay Lady Dellingham�s progress. Rob�s postscript may help but he couldn�t depend on it. In the meantime he detailed his friend to keep a watch on the front of the goal. As for Warder Locksley, trust and chance only went so far.
Finally the correct key rattled in the stubborn lock and the door opened with a poorly oiled squeal. Ignoring the grumbling warder, Ned stepped inside. The cell held two occupants, a snoring cloak covered form in the corner and their missing lamb. Walter had been eagerly peering out of the barred open window, no doubt waiting for the return of his messages. At the grating squeal he looked around curiously at his visitor. Ned noticed a flash of expression. Whether it was curiosity, anger or surprise he wasn�t sure, but Walter quickly covered it with his accustomed sheepish mask and cried out. �Ned! Ned, I am so glad you�re here! I�ve prayed ceaselessly for succour from the good Lord and now a miracle!� The lad�s eyes instantly brimmed with tears and he threw himself at Ned, clutching at him like a drowning man.
Playing the concerned friend Ned sympathetically patted him on the shoulder. �Walter, Walter, we�ve been so worried. Where have you been?�
The Dellingham cony sniffed loudly and more tears flowed as he gasped out an explanation. �I�m afraid I must confess to imbibing too much sack the previous night. I fear I�m not used to it. After that�I�I don�t remember what happened. It all seems like a horrible nightmare and in my wanderings, the parish constables mistook me for a felon, and I fear, locked me in here.�
Ned put on his best solicitous lawyer�s face and slowly nodded at the tale. Walter was good. Maybe he should forget the Geneva venture and take up at the Inns of Court. With a play like this he�d have clients by the dozen, though his daemon noticed Walter�s failure to mention his flight at the Fleete Bridge. Evasion was for this lad as easy as breathing.
While Ned was comforting the new found lamb a thumping at the door drew his attention. Rob�s anxious face was on the other side. �Ned, Ned they�re here. Hurry up for god�s sake!�
Enough pandering. Ned grabbed the supposed cony by the doublet and pushed him up against the wall, thrusting his head forward until they were face to face. �Look Walter, I suggest we drop the mummer�s play. I�ve chased you all over London. I know where you�ve been and I know what you�ve done!�
Ned tilted his head in the direction of the gate. �Your mother is here, on the other side of the prison with Councillor Cromwell. I can leave you here to be discovered, or help you. What�s your choice?�
�Ahh�Ahh�Ahh!�
Ned gave the doublet an extra twist, cutting off Walter�s air supply. After the dice affair, the chase, Earless Nick�s game of Thirty One, the brawl and hanging over the manure choked Fleete Ditch, he wasn�t feeling any Christian charity. Even if it was Christmas!
�Arrgh�yes�yes!�
Ned dropped his errant charge, Walter crumpled against the wall gasping for breath.
�What�what can we do?� Walter appeared crushed and defeated by his recent ordeal, but Ned wasn�t so sure. Any fellow, who could dissemble so well before a gossip of lawyers during the several hour long game of Hazard, was as slippery as a greased weasel, and not even half as trustworthy.
For Ned it was time to apply the thumb screws of leverage. �Walter, by my calculation, you should have some forty angels you cozened out of that card play. Where is it?�
Walter�s eyes went all teary and he snivelled out a reply. �I spent it Ned. I�m sorry, it�s all gone! I�m a poor, miserable sinner who seeks forgiveness from the Almighty for my many grievous faults.� A trail of snot and tears ran down Walter�s face, making him look the most forlorn of coneys.
Ned gave a grin that was all teeth and once more thrust his face closer. �Oh no Walter. You can play the meek lamb with Meg Black, but I�m not so easily cony-catched.� Well not more than once, his daemon cautiously added.
�I�ve chased you all over the Liberties of London. For an innocent country lad you have a canny nose for the sites o� mischief, and I�ve questioned all those you had a run in with, even Earless Nick. Now I know he still wants you which is why he had you cooling your heels here in Bread Street Compter on that false bill.�
Walter continued to whimper pitifully so Ned dropped him and walked for the door. �As you wish. I�ve got signed statements and writs from all your recent �friends� so I wonder what your mother will think when she sees them?�
�Wait�wait Ned. I�I�ve got twenty five angels left!�
�Sorry, was that thirty five angels I heard?�
�Ahh�ahh�yes Ned, it was thirty five, on my oath.�
�Excellent Walter. See, that wasn�t too hard, was it? Now where did you hide it?�
�What? But I�ve pledged my word.�
�This may surprise you Walter, but my well of Christian forgiveness has run dry. Now where is it? Or do I leave you here?�
Walter dragged a dirty sleeve across his snot covered face and stared at Ned in a morose manner. �All right. It�s lodged at Herringwithe on Goldsmith�s Row.�
Ned nodded and gave a satisfied smile. Now, for the first time, that actually had the ring of truth about it. Herringwithe was one of the recipients of the intercepted pleading letters. Before the mood of honesty was lost, Ned whipped out a sheet of paper, along with a bronze quill and small inkhorn from his script, hanging by his sword. �Good. Now Walter, I�d like you to write out a draft for forty five angels, payable to me.�
�What! Why forty five? You said thirty five a moment ago!�
�Yes I did, but that was before you admitted cozening me, Walter. By the way, the longer you delay, the higher goes the fee.�
�This, this is extortion!�
�I doubt it. Look at it more as a fee for service. Anyway don�t whine. I suspect you still cleared some twenty angels according to my reports.�
Walter mumbled as he dipped the pen and hastily scratched away on the unfolded paper. Ned helpfully pointed out a few errors such as when poor Walter had accidentally written twenty five instead of forty five, and then added an addendum of four shillings fee for the bearer.
At the conclusion Ned stood up, thumped on the cell door, and called out through the grill. �Ho, bailiff. My friend here has recovered his memory. Tell Warder Locksley its settled.�
Instead of the pocked face of the grumbling warder, Rob�s worried features reappeared at the grill. �Ned, by the saints hurry up. Lady Dellingham and Cromwell have finished chatting with the Warder. I don�t think Meg can delay them any longer.�
Ned silently cursed. This was much sooner than he�d expected. Why couldn�t they have visited Newgate? There was no way to get Walter out of the Compter before her ladyship�s inspection � goals had only one gate for a reason. Damn, they were still trapped! How was he going to get out of this?
Providentially his daemon unfurled the tendril of a solution, and Ned gave it due consideration. Hmm you know in the right view it held a certain symmetry that even an astrologer would applaud. He pulled out another scrap of paper and furiously scribbled out a message. Then he dug into his purse and pulled out a handful of coins and thrust them at Rob along with the signed bill. �Get this note to Roger and beg him to deliver it to Reedman at the Spread Eagle. Then remind Warder Locksley of our agreement.�
Ned bent close to the grill and whispered intently. Rob�s face acquired a concerned expression and he shook his head doubtfully. �Ned, are you sure it�s going to work?�
Ned shrugged. They were out of options.
�I think that considering it�s the Christmas season under the reign of the Lord of Misrule, we should live in the confident hope of a miracle.�
***

Chapter Fifteen: A Beneficial Visit

For Meg Black, this was not the twelve days of Christmas she�d been anticipating. For a start, her plans concerning the humbling of that arrogant apprentice lawyer, Ned Bedwell, had gone completely awry. Secondly, she hadn�t expected to be chasing an errant Walter Dellingham through the Liberties of London, as he cut a swathe across the pestholes of vice and immorality. That wasn�t the sort of pursuits she expected of a learned lad who was about to leave and study under one of the fathers of reform, Zwingli. Thirdly, Lady Dellingham was getting on her nerves. She understood that the purifiers of religion were a diverse tapestry brought together by their opposition to the corruption of the Pope and his Church. But on long exposure the woman was extremely grating. For instance during the tour of the city prisons or Compters, her response to the deserving poor seemed to consist only of regular cold salt baths and more work to concentrate their thoughts on their imperilled souls. Why she was an escort wasn�t quite so much a mystery. Uncle Williams was concerned with keeping a valuable client, while Councillor Cromwell�s motivation was�was unclear. However Lady Anne trusted him so that was enough for her.
In the meantime she was growing tired of repeating the continual �yes my lady�, �certainly my lady�, like those gaudy mimicking birds from the Indies. Now here they were at the Bread Street Compter, the last stop before the party made what she suspected was to be a very fateful return to her uncle�s apothecary, where Ned had faithfully promised Walter would be lodged by the evening. Now, while it�d be extremely gratifying to see that full of himself, prentice lawyer grovelling for forgiveness at losing �little lamb� Walter, the ramifications mightn't be so pleasant. In the meantime, as the note had pleaded, the tour continued as slowly as she could manage. All the while Meg consoled herself with imagining the �talk� she was going to have with Ned when this fiasco was over.
Finally, having dragged out the questioning of Warder Locksley for minutes longer than was polite, and probably giving everyone the firm impression she was a silly, light-headed, prattling lass, (that was going to be another count against Master Bedwell!) they began to inspect the cells of the prison. On one aspect she was firm. For this indignity, Ned Bedwell was going to suffer! Eventually they arrived at the set of dank cells that made up the Compter�s pitiful excuse for an infirmary. In her trade she was used to the fetid aromas of sick rooms, but this place was in a class of its own. The stench had a physical presence that rammed itself up the nose, almost clawing its way down the throat.
As Lady Dellingham stepped through the narrow doorway, she shoved the cloved orange pomander closer to her nose and stopped so abruptly that Councillor Cromwell almost ran into her. Lady Dellingham�s free hand thrust out and pointed imperiously at a trio of figures by the opposite wall. An old man, thin and scrawny, his beard grey and matted, was lying on a filthy straw pallet being spoon fed from a bowl of pottage. The ministering angel was a young man with bulging eyes and limp yellow hair, dressed in a dark gown that had recently been cleaner.
That perhaps wasn�t the scene that had Meg Black wide eyed in shock. Instead it was on the other side of the pallet. A familiar, tallish, young lad with reddish hair was kneeling in prayer and quietly reading from a small book. It was impossible, just impossible! She�d never seen Red Ned Bedwell pray for anything, except the providential fall of a dice! And�and Meg�s stare narrowed to the simple book cover. That, she was almost certain was one of a recent shipment from Antwerp. How ever did he get one of those?
�What is the meaning of this?� The thundering voice of Lady Dellingham echoed in the chamber and all the eyes that could, swung her way. It may have been dark, but Meg could have sworn the Ned Bedwell, the master of deceit, didn�t look as startled as he should have. �Walter, what are you doing?�
At this booming question, Walter dropped the spoon from his trembling fingers and stuttered a meek reply. �Oh, mo�mo�mother!�
Not waiting for an answer, the furious frown of Lady Dellingham immediately directed itself towards Meg. �Mistress Black, you didn�t tell me that my poor Walter was here!�
Before she could frame any kind of answer, that double-damned Ned Bedwell had walked over, the slim volume clutched piously in his hands, and favoured them with a decent courtly bow. �Pray forgive her, Lady Dellingham. Margaret knew naught of this venture.�
Meg clenched her fists and resisted the urge to sock that insincere smile, as Ned �lawyer� Bedwell wove his story. �My lady, we�d taken in all the sights of the city and Walter and myself were passing here on the way to a�a meeting of �friends�. When we heard piteous cries from this place of duress, and in Christian charity for this season, Walter insisted that we do what we could for these poor wretches.�
To Meg that was an arrant lie from start to finish. She clenched her jaw to halt the urge for re editing. Lady Dellingham though, was struggling to fit her little lamb with these putrid surroundings. Finally in a voice raw with shock, she stammered out a question. �Is�is this so Walter? Have you been ministering to these poor wretches? Have you�felt a calling?�
The said lost lamb put down the bowl. Still on his knees he shuffled towards his mother, reverently took up the fringe of her kirtle and kissed it. �Yes�yes mother. It was at the meeting of Ned�s, ahh friends, that the spirit of our compassionate Lord spoke to me.�
For the first time since Meg had been shackled to their visitors from Shropshire, she witnessed Lady Dellingham display anything other and sneering disdain. She reached down, drew up Walter and clutched him to her like a lost child. �Hallelujah! Praise be to the Lord! Walter, your father and I always hoped that you�d find your avocation in the reformed religion, but we never thought it would be so soon, or in this foul pit.�
Having helped chase Walter through places that made this pesthole look like the luxuries of Richmond Palace, Meg doubted it as well. Ned however, was playing the scene. She watched him step next to Walter, place a fond hand on his shoulder and give Lady Dellingham the most simpering smile she�d ever seen. �Yes my lady. The few days we have had with Walter have been a profound revelation. His presence has made such a difference to our humble company. I ask, no I beg you to let us keep him with us until his vessel is ready to depart. With his lead and inspiration, we can do God�s work and restore this city as a New Jerusalem!�
Meg blinked in stunned shock. She hadn�t just heard that, had she? Ned damned be he Bedwell pleading to keep Walter, the bane of their life for the past two days, for a further two weeks? And�and as part of a reformist Christian commitment? Walter the satyr and dice man? No, the fetid air must be causing a delusion.
Then Councillor Cromwell�s dryly sardonic voice cut through the weeping babble and brought them back to reality. �That, Master Bedwell, is an extremely generous offer. I, myself, feel inspired enough to meet this company of saints. Would you pray escort us?�
Ned, still giving his simpering performance, suppressed a curse, and instead turned toward his patron with a modest bow. Damn cursed his daemon, the ploy had almost worked! Keeping a tight hold on �lamb� Walter, he helped their erring reformer to stand up, then spread his hand in a humble demeanour, making sure the heretical book was prominently displayed and wound out his first piece of cozenage. �Of course, Councillor Cromwell, though I fear that while our piety may meet with our honest approval, our location in a tavern may offend polite company.�
Lady Dellingham, after the brief display of humanity, snapped back to form with a sneering comment, loud with echoes of condemnation. �Ahem, in a common tavern? I do not find the location in any way Christian. They are the Devil�s castles, fortresses of sin, where the demons of drunkenness and debauchery consort with lewd and vulgar women!�
Ned hadn�t heard that one before. While his better angel primly agreed, he speedily temporized. �My lady, while that is indeed true and much lamented, it is however an excellent cover for the pursuit of the Lord�s work. Sir Thomas More�s pursuivants would never think to look there.�
He received a very hard eyed inspection and another of those disturbing harrumphs. Cromwell however, maintained a very tight smile that gave nothing at all away, thought Ned may have discerned the smallest spark of amusement.
�After all, my lady, where better to assail the forces of evil, than in their own bastion?�
�Yes, Master Bedwell, where indeed?� This dry comment came from Cromwell who was turning his hard-eyed inspection from one to another of them.
Ned continued to hold on to Walter. �My companions would consider it an honour to welcome you as our guests.�
This sounded perfect, the right balance of respect and humility. Ned just prayed that it was true and that the concentrated glare from Mistress Black didn�t mean what his daemon had warned. She couldn�t still want revenge�could she?

Chapter Sixteen: A Proper Repentance

The distinct clink of iron roused Ned from his musings. He quietly slipped off the bed, picked up the hooded lantern from the stool beside him and tip toed to the slightly opened door. Cautiously he eased himself through into the chamber and stood in the deep shadows of a nearby painted canvas. A rhythmic, metallic, scraping sound squeaked into the silent void of the predawn morning. It almost matched the tone of the neighbouring snores which echoed from around the room. Ned cautiously slid his feet across the floorboards, carefully easing his weight first on one foot then another, checking that the timber didn�t groan as it jostled its neighbour. Finally, long minutes later, he�d made it the curtain shrouded bed. The soft squeaks hadn�t changed their stop/start pattern. Still sliding his stockinged feet along, he made it to the head of the bed and slowly wrapped his fingers around the curtain�s fringe, then on the latest muted squeak, he tugged the curtain back and thrust the unhooked lantern into the shadows.
As he expected, the sudden glow of illumination revealed a very interesting sight. The bed covers were mounded up over a hunched figure in a long shirt. A pair of bulging, watery blues eyes blinked up at him in the sudden flood of light. Exactly as you�d expect to find behind the curtain of a privy bed, except for the snaking line of a wrought chain that wound from the corner pillar to under the coverlet.
�Morning, Walter. Having trouble sleeping?�
�What! Oh Ned you startled me. I�m sorry, did I disturb you? Pray forgive me. I had to use the privy pot.�
Ned swung the lantern over the shrouded area of the bed. Opposite he could see a second pale figure stretched out. A spill of long, straw-blonde hair trailed over the pillow and drifted along the exposed spine, terminating at the swelling buttock curves. The white skin glowed alluringly.
Ned swallowed slightly at the vision and cleared his throat. �Ahh huh, certainly Walter. Yes, it must have been when you used the pot. However unless you�re pissing nails, I don�t think so.�
Ned put his hand out, palm open, and crooked his finger. �The rasp, Walter. Now if you please.�
Walter widened his eyes in well simulated alarm, and his face dropped into its familiar pattern of mopish regret �What rasp, Ned? I�m shocked to think you�d believe that I�d renege on our arrangement. I swore an oath upon the bible!�
Ned gave a sigh and sadly shook his head. He�d thought the two days exemplary behaviour had been too good to be true. �Walter, Walter, what am I going to do with you? You remember the terms of our agreement? I�m afraid, for this breach, that I�ll have to withdraw Rosemund as your �companion�.�
Up to this point Walter had kept up his skilled mask of a practiced dissembler, but at the threat, he immediately dissolved into a teary, grovelling wretch, clutching desperately at Ned�s gown. �No, no! Please Ned! I�ll behave. I promise I�ll make a new pledge upon my very salvation. No, don�t take Rosemund away!�
Ned maintained his stern demeanour and continued to hold out his hand. �The rasp, Walter. Come on.�
Eventually the sniffling subsided, and seeing that his play hadn�t made any difference, the penitent Walter reluctantly shuffled across and pushing his hand under the nearby pillow, slowly extracted a battered smith�s rasp and held it out.
Ned took it and shoved it into his belt and shook his head. �Walter, I am disappointed. You�ve been going so well these past few days. Meg Black was full of praise for your work at Newgate Goal yesterday. I fear this act merits another fine of four angels.�
Walter gave a sad droop of his head and muttered agreement.
�Well, get some sleep Walter. You�ve got a busy day coming up. Meg said you�re off to Poultry Compter by nine of the clock.� Ned dropped the curtain and quietly made his way back to his own bed. The minor ruckus hadn�t disturbed the rest of the snoring company. Pulling the rasp out of his belt, Ned placed it next to the lantern and lay down, pillowing his head in his hands.
Well it was going to be busy tomorrow. The revels were nearing their last few days and he�d planned a few surprises for his revellers, including a subtly of goose, stuffed with capons and pigeons. Thanks to Walter�s unforeseen generosity, the celebrations could exceed the original budget. Anyway Ned also owed them for fronting up the gilt at his urgent request, and for the instantly convened bible meeting.
By the time Ned had led Lady Dellingham and her newly regarded Walter back to the sign of the Spread Eagle, the scene of Roman Saturnalia had been miraculously transformed by Reedman and the rest into the most sober of gatherings. One snag had been the doorway still wreathed in holly, which had Lady Dellingham frowning in suspicion until Ned passed it off as righteous deception to protect the gathering. It had been true that he�d held his breath as the door had swung open, and none could fault him that minor sigh of relief at what was revealed inside. At the word of the approach of Cromwell, the company under Reedman had out done themselves. Gone were the decorations and painted canvases of �antique carousing�. Instead a simple wooden cross hung from the wall. As for the diaphanous-gowned musicians, their costumes now spoke of sober respectability rather than the prior revels and Reedman himself was at the head of the table, reading aloud from the latest translated New Testament, as the rest of the company listened in rapt attention.
For a moment Lady Dellingham stood in frowning review of the scene, then clapped her hands together and shouted Hallelujah, complimenting both Meg and Ned for bringing Walter �unto the bosom of the most Christian community she�d seen in London�. Luckily her ladyship had been too busy exulting to notice the grimace of almost incredulous dismay that crossed the face of Meg Black. Ned was glad the apothecary�s apprentice was restrained by the present company, since he was certain that her �views� on the disguised revels would be forthright and immediately painful.
However it was neither the fearsome Meg nor the reproving Lady Dellingham that had caused him the greatest fear. Oh no that was Councillor Cromwell. His patron had watched all the play with a quiet, tight smile and noted the names of the company, returning to them pleasant replies of known associations and relatives of his acquaintance. That identification had sent chills up Ned�s spine.
Somehow his patron knew that all this held as much reality as a Twelfth Night player�s revel, though he said very little to Ned until Meg reminded Lady Dellingham of their next call at the Lord Mayor�s feast. Then Ned had escorted them out into the winter evening and left them with their pack of retainers. Finally Cromwell had turned to him, and still with that quietly knowing smile, commended Ned for his efforts and bade him a good night. After that Ned had breathed a great deal easier, since Cromwell had left him with a small purse containing a dozen shillings and a simple murmured reference to the bible, Romans 6:23.
It left him puzzled for all of five minutes until he�d consulted a much relieved Rob in private, while the company of revels recovered from the visit. Afterwards it had taken several cups of good sack to steady his trembling. The reference had been chillingly accurate. For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Our Lord Jesus Christ.
The thinly veiled hint had prompted him to seek out Meg Black that evening and sort out an immediate resolution of the �Walter� problem. He�d discussed, in a slightly edited form, the continuing need for �strong� precautions. For once the apprentice apothecary agreed with only a brief argument. That signal occurrence had his daemon momentarily suspicious, but Ned had shrugged it off. Even Mistress Black had to admit life in an imperfect world required unusual remedies. For instance his solution had been to find some comely �intelligent� blonde lass, with an impeccable reputation for reform, from a modest background. Then introduce her to Lady Dellingham as a suitable helpmate for Walter. Despite some frowning disapproval and barbed comments on his bizarre interpretation of religious script, Meg Black had grudgingly gone along with his plan.
Even Walter had mostly complied, especially when he�d been told that fair Rosemund, his �intended�, now controlled the sums he�d lodged around the city. Well at least the rump of thirty nine pounds, eight shilling and four pence after expenses, still a hefty dowry for any girl. As far as Ned was concerned a lad of Walter�s peculiar disposition and cunning, required an extra leash, apart from pretty eyes and a firm rounded pair of breasts. Memories of the smooth white skin he�d recently seen had him shift a suddenly tight and uncomfortable cod piece.
All in all, this frantic traipsing through the Liberties of London had turned out rather well. Walter had been �persuaded� that to assuage his imperilled soul, a truly reformed Christian would cough up suitable recompense in coin, which Ned and Meg held in trust. And as a final precaution, Ned had requested that Walter supply the names of his dubious agents and informers. That last one had been a real tussle with demons. Walter had prevaricated and sniffled falsehoods until Ned unveiled his last trump card � an evening with the fair Rosemund. That temptation had outweighed all the others, and as Ned assured Rob, he wasn�t acting as a whoremaster or ruining the reputation of a modest girl. Instead it should be considered as a very legal and binding prenuptial contract, witnessed by thirty members of the Inns of Chancery. In the labyrinthine vagaries of marriage law, in which His Majesty the King was currently entangled, you couldn�t have more certainty unless the bedding was witnessed by three Lords and several Bishops.
This grudgingly revealed information though, caused its own concerns. Earless Nick�s luring of Walter was some months old. The self proclaimed Master of Masterless men had spent a considerable amount of time first courting, then tempting and training Walter. Ned was forced to question, why so much effort? Was the return really worth the investment, or did Nick Throckmore move at another�s behest as he may have hinted? Ned put that from his present thoughts. This was the Christmas season. For at least a week he�d like a break from the rigours of treachery, betrayal and the conspiring of the Court.
There was also one minor but urgent detail to arrange on the morrow. He had to give Joseph, the tavern pot boy, three shillings. The lad had played his part well, though until Walter�s vessel actually sailed, it would be prudent to line up several more �agents� for his reluctant charge to bribe. Ned had some dozen rasps and files at hand, and the coin made useful wagering in his card games with Walter. Now if only Lady Fortuna would grant him similar luck with Mistress Black. Ned gave another sigh and settled into the warm bed and smiled. There was still all winter to pursue that quarry. After all, she had to give up on revenge sometime�didn�t she?
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