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The Third Weaponsmith Chronicle
 
 
   Autumn 1642. Four years earlier, Roger Hawken’s father Richard had called him back from Germany and command of Hawken’s Regiment, to take on the responsibility of running the family estate at Abbot’s Down, close to Amesbury in Wiltshire. With his father now dead, Roger is settled in charge, though his elder brother Henry is the actual owner of the Hawken lands. 
 
    
 
   The four years since have been eventful. Roger has been married and doubly bereaved. His killing of Charlie Westerhead at the storm of Hollenstedt, seven years before, set in train a feud with Charlie’s elder brother, Lord Francis Westerhead of Seend, near Devizes. This has led to Roger being charged for a second time with Charlie’s murder, and although the courts have thrown out the charges, the feud has not gone away.
 
    
 
   Roger Hawken has had enough of war. He has seen enough of it to last any lifetime, but war comes again to him unbidden, as the country takes sides for the Civil Wars, the Great Rebellion. When King Charles raises his standard, Prince Rupert calls on Roger to pledge his sword to the Royalist cause. He makes his way to Shrewsbury to receive his commission, setting in train a sequence of events in which civil war and the Westerhead feud combine to bring about the near-destruction of the Hawken family. 
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   PART I
 
    
 
   CAVALIER
 
    
 
   September 1642 – January 1643
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Coffins look so small, just as the dead look so much smaller than their living selves. This one is smaller still, almost a child’s. We are burying our friend in the little churchyard at Abbot’s Down, the first time that this war that is setting brother apart from brother has laid its cold hand close upon us. Gretta, who had covered my back in more unwonted excitements than I cared to remember, from Hollenstedt in ’35, till a week ago at Edgehill. The link with that other life I thought I had left behind in the Low Countries and Germany when I came home to be a farmer in 1638.  
 
   A plain wooden cross, with the bare inscription ‘Gretta, 1622-1642 – RIP’.  The ‘22’ a guess on my part, just as she had no surname, nor, for that matter, any fixed abode. She had been a child of the German wars, a company brat. But the headstone, when it goes into place, will tell a different story.   
 
   She may not have looked it, but the girl soldier in the grave had been Maid of Honour to Elizabeth of Bohemia, the Winter Queen. To go with that, she held a title, The Lady of Longtreavie. Jamie Sinclair – Lord James Sinclair, the Queen’s Scots chamberlain – invented the title then fixed it with Lord Lyon King-at-Arms by getting Lyon resoundingly drunk. Jamie is good at that sort of thing. But the title was earned. Gretta had saved Elizabeth’s life by her marksmanship, and the Queen had been as generous as her parlous finances permitted. Longtreavie is my place in Scotland. I too have had my share from Elizabeth’s open-handedness.
 
   We are a small party. My mother, Rosalind Hawken, widowed these two years, small, plump and getting a little plumper by the year. She is white-haired now, but she still has a wicked eye. Her zest for life, dampened by my father’s death these two years since, has returned. This may have had something to do with the fact that she is seeing a great deal of my godfather Michael Elyot, Sir Michael Elyot of Easton. 
 
   My elder brother Henry, tall and spare, like our father and most of the Hawken men before him. I’m the opposite, short and square, favouring our mother. Henry, as the eldest, owns the Abbot’s Down lands, but he has his hands full with a growing legal practice in Salisbury, so I play the owner’s part for him. Only three of us survived childhood; our elder sister, Janet, lives in material comfort and marital tension with a pompous fart named Lionel Varney, at Mere, down the Exeter road. Henry is strong for the Parliament, which got him into some trouble before the war, but Salisbury is Parliament country these days.
 
   Jem and Dorothy Gosforth. Jem, my, or more properly Henry’s, bailiff. Jem is a big dark man, a rare bird in our parts, a Geordie from Northumberland. His family were coalminers, his father an under-manager, a pit deputy. Jem had grown too big for the mines, so his father had taught him to read, write and figure, then pitched him out to earn his fortune. He’d learned farming from the bottom up, working his way South almost the length of England, and arrived on our doorstep in ’39 as a gift from heaven. My father had fired our previous bailiff, and no one local had been prepared to take on the job. Marshall had a lot of influence and some rough friends. Fortunately, Jem can be rough too. Clever Dorothy Gosforth, parson’s daughter, who had run away from home to follow Jem. It wouldn’t be fair on Jem to call her the brains of the team, but there is a magic, even a brilliance, about Dorothy that makes you wonder what fairy was hovering over her birth. It isn’t orthodox beauty – she’s ordinary, even mousy, at first glance, but at second you see the truth.
 
   Aaron Gaunt, our vicar, at sight a harmless priest, a little unkempt, grey haired going on white, growing old gently in a tiny living. Appearances can be deceptive. There are things about Aaron’s dealings that, of those present, only he and I know, and probably some more that even I don’t.  
 
   The soldiers, Claes and Paterson. Claes with his round honest Dutch face, leaning on the stick he’s needed since half his thigh muscle was blown away by a musket ball at Lützen in ’32. He shouldn’t have been alive, but the ball had missed the artery and the Montecuoli Company had the best surgeon anywhere in the armies. Claes had been my bodyguard for the four years before that and had come to England with me in ’29 when I was back for my coming of age. He’d sworn to return, and when in 1638 I gave up soldiering for good, as I thought, he appointed himself gentleman’s gentleman. Paterson is a more recent acquisition. A Lowlander, once one of David Leslie’s Scots contingent in Gustavus’ army, he had been running a one-wagon haulage business in London. Totally by chance I had hired him to help move my kit down to Wiltshire. We’d hit it off and he’s stayed on, still in business on his own account but at priority call to me and mine. He had gone to Edgehill with Gretta and Claes and me, and they had got me home when I was in no condition to think straight after the battle. Paterson it was who had wrapped the body, then organized a rough coffin for her when we stopped at Stow on the long road home.
 
   There’s no one from the village, apart from young Timothy Greathead, who had driven my pony-carriage to Edgehill. The funeral is an acutely private occasion, and in any case the villagers hadn’t warmed to Gretta in the way that they have taken to Claes. She had spent less time at Abbot’s Down than he had, but the real problem was that a girl soldier, always dressed in man’s clothing, was more than our conservatives could take. And she carried with her something of the dark that made people uneasy in her presence. Too many of Gretta’s killings had been up close and personal. 
 
   There are two more people in the churchyard, a little way off. I had signalled them to join us if they wished, but there had been a shake of the head in reply. One is Pincher Martin, the village poacher. Pincher and I go back a long way, as far as childhood, when Henry and I had run wild with the village children. Pincher had been our friend and mentor then, and still holds a special place, even though he stinks like a whole family of polecats. I have learned a lot from him down the years, useful matters mostly of doubtful legality. 
 
   Pincher’s companion is our resident wise woman, Eirlys. Eirlys lives on top of the down, winter and summer. Pincher keeps an eye on her and sees to her material needs. She does the doctoring our midwife-cum-vet, Margery, can’t cope with, and keeps the village supplied with herbals. And she has wisdom, and powers.  There is some relationship between us that I have never been able to fathom, but once it had saved my life. 
 
   I have power, too, but in me it has come out in a different way. Roger Hawken, Sir Roger Hawken, Knight of Scotland. That was Elizabeth’s doing too. Once Colonel of Hawken’s Regiment, in the service of Duke Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, and before that, captain in the Montecuoli Company. Thirteen years in the German wars and only a few scratches to show for it, though a roughly cobbled scar under my left eye which the beard doesn’t hide shows how lucky I am still to have both of them. I’d gone to the Netherlands to join the Montecuoli Company of mercenaries as a smith, back in ’25. I was, am, good at it; better than good, no point in denying it. There’s still a mystery, even a magic, in the craft. After a year or two men who knew my work had christened me ‘der Waffenschmied’, the Weaponsmith, and they crossed their fingers behind their backs as they said it. And I had been ‘Schmied’, to everyone, then Captain Schmied, and I am still Colonel Schmied to Claes and Paterson (who’d picked it up off Claes) as I had been to Gretta.
 
   Gretta. Too many deaths, back down the long roads. My father, two years ago. That had been bearable. It was in the normal run of things; he had been sixty-three, and his heart had finally given up. A scare, two years before that, had brought me back from Germany. I didn’t mind; there’s a time to go, to change, and that was it. But just before my father’s death there had been Lucinda, and our baby son Richard, and that hadn’t been at all in the way of things. Lucinda, child of light. Blonde hair, grey eyes, a laugh like – oh, like fairy bells overlain with the sound of angel trumpets, or something like that. We had been married just ten months, time to find out that there wasn’t much else, and that I’d broken the first rule of matrimony that says ‘look at the mother’. But it still wasn’t fair. The mother had killed her, by foisting her incompetent family doctor on us for the birth. My son Richard, who had lived for just a week. They lie side by side in the Hawken vault, across the churchyard. On Richard’s tiny coffin, the sword I had forged while Lucinda was carrying him. Quill, a boy’s sword, but one with a secret.  In her steel, a small shard of iron, that had itself been part of a sword that had been wielded even before the Roman came to England’s shores. Most, but not quite all the rest of that iron is in my fighting sword, Goosefeather.
 
   Anna, my first love, buried in a farmer’s field somewhere in North Germany. Fifteen years ago, now. Our unborn child had died with her, as the attack came in and she was caught alone with only a dagger to defend herself. After that I had sworn off relationships for years and made a shell to live in. Too many people close to me had died, too many friends. Langsdorff, Breskens, Matthew Quarrington, Heinrich Voss, Trüdl, Blanco, Cornelis ter Hoon, Christian Carlssen, Leo Mendel. Even Charlie Westerhead. I’d killed Charlie. I hadn’t wanted to, but he was trying to kill me at the time, and I didn’t have much option. It still hadn’t been a good idea.
 
   “In sure and certain hope,” from Aaron. Gretta hadn’t gone much on religion. Not many did. Out there it didn’t rate, when you saw what religion had done to half of Europe. We might have found something in common with the old German gods, or perhaps the soldier-god of the Romans – what was his name? – Mithras? Yes, Mithras. But somehow the words seem right. The setting has a lot to do with it. A quiet English country churchyard, the sun dipping low. A murmuration of starlings, back early from the fields, intent on grabbing the best roosts before the night. Rooks in the elm trees. A soft light, and peace.
 
   It’s over, the earth thrown on the coffin, the hats doffed, the bows. Claes, Paterson and I salute. Tim Greathead will fill in the grave.
 
   “Back to mine, Roger,” says Dorothy. “I’m not going to have you brooding on your own up at the Grange. Mistress Hawken?”
 
   “Quite right, Dorothy, and thank you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Five of us go to the battle from Abbot’s Down. Myself and Gretta. Paterson driving the wagon with our kit and as much fodder as we can load on it, and a spare horse at the tailgate. I have no illusions about what supply will be like in King Charles’s army, and what grazing there might be will be eaten flat in no time. I think about taking another couple of riders but dismiss the thought, simply because that means another two horses, so another wagon, which means another two horses – and so on. Armies never have enough heavy horse because keeping good horses fed and in condition is a perpetual struggle. I like light cavalry, mounted on workaday nags that can live on thistles if necessary. It’s one thing less to worry about.   
 
   I can’t stop Claes tagging along. He’s happy to ride on the box with Paterson, he says, so there’ll be no need for another horse. I want to leave him with Jem as an experienced pair of hands in case there’s any raid on the farms by a foraging party, but in an unguarded moment Jem allows that he can cope. Claes seizes on this. I’m not altogether sorry.   
 
   Our fifth number is young Tim Greathead. I need another driver because I have a rooted objection to sleeping on the ground. Back in ’35, Gretta and my then runner, Nicholas, had converted a pony trap into a tiny closed carriage that gave me thinking as well as sleeping space. I had put her on to copying the old design, and borrowed Tim from Josiah his father to do the chippy work. From that it’s a small step to driving the vehicle. I have no intention of letting him get into the fighting.
 
   I go to Edgehill because of a direct request from Rupert to join his staff. I had met him for the first time at Christmas ’31, when the Protestants were back, for the moment, in Prague and all the world looked wonderful. In 1635 I had saved his neck, and Gretta had saved his mother’s, and our paths had crossed in the wars a couple of times after that. Last year he had written to say that if war were to come he would be commanding the Royalist horse and would like me along. He repeats the summons after the King raises his standard at Nottingham. I can’t refuse. It’s a nice letter, and apart from anything else, I genuinely like the man, even now, years on, though he’s turned into an old crusty. We’ve shared a few more high-stakes excitements on the way.
 
   Rupert is at Shrewsbury Castle with the court, and there we report after a long journey, which at least hardens off the horses and our arses, to find out what fate has in store. Shrewsbury isn’t a place to spend time in, what with the court and its hangers-on and those bits of the army that aren’t down at Worcester covering Essex’s force, all making themselves unpleasant in a town that wasn’t flush with space before they arrived. But Rupert wants to pick my brains, and I give him the best appreciation that I can. He is in a good mood – the week before he has given the Parliament horse a walloping at Powick Bridge down by Worcester – and Rupert in a good mood is a good listener. In essence, I give him my opinion that the King and his advisers simply aren’t aware of the economic realities of modern war. The Royalists will start well, as the King’s supporters sell off the family silver.  
 
   “Damn right,” says the Prince, “we fought Powick to protect the Oxford colleges’ plate.”
 
   “Trouble is, Highness, you can sell that plate once and once only. Parliament’s got the City of London under its wing, and Parliament’s the ones raising the taxes. That gives them the financial staying power, not the King. That’s what will decide the outcome in a long war. The bottom line is, the King’s trying to fight a modern war with a feudal army.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is, we have to win quickly?”
 
   “Quite right, Sir. The King has to take London back, and declare a victory. And try not to fight a big battle. If you don’t, there won’t be scores to settle.”
 
   I'm being a bit glib about ‘taking London’, in that London has the only seriously organised military force in England, the trained bands, to defend it. They are commanded, I know, by Philip Skippon, who has a more than passable track record from the wars; I'd met him at Breda in ’25 and at ’s Hertogensbosch four years later. But I’m feeling quite pleased with my assessment, telling myself that my old boss von Strelitz would approve of my strategic thinking. Then comes the bombshell. I’m thinking I’m telling Rupert this on a ‘your ears only’ basis, and if I’d known what was coming next, I’d have been putting things differently.
 
   “Roger, this is terribly important. None of the people round His Majesty have told him anything like this. The plan is to march on London, yes, but no one’s hoisted in how vital it is to finish the job quickly. Come with me. Boy, stay.”  
 
   When a Royal Highness comes out with that, you go with the flow. The big poodle looks offended, but settles down on his rug.
 
   “Of course, Sir.” What have I got myself into? At least I’ve changed into something presentable, if not fashionable.
 
   The King is holding court in the Great Hall of the castle, which has been patched up a little from its previous disrepair to provide a suitable setting for Royalty. Like everywhere else, it’s overcrowded, and it stinks. The patching up hasn’t extended to the privies. The perfumes mix with the general stench to make the atmosphere worse rather than better. I’m used to the country and fresh air, and I long to get away.
 
   There’s an antechamber, full of chattering nonentities who automatically make way for Rupert. Guards and a major-domo on the doors at the far end. 
 
   I’m not tall, but I fairly tower over Charles Stuart. Henrietta Maria isn’t there. She’s away in France trying to persuade her brother King Louis to come up with some cash to help the cause – probably a hopeless mission, given France’s rickety finances and the bigger war on the Continent. But there are some familiar faces. Elizabeth of Bohemia, the King’s sister, looking even more overripe than when I’d last feasted my eyes on her in her chamber four years ago, but still, damn the woman, with that – well – magnetism, that you can almost smell. Come to think of it, delete the ‘almost’. Jamie Sinclair, her chamberlain, is with her, and gives me an encouraging smile, then there’s an undeniable wink from the Queen. I begin to feel more confident. I spot Jimmy King from Gustavus’ army at the back of the room, in a bunch of other faces that seem vaguely familiar. I’m almost among friends.
 
   Rupert presents me. I make a reasonable leg, murmur “Your Majesty” in a suitably soldierly manner, and wait to see what happens next. I’m thinking that the King, Rupert and I, possibly with a couple of advisers, will withdraw into some private chamber and I can say my piece.
 
   In your dreams, Roger.
 
   “Colonel – Hawken.” There is a petulance in the voice that puts me on my guard. Its owner strikes me as a man who will make it a point to find fault with whatever he’s told, as a matter of principle. I learn a lot more about his irritating qualities later.
 
   “Colonel Hawken. How many soldiers have you brought with you?”
 
   “None, Your Majesty.”
 
   “We were given to understand that you command a regiment of foot. We would have expected you to place them at our disposal.”
 
   “I regret, your Majesty, that your information is out of date. I relinquished command of Hawken’s Regiment four years ago. It is now in the service of His Majesty King Louis.” Not to mention the little difficulty that my regiment was never based anywhere but on the Continent. I throw an anguished look at Rupert, which screams ‘help’ to anyone with an ounce of sensibility. Fortunately he connects, which is one of the reasons I call him friend to this day.
 
   “That is correct, Your Majesty. Your Majesty will recall that I when mentioned Colonel Hawken to you last week I informed Your Majesty that he is retired from service, and has returned at my personal request to assist me with the command of the Horse. Your Majesty should also be aware that Sir Roger has made a substantial contribution to your campaign funds.” 
 
   Oh bless, Rupert. I won’t forget – how the hell had he found out? I haven’t told him about the note for a thousand pounds Scots I’d deposited with the paymasters. Drawn on the Edinburgh branch of the van Daam Bank, there’s a good chance, if the King’s people know about discounting, that it will never actually get back to my account. The frost hanging in the air diminishes a trifle.
 
   Protocol. Note the way Rupert’s piling on the ‘Your Majesties’. If the nephew has to do it, follow suit.
 
   Rupert goes on making the most of the opening.
 
   “Colonel Hawken has been speaking to me about the wider aspects of this war, and I feel that he should put his views to Your Majesty directly. Colonel Hawken?
 
   Oh God. Here we go – muck or nettles.
 
   “Your Majesty. May I say first, to put my thoughts in context, that I have spent thirteen years of war in Germany and the Low Countries. What I have learned there is that in the long run it is money that decides the outcome of wars.”
 
   Elizabeth of Bohemia is nodding vigorous agreement. Twenty years of hand-to-mouth existence, most of them on the charity of the Dutch States-General, gives her authority in these matters. 
 
   “Colonel Hawken,” says Charles, with more than a hint of irritation, “I appreciate your views, but our situation differs from your experience. I have no doubt that what you say applies to the wars in Europe, but I can rely on the support of the gentlemen of England. I am entirely confident that their support, and with God’s help, this war can be brought to a rapid and successful conclusion.”
 
   “Your Majesty, in return I would wish to say that a quick, decisive, victory is Your Majesty’s only chance of winning the war. If you can achieve this without fighting a major battle then so much the better. If you are forced to fight, it is essential that we win quickly and that our army follows up and destroys the Parliamentary – ”  
 
   “Rebel!” comes from half a dozen voices around the chamber. I pause, momentarily thrown. My brother Henry is an unashamed Parliamentarian, and although I disagree with him over a lot of things, I can often see his point of view. But we are getting into the us-and-them mindset now. Don’t make an issue of it.
 
   “The rebel forces. The first battle has to be the only battle. If we do not win outright, and the war drags on, Your Majesty will find that I am correct, because Parliament has the country’s taxes under its hand. And it gives me no pleasure to say this, but it was an article of faith for my regiment that we did not sign up to any employer who did not have a reliable taxation base.”
 
   “You were a mercenary, Colonel?” He makes it sound like ‘child molester’. “We have no need of mercenaries. We have our loyal subjects to fight for us.”
 
   The frost is back. ‘Bollocks’ is on the tip of my tongue, but Jamie senses it and glowers. I check myself and Rupert courageously sticks his neck out. 
 
   “Your Majesty, you have a lot of brave men who have rallied to you, but they lack experience of war. We need experienced soldiers like Sir Roger here, and Lord Eythin” – he gives a slight bow in Jimmy King’s direction – “to lead Your Majesty’s regiments, and, more than that, to train them. We are fortunate that we have such people with us.” 
 
   He refrains from adding ‘and the other lot have their mercenaries too’. I can name one without a moment’s thought – Ephraim Fitch, who had commanded the squadron of light horse in my regiment. I have few doubts as to what Ephraim is up to, not to mention the Skippons of this world. And the parliamentary side is even more likely to claim the Almighty as their ally than is the King.
 
   Who is dismissing me. “Sir Roger, we thank you for your forthright advice.  We will take it into consideration in discussion with our advisers.” He turns away and says something inaudible to the tall boy standing next to his chair. I look harder and realize that this is the Prince of Wales. I bow again and back out, managing a little bow to Elizabeth on the way. I get back what looks very like a ‘come up and see me sometime’ in return, but it isn’t the time or the place for a follow-up, and I think she knows it as well as I do.  Rupert joins me, which is nice of him.
 
   “You did well in there,” he says. “I was pretty sure we were going to have a tantrum. It’s his privilege as a king, but it doesn’t make him easy to deal with.”
 
   “Thank you for getting me off the hook, Highness.”
 
   “Think nothing of it. I get plenty of practice.”
 
   “Does His Majesty think he has a monopoly on heavenly support?”
 
   “Don’t go there. You were lucky not to get a ten-minute lecture on Divine Right. It doesn’t help that he’s running with this idea that he’s a direct descendant of Jesus Christ.” 
 
   “Is that true?”
 
   “The Guises were strong on it, so my great-great-granny probably had a dollop of the bloodline.” Mary of Guise, mother of Mary Queen of Scots. “I’ve got half what he has. There must be hundreds of thousands of people with some, if the stories are true. The Sinclairs are into it too, but you won’t find our friend Jamie talking about it. Too sensible.”
 
   “Unlike His Majesty.”
 
   Rupert gives me a look that says ‘leave it’. I’m happy to do just that, and I forget about it for the moment. It comes up again, much later, with more serious consequences. I change the subject.
 
   “What’s Jimmy King up to?”
 
   “Less of the ‘Jimmy’, he’s Lord Eythin now.”
 
   “So I noticed.” 
 
   “The Queen’s doing. Thinks the sun shines out of his arse. Being sent to the Continent to do recruiting. Get more of the old dogs on board. He ought to be doing more but there’s a lot of prejudice against him. I’m part of it. “
 
   “Vlotho.”
 
   Statement, not question. I knew the answer. Jimmy had been commanding in the battle where Rupert had been taken prisoner. ‘Recriminations’ would be putting it mildly. I’m getting a taster of the tensions around the court.
 
   “Damn right. What I’m worried about is David Leslie’s on the other side. Don’t fancy coming up against him. Now, I’m attaching you to Will Mickleton’s regiment as advisor. Horse – of sorts. I know you’re not officially a horse soldier but you know enough to cope.  They’re at a place called Shipston-on-Stour. Southeast of Stratford-upon-Avon. They’re late forming and they’re out on a limb. Quite a lot of Parliament people round there but we think they are staying put in their garrisons.”
 
   “Can you give me an idea where, Highness?”
 
   “Warwick and Banbury are your main concern. As far as we know, Stratford area’s for the King, but that’s no guarantee. We gave Essex’s horse a good thick ear at Powick, and he’ll stay where he is till we move.”
 
   “Will you go straight for London?”
 
   “It’s a risk, with Essex’s lot on the loose. Most of the King’s advisers are safety first. They’ll want to give him a beating before they go for London – if they do.  They don’t think strategy like you do. If this goes on I’ll want you with me. I see this war going the same way as ours, not many big battles but a lot of little engagements all around the country. The way you had Hawken’s organized suits that down to the ground. What did you call it?”
 
   “A battle group. Combined arms.”
 
   “We’ll have a good look at it. But for the moment you’re more use kicking arse.”
 
    “How do you think we’ll get on if we do fight Essex?”  
 
   “Should do all right. Most of our horse are a lot better than most of theirs.”
 
   “For the moment.”
 
   He gives me a look that says he’s taken the point. “For the moment. While Essex is still around Worcester the routes should be clear. But you’ll have to be careful.”
 
   “How long have I got?”
 
   “Can’t be certain. Thirtieth today. I think we’ll be here another ten days or so.  To be on the safe side you need to be ready in a fortnight – call it the fifteenth. I’ll send a galloper with orders.” 
 
   “Hate to say it, but I sense a fuckup in the making.”      
 
   “We’ve known a few, haven’t we? Message for you – Her Majesty will receive you in her chambers. She’s at the house next door this side the Raven. Left out the door, two hundred yards down. Come back when you’re done and I’ll give you your commission.”
 
   He winks at me. The problem with the Stuarts is that with them a wink always develops into a leer. Elizabeth’s had, back at the audience chamber.
 
   Gretta disengages herself from a group at the doorway. She’s wearing her best leathers and is looking positively elegant as well as dangerous. 
 
   “We going visiting?”
 
   “The Queen, your mistress. You should pay your respects too.”
 
   She laughs. “No way. You know my terms of employment. Anyway, you’ll want me on the door.”
 
   Gretta holds her post as Maid of Honour on condition that she never comes into contact with the Queen. Elizabeth isn’t the problem – it’s the rest of her ladies.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   We’re expected, and I’m ushered up to the Queen’s chamber on the first floor. The house is marginally less odorous than the Castle, but still hardly fit for a Queen. Except that this Queen has, I know, put up with much worse in her wanderings around Europe after Frederick her late husband, not content with a nice solid position as Elector Palatine and de facto leader of the Protestant cause in the Holy Roman Empire, made the silly mistake of accepting the crown of Bohemia from the local Protestants who’d thrown out the Catholic incumbent. They lasted eighteen months. Then the Catholic forces thrashed the Protestants at the battle of the White Mountain. The Montecuoli had been in that lot, also on the losing side, and the stories were gaining in the telling when I joined them four years later. Frederick not only lost Bohemia, but was stripped of the Palatinates as well. The family has existed on charity ever since. Most of the time she’s at The Hague, which enables her to push the interests of her numerous brood, and allows the States-General to use her in support of their interests and those of the Protestant cause generally. Karl and I had tried and failed to get her away to England in 1635; part of the problem had been that she hadn’t really wanted to go. 
 
   Elizabeth is known as the Winter Queen, on account of their brief tenure; it sounds glamorous, but doesn’t pay the rent. Down the years, she’s become an expert in being terribly regal on very little substance. She’s shrewd, and doesn’t forget her friends. She is also a first class fuck. I have a very good idea as to why I’ve been invited, and I don’t mind at all.
 
   Elizabeth is alone except for a young girl of perhaps eleven or twelve, with a serious, intelligent face. I bow to the Queen, and to be on the safe side to the young lady as well. Elizabeth has changed into a day gown. I notice they are both wearing boots.
 
   “Sophie,” says Elizabeth. “You have heard me speak of Sir Roger Hawken, who has been of some significant service to us down the years. He has the rare attributes of being both a soldier and intelligent. Mark him well. He also happens to be one of the few honest men I know.”
 
   I bow again. I know about Sophie, though we haven’t met. “Your servant, your Royal Highness.”
 
   “And I yours, Sir Roger.”
 
   “Now, Sophie,” says the Queen. “Downstairs in the lobby you will find a small person dressed in expensive leathers.” Someone has been looking out of windows. “Said person is, though you may find it hard to believe, female. And titled. The Lady of Longtreavie.”
 
   “Your maid of honour, the one we don’t talk about?”
 
   “Quite correct, my dear. She answers to Gretta. I want you to talk to her. You will find it educational. Be nice to her, I owe her.”
 
   “Of course, mama. I’ll enjoy speaking German again.”
 
   “You ought to know, Highness, that Gretta’s German isn’t quite like yours.” Just as well to warn her.
 
   Elizabeth laughs. “I said ‘educational’.”
 
   Another exchange of bows, and Her Royal Highness withdraws for her further education.
 
   “I’m impressed.”
 
   “She’s far and away the cleverest of all my brood, and she’s got character to match. I don’t know where she’ll end up. I’d say she’s got a better brain than your von Morsberg, and that’s saying something. She could be another Elizabeth Tudor, but she won’t get the chance. Marriage market, and wasted on it.” She shakes her head. “I wonder when it’ll be that a reasonably intelligent woman isn’t regarded as a freak of nature.”
 
   “Meanwhile, ma’am, the clever ones achieve quite a lot playing it by the rules.”
 
   “Which does have its compensations.”  
 
   That Stuart wink/leer again. She gives me her hand to kiss, then turns it to run the palm and the wrist over my mouth.  
 
   “For God’s sake get rid of the cutlery.”
 
   I’m wearing Perdita, my polite sword, in a sling, which makes for a quick disarming. She kisses me, and as I have suspected, there’s nothing under the day gown except boots and stockings. Her smell almost overpowering, the reek of sex. My doublet’s off, and I start to steer her towards the bed when she stops me.
 
   “God’s death, not there. Bed’s fucking crawling. Floor’s worse. Been sleepin’ in a chair with m’boots on. Get yon shirt off.” The Scots is creeping back, as it does when she’s excited, or pissed.
 
   Royal command. Shirt off. The daygown on the back of the chair. Another embrace, her hand scrabbling in my breeches. Her voice is thick. 
 
   “Table. Soldier style. Ken how you soldier boys like it.”
 
   She’s bent over the table, arse in the air. She knows what she’s doing. Her arse always was her best feature, and the fact that the rest of her assets went South a while ago is less apparent. The boots set off the picture, as she knows full well. She is wide, wet, hot, and in a hurry, which is just as well, because she’s not the only one. Noisy too, but the household must be used to it. Just as well, because I remember in mid-stream that we haven’t locked the door.
 
   “Drinks on the dresser, my gallant stallion. Brandy for me.”
 
   She has the gown on again but not fastened, sitting in her big chair with her right leg over the arm, letting the air get at it. I note that the chair is sitting in four deep pewter plates, the plates filled with water. Her household knows the drills for dodgy lodgings. I hand her the drink, and sit down opposite her with a glass of sack in my hand. A cat may look at a queen, but not often from this angle. 
 
   “I thocht ye stood up to His Majesty remarkable well, Roger. There’s gey few folk who’ll tell my wee brother the truth as they see it, and not what they think he’ll be wanting to hear.”
 
   “Easier for me. I’m not around him every day.”
 
   “No, ye’re no courtier material. Yon’s a compliment, no’ a criticism. But it does knock an idea I had firmly on the heid.”
 
   “May I ask what it was?”
 
   “It had crossed m’mind that we might marry.”
 
   I am sipping my drink at the time, and choke on the sack. Like all truly crazy ideas, it has certain attractions. I am looking straight at one of them. She continues.
 
   “The mechanics of it wouldna’ be a problem. There’s a couple o’ Scots earldoms gangin’ spare at the moment, and if the Frenchwoman can fix it for Jimmy King, I can do it for you. You’re a knight o’ Scotland already. I know full well ye’ve more siller in yer pooch than three-quarters of the Scots nobility. And Jamie’s the best fixer we both know.”
 
   She’s getting carried away with renewed enthusiasm for her flight of fancy. I’ve seen it happen before. Then, just as before, her mood changes abruptly as reality cuts in. She sighs heavily.
 
   “I’d like it. But it wouldna’ be recht for you. Ye’d go mad after the first couple o’ months at court. But from now on, it’s plain Elizabeth, or whatever I thocht I heard ye callin’ me five minutes back.”
 
   “I’m honoured.”  
 
   “Don’t be. There’s something joining yours and mine. Known it ever since that circus of Hesse-Cassel’s. Star-crossed, mayhap.”  
 
   Bad Waldbach in the Rhineland, back in ’35. A reception for Elizabeth and Rupert, the beginning of some very dirty high politics. Surprisingly, we’d all come out smelling of roses.
 
   “Now go your ways, Roger. Kiss me like you mean it.”
 
   “No problem with that, Grossarsch.”
 
   There isn’t.
 
   “Cheeky bugger. Perhaps some day?”
 
   “I’d like it, but your bloody son’s recruited me for a war.”
 
   “God’s death, sometimes I hate Rupert. But do something for me.”
 
   “Tell me. If I can, I will.”
 
   “I want you to look after my boys, when you can. They’ve grown up a lot, but they both have this daft streak they get from their father. Rupert respects you, and Maurice listens to Rupert, some of the time.”
 
   “Of course I will, if I’m in a position to do it. I’ve a lot of time for Rupert, as you well know. I don’t know Maurice at all, but I’ll do my damnedest there too.”  
 
     “Thank you, Longtreavie. This time you must go. Luck and go well, soldier. And send Gretta up. I’d like to speak with her again, whatever the rules.”
 
   I depart, after another embrace that lasts longer and goes a lot further than either of us anticipates. I was pretty fit, then. 
 
   Gretta and Sophie are getting on like long lost friends, so I shoo them up to Elizabeth together, hoping for Sophie’s sake that her mother has had time to make herself more or less presentable. And while I’m waiting, I’m wondering whether the courtier’s life would be quite as dreary as Grossarsch – sorry, Elizabeth – has painted it. Gretta comes down after ten minutes.
 
   “What did Her Maj have to say to you?”
 
   “It was strange. She got quite emotional. A bit – how do the Scotch people say it? Fey? 
 
   “Scots, not Scotch.”
 
   “Forgot you’re one of them, Longtreavie. Asked me to take best care of you. She was swapping languages. Says you’re ‘important to her, and important to the land’. Said ‘das Land’, so assume she’s meaning country as in kingdom. What have you been doing, apart from the obvious?”
 
   “I was offered a job as consort, with an earldom to go with it, then turned down. Ma’am doesn’t think I’m courtier material.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “She’s right, though there are attractions.”
 
   “I’m glad. Karl will be, too.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   William, Lord Mickleton, is amiable enough; in fact amiability seems to be his chief qualification for command, in that his regiment consists of his friends, and their friends, and those of their tenantry and estate workers who can ride a horse and have been brought along to make up the numbers. The numbers aren’t brilliant. They are organized, if you can use the word, in three troops that might make three hundred all told if I were feeling charitable or something plus of two hundred if I’m not. I’m not happy – the troops are too big for amateurs to handle and if there were time I’d reorganize them into six little troops and put in a squadron level of command as we had in Germany. And there are too many gentlemen and not enough ordinary troopers.
 
   The gentlemen, to a man, are accustomed to riding hard across country in pursuit of large antlered or smaller furry animals, and seem to regard the coming battle as an intriguing minor change from their normal sport, with more interesting quarry. The consensus is that one charge, by gentlemen, will drive the Parliamentary rabble from the field. The problem, as I look at Mickleton’s regiment, is they are a rabble themselves, the gentlemen included. Von Strelitz taught me that the most important thing in war is knowing what you can’t do; Mickleton’s, in happy ignorance, think there’s nothing falling into that category.
 
   Gretta takes one look at them when Mickleton somehow gets them paraded, raises her eyes to heaven, and loudly asks if we can go home. The way she puts it, it’s just as well she’s speaking German. There is a snort of laughter, though, from a hardbitten-lookng character with a scarred face, on the flank of the centre squadron. He is wearing a decent back-and-breast over a faded buff jacket, and a lobstertail helmet with a couple of interesting dents in it. It looks as if one person at least, apart from Gretta and myself, has some idea of what is going on. I send Gretta to find him after we dismiss.    
 
   I agree with Gretta but I have a job to do. At first look it seems that every man at least has a sword of some sort. Less than a quarter have pistol holsters. That isn’t necessarily bad. I have made up my mind that we would be sword cavalry. Pistols are handy for frightening the peasantry when you’re out foraging, but on the battlefield they are only useful if you have well-trained men on well-trained horses who can caracole – ride up to the opposition, discharge pistol, wheel away. The Parliament horse, or some of it, has been training to do this, so Rupert has said. If the opposition is any good, there is usually a marked reluctance to do it twice in one day. And pistols in the mêlée are definitely not a good idea. Gretta and I had once been involved in a skirmish where a very nice elderly gentleman got himself murdered that way by one of his own.
 
   There are a few carbines among the gentry, and some of the troopers have longarms – fowlers, calivers – which will be nice to have for guarding and outpost duty but a damned nuisance in a full battle. Playing down the firearms has one positive effect; I can forget about ammunition as a problem.  
 
   What concerns me much more is protection, or rather the lack of it. The gentlemen are, as I would have expected, reasonably turned out, though with an eclectic mixture of buff jackets or coats, breastplates or back-and-breasts, and the odd suit of full armour of assorted age and origin. And they all have helmets, again of varied provenance. But the troopers are poorly equipped. The luckier ones are in leather, but mostly light stuff that wouldn’t even turn a spent pistol ball. And we are a hundred helmets short, at least. I could knock them out myself, given the time and the materials, but I’m deadly short of both.
 
   We’ve found a kindred spirit in the professional with the lobstertail. Most of the time he’d been on the other side from us, in Tilly’s lot. We had technically been in the same army in ’27 and ’28, after the Montecuoli had made a spectacular change of sides in the middle of a battle which we didn’t talk about much, even though we’d done very well out of it. His name is Thomas Grafton, which sounds a cut above the norm, and he is holding down the job of Corporal of Horse, equivalent to sergeant-major in the humbler regions of the army, in the colonel’s troop. I feel slightly relieved. There’ll be someone sensible to talk to.
 
   “I have to say one good thing about them,” says Grafton. “They mostly know horses and horse management. They don’t know much else, except that most of them can load and fire – those who’ve got anything to load and fire with.”
 
   “Any soldiers among ’em?”
 
   “Half a dozen or so. Usual mix. Couple of good ones, two or three middling, two we could do without. I’ve put one of the good ones in each of the flank troops.” 
 
   “Sword drills?” asks Gretta, knowing the answer. Using a sword on horseback is a lot more difficult than you’d think. Too many horses get hurt while their riders, or the next ones along, are learning.
 
   “I’ve talked to His Lordship, and he thinks we’d best let ’em get on with it in the battle. We’ve very few spare mounts.” It is an interesting piece of reasoning, but I suspect that part of it stems from the unwillingness of the gentlemen to engage in anything as demeaning as basic sword drills.
 
   “I’ll talk to him, too. My job, from the Prince, is to make this regiment as effective as I’ve got time to do it in. So we’ll start on the common folk.”
 
   We’d arrived on the fourth of October. This is the fifth. On Rupert’s guess we have ten days to play with. I hope that if we start to get some troopers trained to a reasonable level of competence it might shame some of the gentlemen into wanting to learn themselves. Hope, but don’t expect.  
 
   After a couple of days with Mickleton’s I realize just how spoilt I’d been with the Montecuoli, and then my own regiment. They are a collection of men with a horse each, just about. Almost all the support elements that turn a collection of men and horses into a viable unit are missing. There is no quartermaster section, the transport half a dozen wagons only. There are no trumpeters, which is going to make battlefield control difficult, though there are plenty of hunting horns. They will have to serve, but that’s another job, to work out calls and teach them. There is, God help us, only one farrier where we should have at least one per troop. Fortunately there is a reasonable smith in Shipston, but once we set out for the battle I am probably going to have to muck in as well. I’ve brought my tools with me, but I hadn’t thought I’d be looking after anything other than our own hooves. Worst of all, we haven’t got a doctor. We have camp followers, though. I put Gretta on to finding out whether any of them can do anything useful, apart from spreading the clap around the troopers.  There isn’t much; rough cooks, washerwomen, some who might or might not help out with the casualties. Gretta has a couple of little difficulties in the course of this research with people who try it on. We bury the results and there are no more problems. 
 
   One bright spot is that there are no other units within miles of us. That means a decent amount of grazing, though as the days wear on the horses have to go further afield to find it. The water is good, for the moment, though that happy state won’t last. Three hundred odd men and women and as many horses will see to that. In the wars we’d normally moved every three or four days if we could.  
 
   My Lord Mickleton is unwilling to uproot himself and his merry men. He is comfortably established as an unwelcome guest in a small manor house a couple of miles down the valley from Shipston itself. I have no power to overrule him, and we are just going to have to make the best of what we have.  
 
   We have foraging parties out, and I have them liberate not only food and fodder but all the other necessities of life, down to horseshoes and nails, sheet and bar iron, cooking pots and barrels, lead off the roofs. I am trying to collect enough of everything to give the regiment some chance of supporting itself when we move off. I detail off the Shipston smith to make me up a little portable forge. I pay for that, and a bit over the odds. Once a smith, always a smith. The little brewery is working round the clock producing small beer; I don’t want anyone drinking water if it can be avoided. The owner is wonderful, genuinely anxious to help the cause and taking only a pittance for his trouble. The problem is shortage of barrels for when we move out.
 
   I am bloody ruthless when it comes to finding transport wagons and draught animals. I would like to pay at least something towards our depredations, but the only funds we have are in my saddlebags. Lord Mickleton has declared himself unable, or unwilling, to fork out, and the idea of the King paying for anything from the royal coffers is, Rupert has informed me, a bad joke. It is, he says, the King’s view that we should feel privileged to pay for his war. So I find a printer and have some impressive-looking promissory notes run off. We hand these over to the disbelieving countrymen; it’s the poor best I could do. 
 
   I have organized Abbot’s Down to protect itself against precisely what I am doing to the countryside around Shipston. If I ever get home, the experience will come in handy. I only hope I don’t come up against as mean a bastard as I’m being.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   While Gretta and I are working on organising supply, Grafton has started his master classes in mounted warfare, drilling ten men at a time in basic thrusts, swipes and parries, and convincing them that the most important thing in life is to avoid carving up their own horses’ heads. It isn’t a lot but it will have to serve.
 
   Mickleton, quite frankly, hasn’t known where to start. He and most of the gentlemen retire to his manor house and sundry other hidey-holes and let us get on with it. As happens on these occasions, we uncover a decent number of individuals who can be relied on to do as they are told, and a smaller group who can think for themselves. A few of the gentry have joined in our operations and depredations, for amusement as much as anything else, and a couple of these have impressed me enough to think that they might be able to lead. 
 
   I can’t formally appoint them to jobs in the regiment, that’s Mickleton’s business, but I am pretty sure that once we get into serious war, they will be the ones who will hold the ship together. Unofficially I tell them off to act as supernumerary corporals of horse for the other two troops. That will keep them at the back of the battle, where if everything turns to rat shit they can salvage something from the wreckage. And from the other gentlemen volunteers I find four that I can form into a scout section. They are all mad as hatters, but whatever else they may or may not do I can rely on them to stick their necks out. Whether they’ll remember to report back is another question altogether. I tell Claes off to teach them scouting drills. He comes back after the first session shaking his head.
 
   “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry, Colonel. If I can persuade ’em that galloping at everything isn’t the answer, then we might do something with them. They’re nice lads.” 
 
   I finally convince Mickleton that we really ought to do some collective training. The young gentlemen are mortified to find that this doesn’t consist of jolly cross-country gallops.  
 
   “Before we start on battle tactics, we’ve got to make sure that we can get this lot to the battle in the first place.” Mickleton winces at ‘this lot’, but goes on listening. “So, my lord, first of all we teach them how to march. All of them.”
 
   If you’re moving a cavalry unit and you want it to be a functioning entity at the far end, the first essential is for all of it to move at the same pace. If you let the mounted element go off at one speed and move the supports at theirs, it’s a racing certainty that one lot will go on the right road and the others will go the pretty way. So you move the whole crew together, at the pace of the slowest. That gives you another plus. Cavalrymen like to ride. Cavalry commanders, good ones, make themselves unpopular by making the troopers lead horses, girths slackened and stirrup irons up, at least half the time. That way you avoid sore backs, and sore feet for the horses even if not for the troopers.
 
   Mickleton doesn’t enjoy explaining what we are up to, but he goes along with my suggestions. My scouts are chagrined to find that their first responsibility is route recce, until they realize it gets them away from the main body, after which they cheer up. Nobody enjoys the marches, including myself, but after the second there is a difference about the regiment. I don’t try to delude myself that there isn’t a long way to go, but they have the lift that comes from doing something right, even something mundane. With a couple of months more I could really do something with them. It is time to do some manoeuvre training. 
 
   I give Grafton the job of training up the colonel’s troop till it can be used as the demonstration unit for the rest. There is a pasture field that is big enough for a training ground and has been eaten flat. I want the regiment to be able to charge in column of troops, troops in line of sections, four riders deep. That way, there’s a chance Mickleton may be able to control them. He has grand ideas of a charge in line on a three-troop frontage. No, my Lord; not this year. So Grafton teaches them to deploy from half-section column of route into line of half-sections, then to line of sections, and once he’s got that into their skulls, progresses to the delicate business of advancing in line. They are watched all the while by the troop leader and his cornets who seem thoroughly bored with the proceedings until I inform them that they’ll be doing it all tomorrow morning for me, and for my Lord Mickleton in the afternoon. By the end of the first day they’re doing the advance at the trot and feeling very pleased with themselves. They need much more, like how to change direction other than by wheeling a column, but I have to take the whole regiment up each basic step before getting clever. Move orders may arrive in less than a week; the only thing I am sure of is that they’ll arrive before we are ready. 
 
   We reach a stage where the whole regiment is capable of forming up on the field and advancing in my chosen attack formation. They want to practise a charge; they aren’t ready for it but I suggest to Mickleton that we might let them up to a canter as a special treat. The last stragglers turn up two hours later; I see for the first time the besetting sin of the untrained horse of the early part of the war. I should be a lot angrier, but they’ve had a splendid time and no horses are seriously hurt.
 
   The following day Grafton has his demonstrators working on forming left and right, and inclining half ditto, Captain Montague Dempsey now taking a keen interest. Most of our gilded youth are now, I have to admit, trying to learn, though there are still problems with attention spans. But ‘this might save your life’ is beginning to have an effect on them, and for the better ones, ‘this may save your troopers’ lives’. I am saying a little daily prayer for another week, or another three days, or even another day.
 
   It isn’t to be, of course. I am with Mickleton at his manor house, and he is being extremely nice about what we’ve achieved. As I’ve said, amiability is his strong point, and although part of him knows damned well how far there still is to go, most of him prefers to dwell on how far we’ve come.  
 
   Messengers ride according to the news they’re carrying – good, bad, sky-is-falling. One of the great mysteries is that this applies even when the messenger doesn’t know the contents of the message. This one is well-dressed, well-mounted, and with an escort. Nice to know we rate an officer to send us to our deaths. Good Lord, I know him. He’d been one of Rupert’s household in Germany. I’ve met him several times but I only know him as ‘you-know-Robin-of-course’. Rupert could be very casual on minor social matters like introductions. I can’t resist doing it to Mickleton, but it falls flat when it turns out he does know Robin, and I find out that he is a plain Mr Fortescue.   
 
   Robin has brought a map, one of those triumphs of the engraver’s art and imagination where you need a magnifying glass to find the placenames. Fortunately the orders themselves show that Rupert hasn’t forgotten good Germany practice, and they are blessedly innocent of ‘whereases’ and references to the Almighty’s blessings. What Mickleton is reading is simply a move order, with an invitation to a battle at the end of the move. There is no detail of the battle, which is just as well; I would be deeply suspicious if there were. Rupert has sent me a private letter that is more chin-up and sympathy than instruction. At least it shows he understands my predicament, even though there’s nothing he can do to help.
 
   The instructions are pretty simple. Mickleton’s Regiment is to concentrate at the South end of Edgehill near Kineton village by the 21st of October. That is four days from now. For a properly organized, fully trained regiment of horse it would be a doddle. For our ragtag lot it is going to be difficult, but the timings are realistic; thank you, Rupert. Mickleton, however, sees it differently. He is, in his pleasant way, panicking.
 
   “Well, Roger, no time to lose. We must be on the road directly.”
 
   Robin, bless him, demurs.
 
   “My Lord, although there is a need for urgency, His Highness has framed these orders to give you and Sir Roger a bit of slack. What do you think, Sir Roger?”
 
   “My Lord, I would like to apply as much time as we can simply to sorting out the order of march, and getting the regiment properly on the road. But before we do that, if I may have the map, I’d like to see what we are actually being asked to do.”
 
   Maps can be helpful and can equally be confusing. I like to draw a bare sketch showing only the detail I need. For this move, that is placenames, routes, mileages and obstacles. Since the map is a work of art first and a piece of information second, even these are questionable, particularly the distances. I find Warwick, and Stratford, and Shipston (not too difficult as it’s nearly on the Fosse Way), and then spend a full five minutes looking for Edgehill. There it is, West of Banbury, which Rupert has said is full of Parliament troops. There is a back road leading direct from Shipston up to the Stratford to Banbury high road. The distance isn’t great, not more than twelve miles in all allowing for artist’s licence on the map. Send Gretta now to scout it; an easy day’s march, but I would take two – allow plenty of time to get on the road on the first, and aim to arrive in the middle of the day on the second, on the 20th, to give us time for sorting out on arrival. We’ll be on our own if the rebels have any stops on the back road, but unless the situation has changed there won’t be enough of them around to amount to anything more than a nuisance.
 
   “Thank you. Robin, do you agree with Sir Roger?”
 
   “I do. I think it will be no end of a help to take your time over the loading.”
 
   We may be taking our time, but some people are working pretty hard. Mickleton gets the troop leaders in, says a few words, then hands the meeting over to me. Because they are friends of Mickleton’s they are pleasant enough, but they still aren’t interested enough in what they are supposed to be doing. One battle, I think, and two out of three will probably be deciding they’ve had enough. It is encouraging that so many of the juniors are showing more commitment than their betters. Mickleton’s few words have been pretty direct for him. I follow his lead and don’t bother about being nice to them, and Mickleton, bless him, dots my i’s and crosses my t’s for me. They leave, I hope, with a new feeling that it isn’t a game any more.
 
   Gretta and two of the scout gentlemen check out the route. Gretta doesn’t report any surprises, and at least I have someone who knows what the road looks like.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Edgehill lies between Warwick and Banbury. Shipston is a couple of miles southeast of where the Stratford to Oxford road crosses the Fosse Way, so Mickleton’s Regiment makes its way up the byroad northeast from Shipston to meet the high road from Stratford to Banbury. Some of the King’s army is using this, the rest, including most of the horse, the road further North through Kineton. We turn right at the crossroads, which puts us on the South flank as directed. My Lord Wilmot commands the horse on this wing and is reasonably pleased to see us as a significant addition to his numbers. Rupert is away on the other side of the army, and unless we are stuck on the top of Edgehill for more than a day or two I can’t expect to see him.
 
   Our bit of the battle starts quite well. The Parliament forces on our flank are well posted using the hedgerows as protection, so Lord Wilmot sends our dragoons to rough them up with their carbines before we charge. We are down on the level by then; Essex has declined the invitation to trudge up the hill and attack us, so we have to come down and attack him. We are vulnerable as we find our way down the slope but the Parliament horse, probably remembering Powick Bridge, miss the opportunity of cutting up our foot while it moves down. The gunners have a hell of a job getting their pieces off the hill, and several them came into action from positions still on the slope. That means plunging fire, a short beaten zone, and roundshot burying rather than ricocheting, which all adds up to ineffective artillery.
 
   The first part of the charge also goes well. One thing never seems to change – I have had a monumental hard-on in every charge I’ve taken part in, and this one is no exception. The enemy horse make the mistake of taking our charge at the halt, and we break them at the first impact. After that, it all turns to rat shit, with everything you read in the books about the out-of-control Cavalier horse being proved true as the main body streams towards Kineton village and the Parliament baggage train. The same thing is happening on the other wing, the difference being that Rupert is at least making some effort towards controlling his mob while Wilmot, Byron and Digby aren’t with theirs. Mickleton is enjoying himself as much as the rest, and unfortunately Grafton’s with him. The flanks of the Parliament foot are there for the chewing; I’ve stationed myself at the rear. I push Millstone through the middle of the rear troop and manage to incline the right half to do some damage to the enemy foot on their right flank, where they’ve formed with the pike blocks flanked by the shot. That formation is fine for attack, but horse charging home can go through the shot and hit the pikes in flank before they can change face. We do that and the outer shot breaks and runs. I don’t think we actually kill more than three or four. 
 
   Just as we are starting to feel pleased with ourselves, we get our comeuppance. Whoever did the Parliament layout has had some good ideas, and one of them is a couple of troops of horse in reserve behind the foot. They have held back to let our idiots gallop into the sunset, which has given my handful its opportunity.  Just as we carve through into the right of the pikes, the reserve troop hits our left flank. They’ve kept close to the rear rank of the foot and I see them too late to face them. I shout ‘break’ and a few of our rear files manage to run for it, but the troop leader knows what he’s doing. The rest of us are surrounded in short order and are fighting for our lives. 
 
   It’s about the worst mess I’ve ever got into – certainly the worst mounted mess. There are sixty or seventy of them, about thirty of mine left after the couple of sections get away. And there are two things about them that are scary. The first is that they are good, the second that they seem to be dead set on killing the lot of us.  There’s little opportunity to surrender in a horse mêlée at the best of times unless the other side hauls off, and this lot don’t seem so inclined. But there is one fact of life that can save your neck if you keep thinking and don’t panic. 
 
   Gretta and I are in the van as we hit the foot, and we’ve just made contact with the pikes as the counter-attack hits us. As I shout ‘break’ I wheel Millstone and spur him back into our mob, Gretta matching what I am doing and our lead section following suit. The reptile brain is in full self-preservation mode and I can’t say I am thinking, just doing what comes naturally. I want space round us, either to escape through or at worst to spread their forces as thinly as possible. Their commander isn’t stupid – he sees what I am trying to do and diverts a couple of sections to fill the gap between us and the pikes and keep up the pressure. But that’s two sections less to our front, and if there isn’t a gap as such, the line in front of us is looking a whole lot thinner. It may be counter-intuitive to escape towards the enemy, but that is what we are going to do, because it works.
 
   “HAWKENS! WITH ME!” I had a good shout then, and it carries. Gretta pistols one trooper, Goosefeather splits another half to the waist, and we only have a couple more between us and safety, with the remainder of our little force bunching up to give us some breakthrough weight, when it happens. I feel Millstone’s near hind collapse. Some bastard has hamstrung the big grey, some unhorsed Parliament trooper or a musketeer who’s been fool enough to stay around.  It’s bloody cruel, and bloody effective. The Montecuoli had once won a battle by doing it to fifty Spanish horses in as many seconds.
 
   More instinct. If horse going down by the stern and left, get your nearside leg out of the iron. Ride him down for an easier landing, roll forward over his right shoulder. Moment of panic when right boot sticks, then I’m on the ground and rolling clear. Gretta has closed up from my left as Millstone goes down and now she is between me and the enemy. Goosey’s sword knot has held together through the fall.
 
   “Get up, Schmied, mount up!”
 
   “Don’t be fucking silly.” I grab Bowman’s right stirrup-leather. “Go!”
 
   She sets herself at the line, two more of ours with us. I swing at a horse’s face above me, the heavy blade goes into the brain and the horse collapses as if I’d used a butcher’s poll-axe. I give the falling animal a heave to the right that pushes the next along out of the way. Another pistol shot above my head and we are through, the point of a wedge splitting the cordon and opening a gap which blind panic and the survival instinct might keep open long enough for a few more to escape.
 
   “LEFT INCLINE!” I shout with what wind I have left. If they don’t hear, it’s still the obvious way to go, and they’ll follow.
 
   Puffs of dirty smoke to our front. A half-cry, half grunt from above me, and a lot of wet red on my left gauntlet.
 
   “Gretta?”  
 
   She has been knocked backward by the ball, then her last instinctive action throws her forward on her horse’s neck, the blood streaming down. I check the horse, bring it to a halt with the idea of mounting. Someone hits my helmet with a seven-pound sledge. My last thought is that I’ve got myself a broken neck as well. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   “It may be some small consolation to you, Colonel,” says Ephraim Fitch, “that those God-rotting musketeers of ours also succeeded in killing three of my troopers. We had to charge them ourselves before they saw the error of their ways. I am very, very sorry about Gretta.”
 
   I don’t understand what he is on about. We are talking, or Fitch is talking and I am trying to follow what he is saying, during a lull in the battle. The Royalist foot are attacking, and Fitch’s troop has withdrawn a quarter-mile from the action, taking me with them. They’ve propped me up against a bit of hedge to await my return to the land of the living. I can just about hear him through the carillon ringing in my ears from the musket strike on my helmet, and the headache fit for a hungover king, The helmet is my own design, more suited to sappering than horse work, but I don’t mind the weight if it’ll turn a musket ball. 
 
   Ephraim’s face is the first thing I see as I surface, with that pestilential ringing in my ears and the splitting pain in my head and neck. I recognize him through the blur but that confuses me even more. Why Ephraim? I’ve been in a battle. What battle? For the moment I don’t know if I am in Germany, the Netherlands, Bohemia, or England. England? They don’t have battles in England.
 
   “Yes we do, Colonel. And, regrettably, this time we’re on opposite sides.” I must have spoken, or muttered, out loud.
 
   I make an effort. “That is very bad news, Ephraim.”
 
   “I agree, Colonel. Any particular reason?”
 
   “Because you have educated me to believe that God fights on your side.”
 
   “Indeed he does. If you can walk, there’s someone I think you ought to meet.”
 
   Fitch and one of his troopers help me to my feet and I try the old one foot in front of another action which seems to work, if erratically. Fitch had been my cavalry commander in Hawken’s Regiment. He is a Puritan, an Independent, and very independent at that. I had met him for the first time on a Dutch blockade-runner, crossing the North Sea in the Spring of ’29. I was on my way back to the Montecuoli, Fitch to whoever would take him on to learn horse soldiering. I’d recruited him then and there, and never regretted it, as he rapidly rose to sergeant in our company’s little troop of light horse, then captain commanding all the supports except the guns.  When the regiment formed up, Fitch was the natural choice for the much larger cavalry element. There’s just one question.
 
   “Why only a troop, Ephraim?” My brain is beginning to function. I would have thought the expanding Parliamentary army would have used his talents in something bigger.
 
   “Patience, Colonel. I think you’ll understand in a minute or two.” 
 
   There is a small farm building with a sentry outside. He recognizes Ephraim and waves us through. In the single room is a man sitting at a table with a sheaf of papers in front of him.
 
   You can’t miss the warts, of course, but much more telling when you meet Noll in the flesh is the aura. I have to use the word. From Edgehill to the end of his life it is never absent. Few people liked him, which is a pity because there was a lot to like about the private man. He is only Captain Cromwell at this time, but already he radiates authority, and something else beyond authority. He always claimed that whatever he achieved was the work of the Almighty, and perhaps he came to believe it himself. I knew him for a dozen years, and I am quite happy to accept that he did it all on his own.
 
   “Who’ve you got there, Ephraim?” The voice is firm without being aggressive. This man doesn’t need to make any show.
 
   “Royalist colonel, Master Cromwell. Sir Roger Hawken. Old friend. Taught me my trade.”
 
   “I remember. You’ve spoken of him before. What shall we do with him?”
 
   “Keep him for prisoner exchange. He could be quite valuable. In the German wars we might have invited him to join us. How would you feel about that, Schmied?”
 
   I think for a moment, as carefully as my head will allow.
 
   “There are attractions, but I regret that I have one sticking point. I won’t take up arms against my King – unless…”
 
   “Unless what, Colonel Hawken?”
 
   “Unless the King conspires with outside powers against the land.” They aren’t words I’d normally use, except perhaps in deep conversation with Michael Elyot, and they come unbidden to my lips. Elizabeth’s das Land, again? Cromwell leans across the table, interested.
 
   “Do you see this happening, Colonel Hawken?”
 
   “I have spoken with King Charles just the once, Master Cromwell.” Ephraim had used this mode of address and somehow it seems appropriate. “I formed the impression that he is a man who will stop at nothing to maintain his position. And I don’t like him, and I certainly don’t trust him – but he is the King.”
 
   “You interest me, Colonel Hawken. You’re related to Master Henry Hawken, advocate, of Salisbury?”
 
   “My brother.” 
 
   Cromwell nods, thinks for a moment. “Are you prepared to give your parole, not to fight against the Parliament forces? I am not going to pressure you to join us. But I would ask you to remember what you have just said about the King.”
 
   “I will, Master Cromwell. And I accept your offer of parole, with thanks.”
 
   He scribbles something on a leaf of paper and hands it to me.“Go with God, Sir Roger Hawken. Until we meet again.” He rises, and shakes my hand. Something tells me that future meeting is foreordained.
 
   Outside, I look at Cromwell’s paper.‘This certifieth that Colonel Sir Roger Hawken, attached Lord Mickleton’s Regiment, has given his solemn word not to take up arms against the forces of the Parliament.’ Noll’s signature and the date, 23rd October 1642.
 
   “You ought to hang on to that, old friend. Be valuable one day.”
 
   I have, but as a piece of history. You can’t put a monetary value on it.
 
   “Attached Mickleton’s?” I ask.
 
   Fitch laughs. “There are parts of this army which are pretty amateurish, but there are other parts that know what they’re doing.”
 
   “And the second group includes the scouts, and a former Captain in the Montecuoli may have something to do with them, as well as with the Member for Huntingdon?”
 
   “Quite right. This is going to be a good army in time, Roger. I wish you could see your way to coming on board. We’re not all godly folk, you know.”
 
   “I’ve never minded your sort of godly, Ephraim.”
 
   “I ought to be sending you home. That knock’s done your memory in, hasn’t it?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Gretta. She was killed, just before you were knocked out.”
 
   “Oh Christ.” I have, I really have forgotten. “What happened?”
 
   He tells me the tale as he’s seen it.
 
   “I was gobsmacked at the way you kept going after my bloke dropped your horse. Then I recognized Goosey and the helmet and realized what we were up against. I was going to let you go before you destroyed the whole troop.”
 
   It’s a nice compliment but I can’t rise to it. My mind has been fully occupied keeping up with Cromwell, but now I’m connecting with what has happened to Gretta, and a feeling of desolation is creeping over me. Fitch sees it and brings me back.
 
   “Listen to me, Schmied.” He is being brisk, and the old nickname is a wakeup. “Half a mile South of here there’s a covered almost-track that goes up the Edge. Our scouts have been using it to keep an eye on your lot. Yours haven’t found it. Challenge seventeen, countersign twelve.”
 
   “Seventeen – twelve. Sounds familiar.” We’d always used numbers, way back.
 
   “Time I got back to work. We’ll meet again, Roger. Luck, and go well. And I am so very sorry about Gretta.”
 
   “Luck and go well, Ephraim. God bless, and thank you.”
 
   They’ve tied her over Bowman’s saddle, and I lead the horse away from the battle. The Royalist foot are having the better of it, but if our horse had behaved themselves, the foot wouldn’t have had to do any more than mop up.
 
   Ephraim’s almost-track is just that, a barely discernable gap in the grass and undergrowth while you’re looking for it, but easy enough to follow once you are on it. I don’t have to use the numbers; if there is anybody in the area of the track, they are keeping quiet about it. I find Claes and Paterson; Claes is almost as down as I am when faced with Gretta’s body. Paterson liberates a tarp from someone else’s wagon and wraps her.
 
   “We go, Colonel?”
 
   “We go. I was taken prisoner. Gave my parole. We’re out of this war.”
 
   “Tim’s watching the battle. Think I know where he is.”
 
   I find the writing-box in the pony-carriage, pencil a note to Mickleton telling him the bare facts and asking him to convey my respects to Rupert, and leave it with the sergeant in charge of the regiment’s meagre echelon. I’d had a captain commanding mine.
 
   Claes transfers Gretta’s saddle to the spare horse. I can’t bring myself to ride Bowman, and anyway he’s tired. The leathers are short for me even at full length, but they’ll do. There is a spare set somewhere on the wagon but they’ll keep. Half an hour after I’d reached the top of the hill we are on our way, with an hour of daylight left to put a league or so between us and the army. There’d be some who’d talk of desertion, but I have Noll’s chit to prove my point.
 
   We turn West on the Stratford road and keep going till full dark. Our boots stay on all night, and we keep watch and watch. There’s always a lot of human flotsam around a big battle; we are part of it ourselves, and other people will be doing what we are, distancing themselves from the armies. Those without horses will be looking to remedying the fact. We picket the horses close in, and sit on the wagon, listening hard. It is a bitterly cold night, but I don’t risk a fire till dawn. They say that the cold saves the lives of a lot of the wounded as they lie out untended on the battlefield, chilling the blood and staunching the wounds. It’s stopping our circulation too, but that is just our feet.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   “So what are you going to do now, Roger?” We are in the parlour at Low Farm. There is plenty of good food and drink, but the mood is subdued. It doesn’t help that I am the only one present who had really known Gretta – even Claes had never soldiered with her, and had only got to know her on our return to England in ’38. A proper wake is a lot about swapping stories of the departed, and we can’t do it.
 
   “Give him time, Henry,” says our mother, bristling to my defence.
 
   “No, Mother, I know him. He needs to be straight into something, or he’ll brood. I’m not being beastly. Dorothy’s right, as usual. Any ideas, Rog?”
 
   “If he hasn’t, I’ve got plenty. We’ve a long way to go on defence, not to mention snugging down the farms for winter.” Jem, being practical.   
 
   “Time enough for that in a week or two,” says my mother. “I have a much better idea. I was planning to spend a little time with Michael at Easton. I’ll need an escort.”
 
   I have to admit that it seems a good idea, and the more I think about it the better it looks. Although Jem has a point, we hadn’t been planning on my being back so soon, and the farm side of things is in safe hands with him. The main forces of the armies ought to be busy close to London if anyone is doing his job properly. When they break up and go into winter quarters, we may see a few down our way, but for the moment there’ll be few troops around. There is nothing to stop me going to the Old Hall, and a lot of reasons for going, not least that it won’t hurt for me to keep a low profile for a couple of months. There’ll be less need for awkward explanations at Easton. And in my present mood I can do with talking to Michael.
 
   Mother rides Mushroom, her elegant little hack, a present from Sir Michael. She is sufficiently established at Easton to be able to travel light, so we need only a single pack pony between us. She has her own lady’s maid there too, which is a relief; Alison, her maid at the Grange, is a whining bitch and we are glad not to have her company. None of us knows why Mother keeps her on, and I don’t think she does either. I’m on Gretta’s Bowman, which brings memories. She always rode horses two sizes too big for her, and in her latter days she could afford the best. My grey Millstone had been a present from her, with a barb in it; a goodbye present, when I announced my intention of marrying Lucinda, and Gretta left me to my own devices, to return only when war seemed imminent. Gretta’s scheme for my life had always involved Karl, and all Karl’s horses were iron greys.   
 
   We are taking three riders. Claes, and two from the estate, Matthew Pike and Elijah Wilson. Matthew is head stableman and a good horseman; Elijah, gamekeeper, a good all-round hand. This trip is by way of being a little military exercise, and an opportunity to bring on two of my best men. Claes had been a scout rider before he became my bodyguard, and can give the others the benefit of his experience on the hack home after dropping us off.
 
   The trip to Easton is uneventful, which is what tends to happen if you’re prepared for trouble. It is a long day’s journey, the Marlborough road muddy, a mean, sneeping nor’wester in our faces with a sprinkle or more of icy rain in it. The horses are thoroughly pissed off and don’t trouble to conceal the fact, their riders the same. It isn’t a day for conversation and I am thinking of Gretta and a lot of journeys. But we practise recce drills, caterpillaring and leapfrogging, and that makes for a bit of interest and causes Mother some amusement. Visibility is poor going on bloody, so we can’t do anything in the way of observation training. We stop at the Crown at Everleigh to warm up; Prosser the landlord is pleased to see us as there aren’t many folk daft enough to be on the road on a day like this. “Not many people on the roads anyway these days,” he says, “what with the war”. Everleigh is a crossroads village, where the roads from Newbury and Andover to Devizes join and cross the Marlborough road, and a good place for news and gossip, but Prosser doesn’t have a lot of either. 
 
   ‘The Old Hall’ is actually a highly fraudulent title for a house that had been almost completely rebuilt from the ground up during the old Queen’s reign, to provide a comfortable, modern, moderately great house on the site of a draughty dwelling that had been more castle than cosy. Sir Michael’s father started the work in a fit of frustration at the effects of the draughts on his rheumatism, and Sir Michael himself has completed it. The rebuild, always a gamble, has come out well. The new house is built in brick, with the multitude of chimneys that speak of warmth in more places than just the great hall and the kitchen. The ground plan is similar to that of Abbot’s Grange, an ‘E’ shape with the central stroke removed, but the similarity ends there. The Old Hall faces South, towards the rise to the upland of the Plain. To the North are the outliers of the great Savernake Forest. To East and West the low-lying country of the Pewsey Vale reinforce the feeling that this is a place of quiet and comfort. I hope that the war will let it stay that way; the rebuild hasn’t left the place very defensible.  
 
   “Don’t think I’m not glad to see you, because I am, and for a variety of reasons,” says Michael, as we share a decanter after dinner in the little annexe off the library which serves him as a cold-weather bolt-hole, “but I hope you haven’t come here to hide. Yes, Rosalind’s told me.”
 
   “Not hide, exactly, but I want to get my breath back before Jem and everybody else either start organising me or insist on my organising them.”
 
   “Space?”
 
   “Yes, space.”
 
   “You’ll have to sing for your supper, then. You must have the odd tale to tell from your wanderings. I assume you met His Gracious Majesty at Shrewsbury. First impressions?”
 
   “Would ‘nasty little shit’ be too simplistic?”
 
   “Yes – though not inaccurate. But he’s a lot more complicated than that.”
 
   “All right.” I think for a moment. “What I don’t like about him – and this is higher level stuff, not the personal – is that I feel nothing, no power on earth will stop him from trying to do whatever he wants to do, no matter what damage he does. But he’s petty with it.”
 
   “Single-minded and petty at the same time. It’s a fair assessment. I don’t like him either – but you knew that.”
 
   “Unlike Cromwell. He strikes me as being just as single-minded as Charles Stuart, but I don’t think there’s much that’s petty about him.”
 
   “You’ve been getting around, young Roger. Where and how did you meet Oliver Cromwell? Rosalind didn’t mention that.”
 
   “Edgehill. I was taken prisoner after Gretta was killed. Ephraim Fitch was there. He’s working for Cromwell in some capacity…” I see the look on Michael’s face and stop. “Oh God. You knew that, didn’t you? Fitch is another of yours now.”
 
   It is a statement of fact.
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t know Cromwell was at the battle.”
 
   “He didn’t take part. Fitch seemed to be commanding his troop for him. He was – well, the best way I can put it is that he was there as an observer. I gave him my parole. I’m out of this war, apart from defending my own.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I’ve undertaken not to fight against the Parliament, and I won’t take up arms against the King.”
 
   “In any circumstances?”
 
   “I did put down a caveat. I believe I said something about ‘unless the King conspires with outside powers against the land’. I don’t remember thinking it. The words just came, as if someone was putting them there.”
 
   “That’s happened before?”
 
   “That, or something like it. I wasn’t thinking very clearly. I’d just come round after being knocked out. Musket ball on the helmet. Thought it had broken my neck as well.”
 
   “I would not be at all surprised,” he says, speaking slowly, as if he doesn’t want to form the words, “if you find that the terms of your caveat are met. It may be sooner, it may be later. You know the Queen’s in France trying to get a subsidy out of King Louis?”
 
   “Common knowledge in Shrewsbury.”
 
   “And we both know the Parliament will win a long war. Follow the money.”
 
   “I told His Majesty that to his face.”
 
   “Well done you. Reaction?”
 
   “He didn’t like it. Rupert got me off the hook – backed me up. I gather he has a lot of problems. There’s Royalists and there’s realists, but not many that are both, or not the ones in high places.”
 
   “And you’d put Rupert among the realists?”
 
   “Very much so. He’s vastly underrated. He can do the mad cavalryman as well as anyone, but he grew up a lot while he was in jug. They say his temper hasn’t improved, but I didn’t see it.”
 
   “And he’s his own man, in your view?”
 
   “Most definitely. He owes the King nothing – quite the reverse. He’s quite capable of buggering off back to Germany, and taking brother Maurice with him. Elizabeth will probably  go back to the Hague anyway. I suspect she was only there for cheerleading before the off.”
 
   “‘Elizabeth’? You’re getting very familiar.”
 
   “In more senses than one. Christian names, and worse, on her express direction. She broached the subject of marriage.”
 
   It’s the first time ever I’ve seen Michael properly surprised.
 
   “God’s death, Roger. You didn’t accept?”
 
   “She’s decided to spare me. No, that’s unkind. She said it wasn’t for me – said I’d go mad trying to be a courtier. She did say that there’s a linkage between us. I don’t disagree with her – either on that or the courtier bit. But there are serious attractions.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “The lady herself. She’s a trollop but a nice trollop. I’m fond of her, she’s fond of me. And being the Earl of Invercockaleekie, or some such, has its points.”
 
   “That as well?”
 
   “Yes, but we can forget it. Edgehill changes everything, even if we wanted to go back on the self-denying ordinance.”     
 
   Michael starts to chuckle. “I wonder if you’ve thought through all the implications of marrying your royal trollop?”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “You’d be Rupert’s stepfather.”
 
   And Maurice’s, and a lot of others including Sophie. We both get a serious fit of the giggles.
 
   “I think we’ll leave it there for tonight. I’m neglecting Rosalind.  She leads me a hell of a life, you know.”
 
   “I can see that.”
 
   “Help yourself to another glass. I’ll say it again, I’m very glad you’re here, and this chat’s confirmed it. We’ll continue tomorrow. I’ll bid you good night.”
 
   Michael and I have a tradition of serious chats, going back to my teens, before I first went to join the Montecuoli. He and his father before him had a history of service to the state. The elder Elyot had worked for my Lord Burghley, making sure that Sir Francis Walsingham’s intelligence services were actually working for the Crown. After fifteen years he had a knighthood and a nervous breakdown to show for it. Michael, too, had earned his knighthood the hard way, helping clear up the mess the Earl of Essex had made in Ireland in the last years of the old Queen’s reign.  
 
   When I came back to England in ’29 I had found out something of what was occupying his time. The old King, James the First and Sixth, had been a stiff-necked Stuart with a lot of unpleasant habits, but, in Michael’s eyes, he possessed one redeeming quality – a feel for the possible. He was also a sufficiently good judge of character to be aware that his second son wasn’t a compromiser. After Prince Henry died, he had charged Michael with putting together a small operation, independent of the Council or anybody else, with an exceedingly simple charter: to stop things going wrong. He had no official status, nothing written down, and although King James had found a little money to get things started, Michael has been funding the operation out of his own pocket, for over twenty years. He uses friends, acquaintances, liggers, people in court circles, business, farming, the church (Parson Gaunt is one), people on both sides of the law, people on both sides of the political divide. 
 
   As far as he is concerned, he has his riding orders from the old King, and even with the kingdom tearing itself apart, he is still trying to carry them out, trying, independently, to find a way through the wood. In Germany, Karl von Morsberg and the organization we call The Way are doing something similar, trying to end the war there. I knew Michael had done his best to prevent our war breaking out, but he could only influence, not coerce. And the fact that he has failed is going to haunt him to his dying day.
 
   “Cromwell,” he begins in our next session, the following morning. “You were impressed.”
 
   He’d used me as an assessor of people before. He never makes it easy, always calling your opinion before he offers his own. Strelitz, my general in Germany who taught me all I know about strategy and higher command, is like that, too.
 
   “Yes. I’m not sure I know what greatness is because I’ve never met anyone else who has it, but I think he has whatever it is. I just feel that the normal standards of good or bad, intelligence, competence, don’t apply to Cromwell.”
 
   “We agree there. In my view, for good or ill, he is a once-in-a-century phenomenon.”
 
   “For good or ill? How does he fit with your ideas for the country?”
 
   “Cromwell will make his own rules, and the rest of us will be trailing in his wake. I and mine may be able to pick up some of the pieces when things go wrong, as they will, but I know full well that we’ll only be reacting to events.”
 
   “It’s not like you to be sitting back and letting things happen, Sir. Do you not have some aim, some idea of where you would like matters to go?”
 
   He gives me one of his long, silent looks. “I could wish you hadn’t asked that, but I’d have been disappointed. You know I’ve – we’ve both – always been for ‘the King in Parliament’ as the centre of what we believe in and what we’re working for.”
 
   “I still believe in it. It’s where I fall out with Henry, and why I won’t fight against the King.”
 
   There is another pause. He is screwing himself up to say something that hurts.
 
   “The King doesn’t believe in it. There are still people on the Parliament side who do. On that basis, perhaps you ought to think again.”
 
   “I’ll admit I’m not being totally logical.”
 
   “Then try this. I want Parliament to win. And I am being logical.”
 
   It’s out. He looks relieved.
 
   “This war is being fought because there was, is, an impasse between the King and Parliament. The King wins, the impasse doesn’t go away, so the King tries to ape King Louis and play at absolute monarchs. England isn’t France. Two years and there’s another war. But if Parliament wins, there’ll be a new set of rules. The King won’t like it but we move forward.”
 
   “So you think I should have taken up Fitch’s invitation?”
 
   “To join the Parliament army? Well first of all, I wouldn’t dream of making up your mind for you. But I’m glad you didn’t, for your own good.”
 
   “Roger Hawken may have given his parole to the rebels, but he ain’t a turncoat.”
 
   “Correct. Puts you in a good position, for the time being. You ought to have some notarized copies made of that parole document. You can ride into Marlborough tomorrow. Give me two of them and I’ll see one gets to Falkland.”
 
   “Falkland?”
 
   “King’s secretary. Can’t do any harm. He’s one of the few, a moderate man, no fanatic. And you have your escape clause. We didn’t follow that through last night. But I will lay odds that just as His Majesty is already trying to raise funds from France, before this game plays out he’ll be inviting Louis, or rather Richelieu, to send him an army.”
 
   “Will he?”
 
   “You probably know more about Richelieu than I. What do you think?”
 
   “That he’s most unlikely to commit French troops to an English war. Doesn’t mean he won’t help. But it would be more likely he’d fund a mercenary force, perhaps with a few French officers.”
 
   “Ireland.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Lot of Catholics in Ireland. They like to fight. I agree your posit; just the detail.”
 
   “There’s another thing. Richelieu’s never been a well man, but now he’s failing. Gretta brought some news when she came over.”
 
   “Von Morsberg? You’re still in touch?”
 
   “Yes. Been mending fences since Lucinda.”
 
   “Who takes over if Richelieu goes?”
 
   “Karl says Mazarin. Also says he’s as good as Richelieu if no better at finance, just as devious, and very close to the Queen Dowager. Rumour even has them married. He needs to be good. They’re in a mess. Got their hands full with the Spaniards. I doubt if Henrietta Maria will bring back much more than small change this time. If Parliament starts to win, it may be different.”
 
   “You said ‘Spaniards’. What about the Imperialists?”
 
   “The Imperialists want out. The Lutherans too. The odd Calvinist is still interested but it’s becoming France against Spain, winner take all. Richelieu wants rid of the Spaniards from Central Europe. France’ll win in the end. Spain’s in even worse state, and no hope of getting out of it.”
 
   “Is that just your opinion?”
 
   “No. I actually got that assessment from Miguel de Guzmán, and that was a long time ago, seven years. When you hear these things from the Count-Duke’s favourite great-nephew, you listen.”
 
   The ‘Count-Duke’, Don Gaspar de Guzmán, Count d’Olivares, Duke of San Lúcar la Mayor. Chief Minister of His Most Catholic Majesty, Philip IV. Miguel had been my prisoner at the time.
 
   “I’m sorry. I have become very parochial lately. If it isn’t happening in England or Scotland I tend to ignore it.” He glances at the clock. “We must leave it there. Nicholas and Edward will be here in half an hour.”
 
   Nicholas Marchant, Michael’s nephew and heir, and Edward Longfield, whose lands run with Michael’s, are coming over to shoot the coverts with us. Michael has his lighter side. Nicholas is a couple of years older than I, a country gentleman with no ambition to be anything other than a country gentleman, perhaps on a larger scale. Although he must be aware of his uncle’s activities, he is neither involved nor interested. This doesn’t stand in the way of his being good company.
 
   Edward Longfield is a large landowner, in every sense of the word. He’s almost a caricature, bluff, hearty, a hugely enthusiastic Royalist, at least on the surface. And he is also a key figure in my godfather’s operations, minding the shop while Michael’s away, as he frequently is. I know that Mr Longfield has other attributes, like being in touch with people with useful skills such as smuggling, burglary, and discreet violence.  
 
   Nicholas has brought his new wife, Suzanne, to keep Mother company, which doesn’t suit Mother at all. Rosalind Hawken is a country girl and enjoys her shooting. She is not best pleased to be staying in the house and making polite conversation, even though she likes Suzanne. Nicholas had done the Grand Tour the previous year, keeping clear of the war zones. An invitation to stay at a chateau on the Lot had led to a meeting, love at first sight, and a lightning wedding. Suzanne had charmed local society, including Mother, but this morning the charm is going to have to work overtime.
 
   We have a good day with the birds, with luncheon in a field barn, organized impeccably by Moorhouse, Michael’s steward. The talk is the usual – the war, horses, guns, horses, the war, farm troubles, and gossip. I give them a sanitized review of the Edgehill campaign, which is punctuated by a lot of harrumphing from Edward. My fowling pieces with their new snaphaan locks are much admired. But it is the gossip, or one item in particular, that makes me sit up and take notice.
 
   “I hear Francis Westerhead’s finally started to raise a troop for the King,” Nicholas begins. Edward cuts in.
 
   “About time too. He’s been talking about it for a year or more. Got a dozen or so wasters who hang around Cleeve pretending to be gentlemen rankers. You having any trouble with him these days, Roger?”
 
   “No.  He’s far enough away not to be in my hair.”
 
   “Sorry to be a pain,” says Nicholas, “but remind me about the details. You killed his brother, in your war, didn’t you?”
 
   “Charlie. Seven years ago. We were in the same battle, opposite sides. Someone who didn’t like me found Francis and pitched him a slanted tale of what happened. When I got home, Francis tried to have me done for murder. Henry got me off. No jurisdiction.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The incident happened in Germany. English court’s writ doesn’t run. And I had a piece of paper saying the case had been investigated and dismissed.”
 
   “Helps to have a lawyer for a brother,” says Edward. “Francis didn’t like it, did he?”
 
   “No. But I put it around that if he wasn’t satisfied I’d meet him, swords or pistols. It all went quiet after that.”
 
   “One of the many things there are to dislike about my Lord Westerhead,” says Michael, joining in the conversation for the first time, “is that he never forgets the smallest slight, let alone anything major like your case, Roger.”
 
   “Oh dear,” says Nicholas. “That ties in with something else. Francis has been heard talking about settling scores, and how the troop might come in handy.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   I stay two weeks at Easton, and very pleasant it is too, but at the end of it I am talked out with Michael, am getting bored with the library, and country sports are beginning to pall.   
 
   “In other words,” says Mother, “you’re better. It’s time you went and did something useful again. And I don’t want to seem alarmist, but I didn’t like what I heard about Francis Westerhead. You’ve got more to do than we thought. Go home.”
 
   “’Go home’, is it?  Not  ‘shall we go home?’”
 
   “No. I’m staying.”
 
   “The weather won’t be fit for travel if you stay much longer.” We are two-thirds through November.
 
   “Then I’ll keep Christmas here.” There is an odd sort of defiance about her, as if she is challenging me to mention the proprieties. It’s a bit late for that, I think.
 
   “Then I’ll go.”
 
   Michael lends me two of his men, Rudd and Plowden. They are the sort of people that one would expect Michael to employ, solid and reliable. We concentrate on making best speed; it isn’t raining, thank God, and the wind is behind us. There isn’t a lot of conversation. Rudd knows I’ve been in the battle and asks a few questions. He’d been at La Rochelle, and is very happy never to go soldiering again.
 
   It is good to be home. The family part of the Grange is dark and cold, but the servants’ area and the kitchen are alive and fire-warmed. Sarah is almost expecting me.
 
   “Come in, Master Roger. Didn’t think you’d be there more than a fortnight. How many with you?”
 
   “Just two.”
 
   “Good. There’s room in the men’s dormitory.” Rudd and Plowden have been expecting to sleep in the barn and perk up, the more so when they are getting outside a Sarah traveller’s supper.
 
   I eat in the kitchen too, and have them make me up a fire and a bed in the study, which is in the South Wing under the upper servants’ bedrooms. The South wing is a rabbit warren of rooms. It had housed the monks’ cells, knocked together down the years to meet the needs of the moment. If I am going to be on my own in this great barn of a place, there’s little point in opening up my big room in the North Wing, as far from the kitchen as one can get. I’ll organize my permanent winter quarters somewhere more convenient and comfortable. If Mother comes back she may impose some more formal solution. That can wait. Waters, the house steward, is mortified. It is the first in a succession of mortifications.
 
   “Dorothy and I would be delighted if you’d move in down at Low Farm,” says Jem the next morning. He is giving me my return brief, which is just that – brief.  Not a lot has happened, and above all, the stock are keeping mercifully free of disease. There have been a few travellers through the village, some of whom might have been deserters or stragglers but weren’t advertising the fact. There has been some inconclusive skirmishing between Royalist and Parliamentary irregular forces in and around Salisbury. The town remains in the hands of Parliament, but the forces holding it hardly constitute a garrison.
 
   “I’m very tempted,” I say, “But the Grange needs to be occupied.”
 
   “What about Mistress Rosalind?”
 
   “Staying on at the Old Hall.”
 
   “She could get weatherbound there.”
 
   “She’s well aware of that. Talked about staying on through Christmas.”
 
   “What will you do?” No hint of a comment on Mother’s unorthodoxies.
 
   “Haven’t really thought about it.” No one goes very far at Christmas because of the weather, and they’d be less inclined still with the war. I could invite myself to Mere to stay with Janet, but that is further than Easton, and means putting up with Lionel, though if James, their eldest son, is at home and not away with his regiment that will be a compensation. My nephew, despite his parentage, has developed into a thoroughly engaging and civilized young man who has been picking my brains on matters military at every possible opportunity. 
 
   Equally, I could inflict myself on Henry and Ann in Salisbury, or suggest they and their brood exercise Henry’s position and hold court as lord and lady of the manor at the Grange. That might look attractive, but moving their entourage is a major feat of logistics. Either course also means enduring Henry’s eldest, Richard, who at fifteen is the very opposite of his cousin James, well on the way to being a Puritan fanatic and likely to put a blight on any festive occasion. Don’t go there. “I’m not thinking of going far. Put on the usual thrash here. Just keep it to the estate, the senior men and their wives.”  
 
   “We’ll do something as well. I presume the estate’ll stump up for the village piss-up?  I’ve earmarked a couple of beasts from the slaughter stock.”
 
   “Yes. Well done.” The village do in the tithe barn is usually a Twelfth Night event, the last blast of the Christmas season, and the last bit of good feeding the village folk get until the spring.
 
   Jem is looking hard at me. “Are you all right, Roger?” We do Christian names in private.
 
   “Yes. I was angry with myself. I’ve done too much of taking people into harm’s way. I have to confess I was relieved when Cromwell paroled me. Gives me an out. I didn’t and don’t want any part of this or any other war. I just hope it’ll stay that way.”  
 
   “What next?”
 
   “Well, I’ll cast an eye over those books first, and see how much you’re ripping me off.” Dorothy Gosforth does the books, with great efficiency; I am totally convinced of the Gosforths’ honesty, but I’ve always been a checker. “Then I’ll get back to rearmament. It’s more serious than I thought.” I tell him what I know about Lord Westerhead’s preparations.
 
   “We need an inventory of weapons, Jem. I don’t even know exactly what we’re holding here at the Grange. Let me know what you’ve got at Low Farm, then find out as far as you can what the villagers have.”
 
   “They won’t be falling over themselves to tell us.”
 
   “I did say ‘as far as you can’. And before you start, I know Pincher has a very modern shortened fowler. I made it.”
 
   “How the hell you expect me to run a tight ship when you and that reprobate are as thick as thieves, I don’t know.”
 
   “Not thieves, Jem. Poachers.”
 
   “We ought to be doing more about the dispersals. I’ve put a potato clamp in each of the locations, and we can turn out some extra pigs in the spring. But we need to get shelter materials out there as well, even if we don’t build. Make a bit of winter work – put some money in their pockets.
 
   I have decided that we should follow good German practice and if we have to contend with a serious attack, and get enough warning, we will spread the Abbot’s Down population around the woodland. ‘Good practice’ includes not being conspicuous. Too big and too formal, and you risk being found and worked over like the parent village. I am hoping that in England people, and specifically women, won’t be spoils of war as they were on the Continent, but I’m not banking on it. So we would stock the locations with hurdles and tarpaulins and cooking equipment, and let the occupants improvise when the time came, as we hoped it wouldn’t. 
 
   “How do we pay for this lot?”
 
   “Charge it to general maintenance. Potter can make up the ironmongery.   Have to buy in the extra tarps.”
 
   “Will you tell Henry?”
 
   “Yes. He knows what we’re up to. Any problems, I’ll put some in myself.”
 
   I don’t have money problems in the larger sense, in that I have done very nicely out of thirteen years’ soldiering. The latest tranche had come from the sale of the Hawken-Montecuoli-van Groen Regiment to King Louis. The King had decided that the mercenary troops in his service should become Regiments du Roi. He had paid up for the privilege, and I had pocketed my twenty percent share of the proceeds. The money is safe with the van Daam bank in Amsterdam, and they have offices in London and Edinburgh. Getting at the funds is a problem in these times, but having a brother who is strong for the Parliament is a help.  
 
   Abbot’s Grange and its lands had come into our hands as a result of the Dissolution. My great-grandfather, naughty Rhoderick Hawken, had wooed, impregnated, and married (in that order) the childless relict of the gentleman who had acquired the lands, a good friend of Thomas Boleyn, Earl of Wiltshire. Prior to that, we had held only Low Farm and its six hundred acres.   
 
   For these we had to thank the earliest known Hawken, Old Roger (most of our men were Rogers or Richards). Roger had started as a common archer. He had fought at Castillon in 1453, the last battle of the Hundred Years’ War, made his way out to Genoa, and become a mercenary, making a decent living in the perennial wars of the Italian peninsula. In 1485, Old Roger had brought a troop of archers to Bosworth to fight for Henry Tudor. Low Farm was his reward.
 
   The Hawken family have been peaceable folk for over a century, and we have no more arms than a normal country family, apart from the few bits and pieces I had brought back with me from the Provinces. Dating back to Old Roger’s time, we have the usual collection of weaponry you find in houses like ours; a mixed bag of ancient and modern, useful and useless, and in some cases downright dangerous – to its user. There are a lot of bows. My father had had a vision of Old England in which The Bow played a large part. My brother Henry and I had been trained to The Bow from an early age. Once learned, never forgotten, and we still have the archer’s eye, and the distorted physique. I had taken a bow with me to Germany in ’25 and used it, not just for target practice.
 
   There are, I know, bits and pieces all over the house, some on walls, some in cupboards and chests, some in the cellars. This, I think, is a task for Claes. So far we’ve been using only what was easily to hand for the estate defence scheme. It’s a quite respectable collection, but something is telling me that the hint from Nicholas Marchant is a matter to be taken seriously, and I have learned down the years to pay attention to warnings from that ‘something’. If we are going to have to pit ourselves against a formed body of Westerheads, we are going to have to put Abbot’s Down on a war footing. And that will have to be done very carefully, given that Abbot’s Down’s true owner is a Parliamentarian. I do not want the gossips to mark us as a Parliament stronghold, but a stronghold it will be. 
 
   The house as it stands is halfway there already. The monks built at a time when trust in the Lord was all very well but a strong right arm was no end of a help. The Grange stands on a small bluff rising from the valley of our little River Bourne, three-quarters of a mile upriver from the village. The river wall is sheer, rising thirty feet to ground floor level. On either side of the Grange enclosure the hillside falls away to the river, more steeply on the South.
 
   The house is stone-built, an E shape without the centre stroke, the legs pointing West, the central body running as near as damn it North to South. There are cellars under the full length of the central run and the stable yard, but not under the wings. A large outbuilding on the South side contains the stables, carriage shed, granary barn and my outside workshop. To the West of the house is an open area about a hundred yards long enclosed by a wall eight feet high on the inside, more outside on the North and South. When the monks farmed the downlands, there had been quite a number of assorted buildings and pennings within the enclosure, but previous Hawkens tore these down and the whole area is under grass except for a kitchen garden along the South wall. There are still bits of wall footings sticking up here and there, and wandering abroad in the dark invites a twisted ankle or a nasty fall. We run a few sheep in the enclosure to keep the grass short, which means fighting a running battle to keep them out of the kitchen garden. 
 
   I have made it clear to one and all since the start of the war that we will defend the lands against any intrusion, Royalist or Parliament. I have talked up the idea of involving other landowners in setting themselves up on similar lines, and perhaps progressing to arrangements for mutual support. It hasn’t got any further than approving noises and won’t until it’s too late for somebody. I want to make good and sure that the ‘somebody’ isn’t me. I am setting my requirements against what I had done to the innocent farmers around Shipston – with the added incentive of Francis Westerhead and his ambitions.
 
   What we have to start with is my four long fowlers with their up-to-the-minute flintlocks, Jem’s guns, and the mixed bag of cutlery visible on the walls, most of which is out of date but could be reworked. My first sword, Eve, I took from the family collection, and cut her down to short-sword length – what they nowadays call a spadroon. My guns are classic fowlers, over-long for calivers. Cut them down, and I’ll have barrels for four dragons as well – the short carbines used by the new cavalry troops, dragoons. From Germany I have brought a couple of heavy muskets and a long Schützen target, or sniper, rifle. There is the carbine that I picked up the siege of Breda in ’25 and refurbished. Claes has a copy of it, and my mother a lightened version with a rifled barrel, some rather pretty carving on the walnut stock and engraving on the lock plates. Mother also has a couple of lady’s fowlers, though whether they’ll come back from Low Hall is a moot point. Gretta hadn’t been a carbine person, relying on a pair of long pistols she’d looted from a Danish officer killed at Hollenstedt fight. I have them now, and wonder again how she ever managed to handle them. My own saddle pistols are doubtless in the hands of some anonymous survivor of Edgehill, but Fitch had returned my old belt pistol, given to me by Michael Elyot when I first left for the wars. And Goosefeather.
 
   Goosefeather is – different. She is a sword for the bloody hack and slash of battle, a cutting implement, not for the elegant thrust. I had known what I wanted when I began to forge her, and what I came out with in the end did that and more, but doesn’t look like anything that I had seen in my mind’s eye when I started. She developed as if the sword herself dictated the form she should take. Shorter than a rapier and single-edged apart from the last six inches of the blade, she has a thick straight back rib with a blood channel below. Her cutting edge is curved, the shape of an elongated arrow-flight, the grey goose feather of the English archers. She is enormously heavy and unbalanced, and she only works because of what is in her. At her heart are the remains of an ancient sword, dating, I am sure, from before the Romans. Like the pistol, the shards were a present from Michael. He was mysterious about their origin, and handed them to me with some incantation in a strange language. The metal was warm to the touch, and my hand felt a tingling. That tingling has transferred to the sword herself, accentuated when battle is imminent. I never came up against armour that would stop her, nor any sword blade that she has would not break. I have also never found anyone else who could handle her.
 
   Not all of the old iron is in Goosefeather. Quill, the boy’s sword that lies on the tiny coffin in the Hawken vault, holds a sliver. The final piece is somewhere in Germany. Pandora, my gift to Karl von Morsberg – no, not gift, I had charged my usual single rixdollar, for one must never make an outright gift of a sword, for fear of cutting a friendship – holds the last. I have other swords. Perdita – I had seen The Winter’s Tale years ago and fallen in love with the name – is my polite fighting sword. Lizzie Six, last of a long line of expendable little dress swords that had been lost in various equivocal circumstances. Her predecessor, Five, I had passed to Gretta. And Eve. I have never parted with her; there’s always a time when it makes sense to carry a short-sword.  
 
   I’m brooding, my mind going back along the roads. Not good. I open the books to see what has been going on while my mind and body have been elsewhere.  And I know I can’t put off any longer writing to Karl about Gretta. Apart from anything else, there is a good chance that Fitch will beat me to it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Winter is a good time for making plans. It’s less good for making things. Forge work is all right but making up pistol locks from scratch is a slow process when your hands are permanently cold. I want a lot of pistols. They’ll be unlovely but effective, basic single click flintlocks with a pullout pin safety. The same lock is going on all the new-build weapons, designed for quantity production with Henry Potter and his prentice doing a lot of the work, and the Greatheads doing the stocking. We are not overstocked with quality iron either, and getting it in is difficult. The roads are bad this winter.
 
   I like repetitive work because it leaves the thinking part of the brain free to do something useful. I am thinking about how to deal with Westerhead if he is mad enough to start a private war. A long time back, I had been in a similar position, on a larger scale. I was new to commanding Hawken’s Regiment – it had been Strelitz’s the week before. We were running from a Spanish force three times our size, and I was looking for an opportunity to bring them to battle and hurt them badly enough for us to get clear away. Reinhard Dahlen, my intelligence officer, an old, wise bird, had concentrated my mind wonderfully.
 
   “You have to force the Spaniards to fight the battles you want to fight and the way you want to fight them, and not the other way about,” Reinhard had said. That time, I’d had a balanced professional force under my hand. Now, I have a couple of old soldiers, one a cripple. I have a village’s worth of men, a score of whom know how to load and fire, perhaps half that capable of sitting a horse. The last time, I had been able to manoeuvre; this time, it is obvious, my only course of action is to fight from cover, to draw Westerhead on to a defence that will hurt him enough to make him to give up. There’d been a little action back in ’26 at a village called Deilbruck in Sachsen-Anhalt, where the Montecuoli shot troop had done just that to a squadron of Protestant horse. Trouble was, Heinrich Voss had had fifty-odd musketeers with him that day. Not only can I not manoeuvre, I have no significant long-range firepower. I can’t buy in muskets with a war on, nor even musket barrels, and one thing I have never tried to do is make barrels for longarms. I have the easiest of decisions; there is only one way I can damage Westerhead, no other options for fighting him. I will use the Grange as my battleground, draw my enemy in and fight from cover, dictating a short-range battle. That’s why I am making a lot of pistols.
 
   Pistols, though, won’t be enough, even with the calivers, the dragons, the muskets. I need weapons with shock effect. The muskets and the Schützen will fell an armoured soldier at a hundred yards, the Schützen with Claes behind it an unprotected man at three. That, though, is just three weapons. I can raise six or eight fowlers, possibly acquire a few more, but a shortened fowler firing a bullet doesn’t have the hitting power of a full-bore musket. Worth having, though, and each shortening generates another dragon.
 
   A nagging voice in my ear is saying ‘cannon’, and two strands of common sense are saying ‘don’t go there’. If the word were to get around that the Hawkens had a couple of three-pounder falcons I’d be letting myself in for just the sort of finger-pointing I don’t want, accused of all kinds of aggressive intent. 
 
   An equally persuasive sensible thought is saying ‘powder’. Cannon have an appetite for powder which I can’t dream of meeting – I have little enough for the small arms, and most of that only because Henry acquired a barrel from the Salisbury Town Guard stock during the turmoil at the beginning of the war. As far as he can ascertain without attracting attention, it is safely lost in an accounting error, but there will be no more from that source. It’s the shooting season, powder and shot can still be bought in sporting quantities, at a price, of course. Push that as far as possible without it looking obvious.  
 
   Cannon are out of the question, but there is a poor man’s solution – fougasses. A fougasse is a crude one-shot cannon, an ambush weapon. Properly sited and with controlled firing, one good fougasse can kill or maim a lot of people and really put the breeze up the spectators. They don’t use a lot of powder, and what they do can be rough stuff. Can we supplement the tiny stock of good powder with some home-made? I know a bit about the theory, and with both humans and animals cooped up for the winter, this is the time to collect the makings for saltpetre before officialdom has the same idea. I have a good peterman to hand – digging out the pissholes in the cottage floors will come easy to someone who stinks like Pincher. There had been peterbeds at Hollenstedt powder works – think, how did they work? Charcoal – no problem, but we’ll need sulphur. Start buying now and hope the apothecaries don’t notice the quantities. 
 
   There’s plenty to do, which stops me brooding. Boredom is the greatest enemy in the country during mid and late winter. If you have as good a bailiff as Jem, you can end up with nothing useful to do, and if you try to find things to keep yourself occupied you end up getting in each other’s hair. Jem will be delighted that the armament programme will keep me out of mischief. On the other hand, Elijah Wilson, the head gamekeeper, is shaking his head that I’m not asking him to organize anything in the way of shooting parties. I don’t have the time and I don’t want to use up any more powder than I have to, but he makes me realize that I’m overdoing the busy hermit act and may be attracting unwelcome attention as a result. So we have a couple of days out for the local gentry. There aren’t quite as many birds as there might be, because of Pincher’s depredations, but the shoots are generally counted a success. I am suitably taciturn about Edgehill. I stress the fact that I was knocked out and lost a good friend in the battle, and fortunately nobody present, other than my brother Henry, Henry’s brother-in-law Robert Tarrant who farms at Wilton, and Parson Gaunt can count on close enough acquaintance to press me on the details. I’d been at Bishop Wordsworth’s School with Robert. Like Henry, he is strong Parliamentarian, as are a lot of the local gentry, but at this stage of the war, Wiltshire is less polarized than other parts of the country and the two sides still meet socially, if on polite rather than enthusiastic terms. 
 
   The big news is that the King has tried for London, too late, and failed. The London trained bands with a lot of volunteers in support have faced him off at a place called Turnham Green. No battle, apart from a spot of rape and pillage at Brentford; the royal army has retired to Oxford with its tail between its legs. One up to Philip Skippon. If King Charles has any sense he’ll settle now. He won’t, of course, but if the Parliament keeps its head, he’s lost the war.     
 
   The last week in November brings a courier. Letters. An acknowledgement of Cromwell’s parole document from Viscount Falkland, and signed by the Secretary of State in person. In these troublous times that’s probably more valuable than the parole itself. A surprisingly affable letter of commiseration from Rupert. He’s heard about Gretta and passes on Elizabeth’s condolences. She’s been saying more than she should and there’s an oblique crack about stepfathers. 
 
   But the real surprise is a communication from Jamie Sinclair, enclosing a copy of Gretta’s will, which brings its twinges of remembrance. And topping that in this catalogue of surprises is the revelation she has left pretty well everything encashable in trust for her new-found friend, Elizabeth’s daughter Sophia. Gretta had gone missing after our meeting with the Queen, and had been highly uncommunicative about what she’d been up to. In trust is sensible, as one would expect from Jamie. Without it, Sophie’s inheritance would vanish without trace into the royal living expenses. Sophie won’t do badly out of it; Gretta in her latter days had lacked for little, what with loot, little presents/blood money here and there, and sensible investments, so there’s enough to give Sophie a degree of independence when she comes of age. I get the horses and her weaponry, and am well satisfied. Bowman is a more than fair swap for Millstone. And he’s not the pointed reminder of old obligations that Millstone had been, though that matters a lot less these days. 
 
   The weather holds up through the first week of December, but locks in during the second, with my mother still ensconced at Easton. Our weather watchers feel the snow coming and are for once unanimous, so we have the sheep down and penned close in the Long Valley before it hits. And hit it does. It takes nearly three days to open the river track from the Grange to the village and to re-establish contact with Low Farm. The river freezes, and with it the waterwheel driving my workshop bellows and the lift pump for the Grange water supply. The cellar workshop matters less – it’s too damned cold to work there or in the little shop in the granary barn, so I’ve already moved my bench and tools into the main house. There is enough light work on the pistol programme alone to keep me out of mischief. The loss of the waterwheel pump means we are back on muscle power and a lot less water; we’ve got used to the convenience of the upstairs tank.   
 
   The village settles down to winter living, which means that nobody goes any further from their doors than they have to. The basics have to go on. We grow more roots and overwinter more stock than any of our neighbours, which means work; the mill and the bakery have to keep going, and Henry Potter’s smithy is busy, producing ironwork for the dispersals and for my defence plans. I have Potter knocking out sword and dagger blanks and a lot of Swedish feathers, the long iron spikes which I need to fix in position in the ditch and elsewhere around the Grange before the Spring, so that the undergrowth will hide them. Caltrops too – the little spiked tetrapods that lurk in the long grass to puncture an unwary hoof or foot.  
 
   Christmas comes and goes, and we manage to enjoy ourselves, if in an internalized way. On Christmas Day the Gosforths and Parson Gaunt come to the Grange, with the senior hands and their wives: Tom Adams the foreman, his wife Mary and his sister Marian who is housekeeper at Low Farm, the head stockman George Marston and Elijah Wilson with their wives, and Matthew Pike the bachelor head stableman. And from the Grange itself, Waters the butler, Claes and Claes’s love, Margaret Burke the housekeeper. It’s a tradition at Abbot’s Down, even though some of our neighbours look a little sideways. Second Christmas Day (as I’d learned to call it in Germany and kept it up) is another tradition, the Grange domestic staff dinner; on the 27th I get away to Low Farm and stay with the Gosforths till Twelfth Night. Low Farm is a good place for winter, more so than the wind-blasted Grange. It sits in a steep-sided coombe off the Long Valley that we call the Pig Trough, sheltered from wind, weather and prying eyes. It’s nice to be spoilt rotten, and Dorothy is very good at it.  We’ve been a team for nearly five years now, and there’s a lot to talk about. Jem and Dorothy are still the only people I can really open up to about Lucinda, and I find that I can also talk to them about Gretta. They don’t press me about these or other personal matters; my relations with Karl are off-limits, and as for Elizabeth Stuart, alias Grossarsch…
 
   January comes in. On the Continent, where they regulate these things more sensibly, it’s 1643.  
 
   Old style or new, the year of the stronghold. 
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   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   “In the name of God, Jem, what has that bloody son of mine been doing to my house?”
 
   “If it’s any help, Mistress Rosalind, Henry said the same thing when he visited a couple of days back.”
 
   “And to be precise, it’s his house.” Roger has come up in time to hear the exchange.
 
   “Don’t remind me. If your father could see this –”
 
   “He’d approve of what I’m doing, in the circumstances. It’s all been done with tender loving care and everything that I’ve taken out I can put back, if Henry wants it putting back.”
 
   “What exactly do you mean by ‘if’?” A positively dangerous tone in Rosalind’s voice.
 
   “Well, after Jem had had the wit to slip him a drink, and he’d come down a bit, he started to say things like ‘rebuild’ and ‘always been more of a barracks than a home’.”
 
   “He also said something about ‘pleasure-palace’,” says Jem, enjoying the spat.
 
   “Doesn’t he know there’s a war on?”
 
   “I think he’s trying to look on the bright side.Come in, Mother, and take some refreshment. Long way from Easton. We haven’t wrecked your rooms – yet.’ 
 
   Rosalind’s bedroom is the northeast corner of the house, and her sewing-room and daytime sanctum upstairs in the South Wing, for the daylight. Not high priority for defence, at the moment.   
 
   “Thank you, Roger. Rudd, you know where everything goes. Careful with the red pots.”
 
   “Red pots?” Jem asks.
 
   “Special offering from Michael. That’s why he insisted I came in the carriage.”
 
   Roger smirks. “I’d put it down to age and infirmity. Mushroom was looking quite offended, being led.”
 
   “If you weren’t bigger than me I’d – bloody sons. There’s about thirty pounds of powder in those pots. All he could raise without looking too obvious. And a pack horse and barrels are too easy for curious people.”
 
   “Oh bless.” 
 
   I don’t blame her, Jem thinks, as mother and son go into the house. And I wouldn’t be surprised if –
 
   “ROGER, NO!” 
 
   – she reacts to the odd modification within. That outburst was probably the sandbags. 
 
   There are sandbag barricades across the main ground floor passage where it opens on either side of the Great Hall. There are lots of sandbags. There are barricades across the long gallery upstairs as well. All the windows that haven’t been fitted with loopholed shutters have been sandbagged to head height. Most of the village women have been sewing sacking since January. And practically all the glass has gone – carried away, some in its frames, some on its own – for storage in the Grange cellars or at Low Farm. There are canvas screens to keep the weather out, which makes for a dark existence when it’s raining. And the family’s pride and joy, the great West-facing window in the evening room, has not only been removed but walled up with new masonry. 
 
   “And who, if I may make so bold, is paying for this little lot? Are you about to ruin your brother and the estate?”
 
   “Calm down, Mother. This is all me. And I’ve been putting money into the village, paying for the extra hands, as well as buying in stores.”
 
   “Bunce won’t be complaining, then.” Bunce keeps the ordinary in the village.
 
   “And you know full well that since we got an honest bailiff instead of Marshall we’ve been building reserves like the incoming tide. We can stand a full year with nothing coming off the land if need be. But I haven’t drawn on the estate, honest.”
 
   “Well, that’s one thing you are. Mad as a jack hare in March, but honest. Give your mother a kiss.”
 
   “How long are you staying?”
 
   “Couple of days to retrain Alison. Then move on to Robert and Abigail’s, give myself a civilized base. Once I’m established at Wilton, I’ll come back and sort out the domestics here. Sarah’s good, but if you’re going to eat through a siege you need an expert on the job to get things organized.”
 
   She’s right about Alison, Roger thinks. Rosalind has been at Easton these ten weeks and more, with her own maid from the Elyot household. Alison Hardman has been a useless mouth; fortunately, she’s been spending most of the time with her aunt and uncle in the village.
 
   “I won’t be sorry to see the back of Alison. Why don’t you pay her off?”
 
   “Promised her granny I’d keep her. Years back. Can’t remember why.”
 
   “Along with Sir Michael’s goodies, did you bring your armoury?”
 
   “Wouldn’t have expected to be allowed in if I hadn’t. One carbine, my two fowlers. All dainty and ladylike. Plus four not very dainty pistols and a couple of old long guns for you to work your wiles on. Present from your godfather. Who has also bought me some quite elegant armour. Apparently all the ladies are wearing it this year. Now I am going to ask if you can spare Jem to give me the complete guided tour.”
 
   “Why not me?”
 
   “Because I’ll be less inclined to give Jem the flat of my hand at the things I’m likely to see, if they’re anything like I’ve seen already. What on earth were those bloody great guns? Swivels?
 
   “Not quite. House guns. They’re each a quarter of a punt duck gun I managed to get my hands on. Set up to fire nine pistol balls. Short range only. Do a lot of damage. Firer as well if he isn’t ready for it. Jem!”
 
   “Roger?”
 
   “My mother would like you to give her a full tour of the Grange. Doesn’t trust herself if I do it.”
 
   “Before Jem and I set out, Roger, you should have these letters from Michael. He says they’re important.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be carrying secrets across the Plain. Dangerous.”
 
   “I don’t think anyone’s into body searches yet, certainly not of a lady. You may want to let them air for a bit before you read them. Come on, Jem. I want to see everything, and I mean everything.”
 
   She doesn’t miss much, Jem thinks. The questions don’t stop as they progress round the West-facing U-shape of the Grange, starting upstairs in Roger’s old room in the northwest corner. Jem points this out as the vulnerable point of the defences but she’s there before him.
 
   “I can see the point of the shutter on the big window and why it stands out from the wall so’s you can drop nasties on the nasties. But how are you going to cover the outside of the boundary wall?”
 
   Jem shows her the built-out shutter on the North window and the view from its armoured firing port.
 
   “We can make life difficult for them out there with the houseguns, and there’s going to be caltrops for them to tread on inside and out, and feathers to land on if they get over, and we’ll have grenades – and rocks. Trouble starts if they do get over.”
 
   “Yes.  Can’t put your head out to shoot. The barn end’s got a view. Shoot from there?”
 
   “It’s the only decent fire position. You see there’s another of these shutters on the South wing end.  Can do a bit from there but it’s an awkward shot. We can’t get enough fire on them for comfort.”
 
   They walk round the upper floor.
 
   “Buckets, buckets, buckets.  Never seen so many.”
 
   “Fire’s our biggest worry after Westerhead. And people can’t be leaving their posts.”
 
   “All gets pretty basic, doesn’t it? Seems much more preparation this side than the East.”  
 
   “East wall’s not a worry unless they’ve got cannon. Anything about that in Sir Michael’s papers?”
 
   “Nothing. Doesn’t guarantee they haven’t, but it’s odds against. Ladder’s a neat job.”
 
   “Josiah Greathead only does neat jobs. There’s another for the South wing.”
 
   “Will the gallery floor stand the sandbags?”
 
   “Josiah’s reinforced it. But wait till you see his masterpiece.”
 
   “Jem, that’s the women’s dormitory.”
 
   “Shouldn’t be anyone skulking there this time of day.” He hammers on the door.
 
   “Mistress’s inspection!”
 
   Jem’s right, the big room is clear. From the dormitory, the back stairs lead down to the kitchen. They are a recent modification (meaning they have only been in half a century or so), supplementing the monks’ outside staircase to the stable yard that the menservants still officially have to use.
 
   “Good Lord.”  Rosalind is impressed. The fixed staircase has been replaced with a hinged structure, dropped by pulling a lever in the kitchen. “But I’d’ve thought you’d want to drop it from the top as well, fight back to the upper floor?”
 
   “Roger won’t think of it, Mistress Rosalind. We get trapped upstairs, all they have to do is fire the house under us. If we can’t hold ’em we fight back to the kitchen and out through the cellars and the passage.”
 
   “Understood.  Anything special in the South wing?”
 
   “No. Your sewing-room’s as you left it. I’ll leave the glass in till the last minute. Turned the clerestory into a lookout.” Rosalind’s sewing-room is at the extreme southwest corner of the house. The clerestory lights the central upstairs passage in the South wing, and a light well in the middle carries some hints of daylight down to the ground floor.
 
   “It would make sense to do what Roger’s done and move a bed into the sewing-room.  Then you can clear my main room. I’ll speak to Margaret. Let’s go down.”
 
   The ground floor windows are sandbagged higher than upstairs, and although it’s a fine day, with the shutters open and the canvas screens brailed up, it’s gloomy down there. Rosalind’s been pretty good about most of it, Jem thinks, but the evening room with its blank West wall where the grand window had been gets to her, and there’s a quick flash of handkerchief. How they all love this room, he thinks, even though most of the time it’s too cold to sit in, then if the sun’s at all strong it gets to be like a greenhouse in no time. 
 
   “Let’s get some fresh air,” Rosalind suggests, and they go out through the front door. She walks out into the quadrangle, turns and looks at the house. Notices something in the corner of the South wing.
 
   “That’s new. What is it?”
 
   “Something that needs more work, if it caught your eye like that, Mistress Rosalind.  Fougasse,” says Jem. “There’s another at the other end.”
 
   “Don’t know fougasses. What is it?
 
   “Crude one-shot cannon. Big load of assorted rubbish. Cover the main door. Housings are in place but not charged yet. Prying eyes though.”
 
   “Any more?”
 
   “Two on the main gate, one on the stable yard entrance. Roger wanted a couple more but they take quite a lot of powder.”
 
   Rosalind is feeling energetic, so they walk to the vulnerable northwest corner for her to look at it from an attacker’s point of view. Then to the main entrance, where the old plain double gate in the curtain wall has been reset in a small barbican, extending ten yards into the enclosure.    
 
   “Clocked this on the way in. Very professional.”
 
   “This isn’t just for Lord Westerhead’s benefit. Good for checking less important visitors.”
 
   “Yes. Seen the loopholes. What’s the fancy name for them?”
 
   “Embrasures.”  
 
   “Embrasures. That undergrowth in the ditch looks pretty dry. Going to burn it?”
 
   “If they’re not clever enough to burn it themselves first. Lot of spikes in there. We’ll put some more combustibles in later.”
 
   “How are you going to fire it?”
 
   “Roger’s got ideas about pull igniters and long strings, but I think it’ll come down to fire arrows. Keep it simple.”
 
   “Think I’ve seen enough. Look at the barn on the way back.”
 
   In the stable yard she stops dead.
 
   “I thought I couldn’t be surprised any more, but will you tell me just what that contraption is for?”
 
   “It’s a rock tippler. You’d better look at the river stairs first.” He opens the solid top gate, revealing a timber staircase replacing the top flight of stone stairs. “We can lift that lot out with the derrick. Then they’ve got fifteen feet to climb to the wall top. That thing drops half a ton of rocks at a time. Use ’em at the staithes to load the coal-boats.”
 
   Roger is in the office, studying Sir Michael’s papers.
 
   “Good stuff?” asks Jem.
 
   “First class, but it can’t tell us what Westerhead’s thinking. Gives a good idea of what he’s got, and it’s pretty definite that there aren’t any cannon. Hope he’s right. Mother, how good do you think this information is?”
 
   “Michael has talked to a lot of people and he’s had a couple of his own around Seend since the spring. You’re not going to get anything better, unless you want to listen to gossip.”
 
   “Of course we want to listen to gossip, don’t we, Jem?”
 
   “Particularly if it’s juicy.”
 
   “Not very, I’m afraid. I can tell you that Francis is having a lot of trouble living down his non-appearance at Roundway. You won’t find it in Michael’s papers, but the word on the street is that Sir Ralph Hopton called on his Lordship with a half-troop of horse at his back after the battle and told him his fortune in no uncertain terms. And he isn’t exactly popular with the county, lots of fingers being pointed and snide remarks about talk and no action. But he’s used to that, and there’s not a lot of people who’ll say anything to his face, even if he isn’t flavour of the month. Finally, he’s been heard to say that as the Hawkens are for the Parliament and that you, Roger, deserted from the King’s army at Edgehill, he sees it as his duty to sequester Abbot’s Down on behalf of the Crown.”
 
   There is a silence.
 
   “That is not in the least bit funny, Mother.”
 
   “Not funny, but I can’t think of better news, apart from Westerhead dropping dead. He’s not being very clever.”
 
   “What, Jem?”
 
   “Speaking for the workforce, there’s not a man or woman here who’d not fight to prevent Westerhead taking over from the Hawkens. He’s too well known as a bastard, and a bad master. He’s taken it from being personal against Roger alone to being personal against every one of us. Same’ll go for the tenants. You had their loyalty before, now you’ve got self-interest as well.”
 
   “Absolutely right, Jem. Smile, everybody. Now Michael says here that there’s likely to be another battle in these parts in the near future.”
 
   “Two things, then,” says Jem. “First, Lord Westerhead is going to have no option but to join in the next fight. Second, if he does have a crack at us, he’s likely to tie it in with this new battle.”
 
   “Which means that we need reliable information about what the armies are up to. Mother, did Michael say anything about keeping us in the picture?”
 
   “Says he’ll do what he can, but getting a message to us is something that can’t be done by a single galloper these days, since the battle.”
 
   “We know that,” says Jem. “Had a skirmish with a half-dozen stragglers last week.  Sheered off when they found we were organized.”
 
   “He’ll be embarrassed to hear me say it, Mother, but Jem handled that one rather well.  Saw them off with none of ours hurt to matter, and it was a bit more than half-a-dozen. Word’ll get around we’re best left alone.”
 
   “How many fighting men have you got, Roger?
 
   “Correction, Mother. Fighting people. Some of the women are in it as much as the men.  Sarah, Margaret Burke, Rachel Wilson, and that’s not all.”
 
   “But how many?”
 
   “Apart from Jem and myself, around twenty-five. We reckon we need twenty of them to hold. Can’t guarantee everybody being on hand when it happens. But some we can’t do without. Claes, for starters. I’m not going to war without Pincher. And Davy Paterson I’m using as scout because Claes isn’t up to it physically and I need him inside.”
 
   “Apart from anything else,” Jem interjects, “I’ve never seen shooting like Claes with that German rifle.”
 
   “The other point about Claes, Mother, is that I can put him in charge of something and forget about it.”
 
   “So now I know who’ll be in the northwest upstairs. Margaret with him?”
 
   “Inseparable, and he’s training her. Helps they both live in. The other key people are Pike, Wilson, and Bill Greathead.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “Roger’s trained those three up as shock troops, to work with him as the counter-attack force,” says Jem. “They’re pretty terrifying in full cry.”
 
   “What about the rest?”
 
   “Some good, some not so good, though you never know how people will react first time. Tom Adams is really excellent, as you’d expect. Matthew Pike likewise. George Marston I’m not planning to pull in unless I have to – I need him on the outside for the stock. John Edwards – tenant, Barrow Farm – wants in if he can get here. Good pair of hands, put him with Claes if I can.  He’s got some private score to settle with Westerhead.”
 
   “I can tell you about that. It’s to do with Mary. She’s from Seend. Westerhead forced her after she and John were handfast.”
 
   “Guessed as much, didn’t want to pry. As for the others, Rachel Wilson’s as good a shot as Elijah. Probably her in the long gallery with Annie to load. Will Withens – never seen anyone could load a caliver as fast. He’s for the barn, probably with Tim Greathead. Sam Greathead’s sound but slow, Noah Burford I worry about. Edward Bunce is another reliable. Sarah runs the kitchen redoubt, with Margery for first aid. George Adams is a stroppy bastard, but that can be useful. Tim Greathead’s good for a youngster, good horseman. Did well in Jem’s battle. Putting him with Davy as getaway man to begin with. Matthew and Elijah are good with the bow, and I’ve got my thoughts about that.”
 
   “Pity you haven’t got Henry. Better archer even than you.”
 
   “I don’t want Henry involved because it confuses the political and the personal. I don’t want people turning this into a King against Parliament fight.
 
   “Even if it’s his house?”
 
   “Particularly as it’s his house.”
 
   “What about Waters? I haven’t seen him.”
 
   “Waters has been less and less happy by the day about what we are doing. Complete mental block. Matters came to a head about three weeks ago, when Sarah found him pulling down one of the barricades. I was for turning him off, but Jem suggested sending him to Mere. Lionel, surprisingly, was happy to take him on. Henry knows.”
 
   “Too many Greatheads, if things go wrong. Both of Josiah’s boys, and although he claims he and brother Sam don’t get on it’s more show than substance.”
 
   “I know, but the boys are keen as mustard, and Josiah came up in person to say he wanted them in. Sam’s his own man, and don’t forget he lost Esther last year. I’m trying to use as many unattached as I can.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later, the 4th of September, Rosalind leaves for Wilton riding Mushroom, with the Abbot’s Down carriage carrying her goods and chattels, and a re-educated Alison. Also in the carriage are several boxes of papers including the estate main ledgers with Dorothy Gosforth in attendance, to be lodged for safekeeping with Henry’s legal office in Salisbury. Another box holds the manuscripts that Roger calls his commonplace books, a record he has kept almost since his arrival in the Montecuoli Company in 1625. Dorothy is mortified at having to balance off a month before quarter day, and breathing fire in the general direction of Lord Westerhead for causing such an upset to proper accounting. Rather than bounce around in the carriage she is riding her mare Clara, a present from Jem after little Mary was born. And, she thinks to herself, just as nice a mount as Rosalind’s Mushroom, if not quite so dainty. Jem had been feeling generous, but he’d taken Gretta along to advise. Gretta always had a weakness for big horses.
 
   Davy Paterson drives, Claes with him on the box, Matthew Pike and Tim Greathead ride escort. And taking a rest from the preparations, Roger has taken charge of the party.
 
   “I need to talk to Henry, Jem, and I’d like to square things away with Robert Tarrant.”
 
   “You’ll stay till Mistress Hawken comes back?”
 
   “Yes. Shouldn’t be more than a day or two. Children be all right without Dorothy for a couple of days?”
 
   “She’ll fret about it, but Marian’s very good and Dorothy can do with the break. Just like you.”
 
   “I’ll admit it. Take it you won’t mind me getting out of your hair.”
 
   “Perish the thought. Go well, Roger.”
 
   He’s right, thinks Jem as he waves the little cavalcade off, and it’s good to have a boss who can recognize it. I’ll leave Claes to run the preparations at the Grange, base up at Low Farm, and be a father and a farmer for a day or two. 
 
   The following day, Jem finds himself with an unexpected visitor. A dark-featured man in the middle years, Spanish looks enhanced by a trim pointed beard.
 
   “Mr Gosforth?”
 
   “Yes, at your service. Mr Hobbes, I believe?”
 
   “Correct, Mr Gosforth, and I at yours. Daniel Hobbes, with an E, like the melancholy philosopher. Sheriff’s Officer. We haven’t met before, but I know of you. I understand you are a man to be reckoned with.”
 
   As I suspect you are, Mr Hobbes.
 
   “How so, Mr Hobbes?”
 
   “News of that brush you had on the downs a week back has travelled.”
 
   “I saw you with Sir Roger on your last visit. He told me about you. I understand that Roundway has made things easier for you.”
 
   “Yes. The King’s writ runs more strongly now, and the Parliament folk are winding their necks in.”
 
   “Mr Hobbes, I am being a very poor host. May I offer you refreshment?”
 
   “That would be most kind.”
 
   “Stable yard’s to the left there,” says Jem to Hobbes’s escort riders. “When you have seen to the horses you’ll find the kitchen door looking at you. Will you come with me, Master Hobbes?”
 
   “Let me come to the point, Mr Gosforth,” says Hobbes, when they are settled in Jem’s study with a glass each and a decanter between. “I know Sir Roger’s away, and I have come deliberately to Low Farm because I don’t want either to confront your principal or to see exactly what you’ve done to the Grange since I was last here.”
 
   “But you’ve got a pretty good idea what’s going on.”
 
   “Pure speculation, Mr Gosforth. And I want to keep it that way. But I would like to hear from you, and I hope you can find it in yourself to enlighten me, exactly what Sir Roger is up to. Take your time. And please be assured that I am not trying to make you incriminate either Sir Roger or yourself.”
 
   Well, thinks Jem, I wish I could be sure about that. Let’s see what he knows already.
 
   “You’ll be aware, because it’s common knowledge, that right from the outset of this God-rotting war, Roger had us put the farms and the village into a state of defence, and trained us all up so that we could protect ourselves against the sort of thing I found myself involved in a month back.”
 
   “That was based on his experiences in Germany, I take it. Yes, I know about it, and it’s a damned good idea. There are others starting to do the same, or talking about it, but I don’t think anyone is as well organized as you are.”
 
   “Kind of you to say so.”
 
   “What concerns me is what I am hearing concerning the fortification of Abbot’s Grange. Since the estate belongs to a committed Parliament man it could be construed that the Hawkens are developing the place as a Parliamentary base and stronghold. What I would like you to do is set my mind at rest.”
 
   “There’s no point in denying that we are strengthening the defences of the Grange. But it’s not on behalf of the Parliament. If it were, we’d have more resources, we’d be able to make a better job of it, and we might find a people willing to help. This is private. It’s all to do with the feud between Lord Westerhead and Sir Roger. You will know that Lord Westerhead has at last raised a troop for the King.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Our information is that Lord Westerhead is making no secret of the fact that he intends to use the troop to settle his account with Sir Roger, and the Hawken family in general. And yes, it doesn’t hurt his case that Henry Hawken’s for the Parliament. But I assure you, Mr Hobbes, that Sir Roger remains loyal to the King. Remember, he fought at Edgehill, lost a good friend there. Gave his parole after he was taken prisoner, but he’s been funding the Royalist cause ever since. We have also heard that Lord Westerhead is going so far as threatening to expropriate Abbot’s Down for the King on the grounds that we are a nest of rebels. This is grossly untrue.”
 
   Hobbes is silent for a moment or two.  
 
   “What you are saying could be taken as being far-fetched, and I sincerely hope you’re wrong. The trouble is, I know Lord Westerhead only too well. No one can carry a grudge as long and as far as he can.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “If you will assure me that what you’re doing at the Grange is intended only for defence and that you’re not planning to fight a pitched battle with a King’s force, then I’ll ride away quietly and not pry any further. And I will try to persuade my superiors to suggest to Lord Westerhead that he takes his force off to join the King’s army without troubling you.”  
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t hold out too many hopes. They won’t, and it wouldn’t have any effect if they did.”  
 
   “You asked for my assurance. You have my word that we have no intention of fighting anyone unless they attack us, but we will defend ourselves to the best of our ability if they do. We ask only to be left alone.” 
 
   “I have no problem with that, Mr Gosforth. And if you’ll have my horse brought round, I’ll leave you to your own concerns. Now you may be interested to hear that the King’s forces have been told to muster at Newbury by the fifteenth of the month. I wouldn’t have told you if you’d asked, but you’ve been straight with me, which calls for a straight response.”
 
   “That information is beyond price, Mr Hobbes. Go well. And thank you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh well done, Jem,” says Roger. “Now we know what we can’t do.”
 
   The Wilton party has returned, swollen by Robert Tarrant and a couple of riders to escort him home. Rosalind is showing Tarrant the state of the Grange, which gives Jem the opportunity of filling Roger in on events during his absence.
 
   “Do you trust Hobbes?”
 
   “I’ve known him a bit for nearly fifteen years. Typical law officer, seen it all, unshockable. Wise old owl. I think he’s straight. Sir Michael has a good opinion of him and that’s enough for me. County officers have had a hard time of it till recently.”
 
   “That’s what he said. Am I right in thinking that Hobbes and his like don’t get a lot of support from higher up?”
 
   “Complicated. Pembroke, Lord Lieutenant, is a Parliament nominee, has Hampshire as well as us. He’s an absentee. Got some command down West. King’s Sheriff’s Sir James Long, but he’s had his problems with the Parliament lot being on top. Easier since Roundway.  But it’s a mess. No sizeable troop elements from either side. Robber baron time. And God help us, Francis Westerhead’s a Deputy Lieutenant. Hobbes and his ilk are the professionals, but he’s risen as high as he’s likely to go.”
 
   “That explains something Hobbes said. He was going to try to get someone higher up to persuade Westerhead not to come this way, but didn’t hold out much hope.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m quite encouraged. At least Hobbes is looking the other way as far as we’re concerned, not looking for trouble. You did well.”
 
   “How was Henry?”
 
   “Strange.  If I were to put my finger on anything, I’d say he’s envious of what we’re doing and feeling left out. You look at my brother and you think ‘lawyer’, and write him off as a dry old stick. But he’s not. When we were young he was as wild as I was, and he’s really good with the bow – you heard Mother saying he’s a better archer than I am, and it’s true. Given half a chance, he’d be in with us.”
 
   “But you don’t want him.”
 
   “Jem, I would love to have him on board. But you heard Hobbes, and we’ve both heard the line Westerhead’s taking. I can’t have this turned into a King versus Parliament confrontation. Got to keep it personal. People like me – and Sir Michael – who stand for ‘The King in Parliament’ are being squeezed out. These days, the world wants us to be firmly for one or t’other. You did well telling Hobbes I’m for the King. Keeps the buggers guessing.”
 
   “What are you going to do in terms of readiness? Seventh today, reckon Westerhead could hit us any day from the tenth – that’s Tuesday.”
 
   “All depends on when he got the move order. I don’t see him planning on getting there much before the deadline, so if he is going to have a go at us before the battle I wouldn’t see him here before the twelfth, if then.”
 
   “Paterson needs a day or so to snug down his haulage business.”
 
   “I agree. But the more I think about, it, the more I want Davy and Tim out on the ground by noon on Wednesday. And although there’s a bit of wriggle-room, we need to be fully manned here very soon after that.”
 
   “What about dispersing the villagers? Dorothy and I have talked round this a lot ever since the idea first came up, and I can tell you that she’s inclined to sit tight at Low Farm rather than drag the children and the servants out into the woods. She’s talked to the village wives. Lot of them feel the same. Says she’ll send the remaining men out and play the affronted lady.”  
 
   “She may be for trusting Westerhead more than I would, but I’d place a lot on your lady’s intuition. I think we give them the option. Sunday tomorrow. I’ll have Gaunt put it to them at mattins that they are free to go to the woods or stay around the village. This isn’t a normal military situation. Westerhead is going to have to keep his people on a tight leash if they’re to get to Newbury in good order. He shouldn’t have time to work the place over properly. Anything else strike you at the moment?”
 
   “We ought to be thinking of turning Mistress Rosalind round straight away and packing her off back to Wilton. If she’s willing, she could go back with Mr Tarrant. If not, we’ll have to find an escort, and they’ll need time to get back. She ought to be away by Tuesday at the very latest.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, Jem. Trouble is, I’m getting the same feeling about Mother as with Henry.”
 
   “But that’s quite out of the question.  She can’t stay.”
 
   “I know that. You know that. But we also know that ‘out of the question’ is an expression Mother doesn’t recognize unless she’s using it. And she’ll argue she’s got work to do on the domestics.”
 
   “If Mr Robert could stay over for a day or two, you might persuade her that’s long enough. We could put him up at Low Farm, be more comfortable than here. And having a couple of spare hands around won’t hurt.”
 
   “Good thinking, Jem. I’ll take it in stages, Robert first. Let’s get hold of him.”
 
   “Noah,” Jem shouts out of the office door. “Track down Mr Tarrant and ask him to come and talk to Sir Roger.”
 
   “Right you are, Master Gosforth.” Noah Burford, son of Margery, the village midwife-cum-vet, trots off.
 
   “Do you think you’ll be able to persuade Mistress Rosalind to go, even on Tuesday?”
 
   “I have to try. She’ll come up with every reason to stay.”
 
   “Compromise. If she won’t go to Wilton, you could try to persuade her to go to Low Farm.”
 
   “She just might. Fallback.  Hullo Robert. Where’s my mother?
 
   “Shouting at her maid.”
 
   “Good. Keep her busy for a minute or two. Robert, something has come up.  Would you be prepared to stop over a couple of nights with Jem and Dorothy and go back Tuesday?”
 
   “Bit sudden, but don’t see why not. What’s come up?”
 
   “Westerhead. Could be calling on us any time after Tuesday. I would like you to take Mother back to Wilton with you. I ought to send both of you straight back today, but there’s not a hope in hell of her going.”
 
   “Going where?”
 
   “Listening at keyholes, Mother? Right, I haven’t got time to beat about the bush. Daniel Hobbes, Sheriff’s Officer, has told Jem that the King’s army is to muster at Newbury by the fifteenth, next Sunday. We expect that nasty Francis will call on us on his way to the battle. That means, in my book, that if he’s to have a pop at us it’ll be any time from Wednesday on. I want you on your way to Wilton on Tuesday at the latest, and I could be cutting that a bit fine. Robert’s going to stay over at Low Farm and take you back after you’ve sorted out Margaret and Sarah.”
 
   Oh God, Jem thinks, what is he up to? If there was ever a speech that was likely to make her stay, that’s it. He can’t really be encouraging her – can he?  
 
   “Roger, stop bossing me about. I’m not under command, and I’ll do what I want. Without wanting to be inhospitable, I think Robert should go back today. Dorothy won’t be wanting a house guest when she’s just got back from a three-day trip, though I know she’ll show willing. I’m staying.”
 
   “All right. If you’ll agree to go to Low Farm yourself before it starts, or to one of the dispersals.”
 
   “I’ll agree to link up with Dorothy and do what she’s doing.”
 
   “Good. That makes some sort of sense. Robert, sorry to mess you about.”
 
   Very tidy, and achieved with so little fuss. Jem is unconvinced.
 
   As soon as Robert and his escort have left, Roger gathers everyone in the Great Hall.  
 
   “I won’t keep you long, but you should all know that the Sheriff’s Officer who called on Mr Gosforth yesterday told us it’s likely that Lord Westerhead will come a-calling sometime in the next week. The King’s army is mustering at Newbury, there’s going to be a battle, and Lord Westerhead has to be there. Now you all know the trouble that I have had with his Lordship down the years. That he’s not been satisfied that I’ve been cleared by the courts of the charges he has brought against me, and that when I’ve offered him the chance to settle the matter by single combat he’s refused. If he does turn up – and it’s not certain that he will and I truly hope he doesn’t – then I’ll make the offer again. But now there’s more to it. Because Master Henry is strong for the Parliament, and because I gave my parole – gave my word not to fight against the Parliament after I was taken prisoner – Lord Westerhead has now said he will take Abbot’s Down for the King. That means he’ll take it for his own. You all know what that means.”
 
   I was right, Jem thinks, listening to and feeling the stir in the room. Westerhead’s made a committed enemy of the whole Abbot’s Down community.  Roger goes on.
 
   “I’m going to take a risk. I don’t think Lord Westerhead’s force is as ready as it ought to be and I’m not going to bring us up to full alert till Thursday. Till then we’ll rely on the normal livers-in as the defence force for the Grange. Davy Paterson and Tim Greathead will move out to Shrewton by noon on Wednesday. The rest of the garrison I want in place by noon on Thursday, with what you’ll need for a week. If we haven’t seen his Lordship by then, we can assume he’s gone straight to the battle. That doesn’t mean he won’t have a go at us on the way home, but he’s likely to be in a lot worse shape by then and if we do have to fight him I may do it very differently. That’s all. Questions? Tom?”
 
   “Sentries, Sir Roger?”   
 
   “As normal to nightfall Thursday. Then stock patrols only till enemy shows or Thursday next, whichever is sooner. Mr Gosforth will issue instructions for dispersing the stock.”
 
   “Sir Roger. What about them as aren’t at the Grange? Are they to go to the woods?”
 
   “Thank you, Elijah. There’ll be an announcement for the whole village in church tomorrow, but here’s what I think. Lord Westerhead has to get himself to Newbury. He’ll be in a hurry because he’s a long way off his direct route. My feeling is that he’ll think he can walk over us in a couple of hours and move on to his battle.  Our job is to beat him off and send him on his way. He won’t have time to do over the village, so I think people will be all right sitting tight. But I won’t stand in the way of anyone who wants to take shelter. That clear?”
 
   “Thank you, Sir Roger,”
 
   “One final point. From now on, we stop being polite to his Lordship. You can drop the ‘Lord’, call him and his ‘the enemy’ or ‘those bastards’ or what you like. Now we’ll leave it for today. Those with homes and wives and sweethearts, off you go. See you in the morning. Luck and go well.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunday morning service is an edgy affair, the congregation fearful of the unknown. Jem and Dorothy sit on their open front pew on the right of the aisle, Rosalind and Roger in the family box pew to the left. Jem is working hard at looking composed, belying his inner feelings. Dorothy, to her own surprise, is placid, even relaxed, or perhaps resigned. Maybe, she thinks, it’s because Jem has a better idea than she of what the real situation is.
 
    Parson Gaunt preaches a short sermon on ‘trust in the Lord’, then introduces Roger. Damn the man, Jem thinks, as Roger runs through very much the same speech as he had given to the fighting element the day before, and fields some very similar questions. I just wish I had that same air of relaxed command. Roger doesn’t underplay the threat, but strikes just the right note of concern mixed with confidence. Dorothy reads Jem’s mind.
 
   “Remember, he’s been doing this sort of thing for a very long time,” she whispers.
 
   After the service, Roger gathers the congregation for a follow-up.
 
   “Listen in everybody. You’ll all need to know when the enemy’s going to turn up, and when he’s arrived. We’re going to have scouts out – if he’s coming from Seend he’s got to come through Shrewton and we’ll have Davy Paterson and Tim Greathead out there to keep an eye on things. They’ll tell us when Westerhead turns up at Shrewton and soon as we get word I’ll fire one of these.”
 
   He picks up a large black tube on a square iron base out of a box at his feet, places it on a firm piece of ground.
 
   “Now, everybody get back fifteen or twenty yards.”
 
   There’s a portfire in his hand. He lights it, applies the end to a length of match protruding from the tube, and steps back ten yards himself. The fuse fizzes for twenty seconds then there’s a bang and an object flies out of the tube forty or fifty feet in the air. A bright flash, a much louder bang, a cloud of smoke, and there’s more than a bit of flinching in the audience. 
 
   “You’ll hear that anywhere in the village and for a long way around. The first one means that Westerhead’s on his way, and those of you that want to go to the dispersals should pack up and go. No rush. It’ll be four hours at the very least before the enemy gets here. Could be a lot longer. When we have actual contact up at the Grange I’ll fire another. That means keep your heads down till it all goes quiet again.”
 
   The villagers disperse. The mood is subdued. Jem goes along to Bunce’s ordinary to talk to the men. No one is panicking, but none of them have any illusions about the week ahead. A time of mixed feelings and emotions. Fears, coupled with a strange sort of relief that whatever is going to happen will happen soon. Intense activity on the domestic front, less on the military; the military preparations are almost complete. Roger is in the workshop, a last-minute conversion of Sir Michael’s pair of old fowlers into calivers, the cut-off barrel ends into two more dragons.  
 
   “Just what he needs,” Jem confides to Dorothy. “Gets him away from thinking, keeps him from meddling.  It’s all basic stuff now.” 
 
   Jem is supervising the final titivation of the Grange defences, and more importantly the dispersal of the livestock and their guarding, which is going to keep the older men and the younger end busy. The plans have been in place for months, but can’t be put into effect till the last minute, if the estate is to continue operating as a business.
 
   The mill and the bakery are working at full pressure to produce a bread reserve so that every house has basic rations for a week, Bunce’s brew house turning out as much small beer as there are barrels and jugs to hold it. Roger is subsidising all these goings-on, including putting a bit of silver behind the bar at Bunce’s. At the Grange, Rosalind is running a like effort to stock the garrison. The families that are going to move out are readying their getaway bags. At the dispersals in the woods, men are putting together rough shelters from the stores that have been in place since the Spring, hurdles, fence posts, poles, tarpaulins. 
 
   On Monday afternoon, Roger looks in on Jem in the estate office.
 
   “Don’t overdo it,” he says. “Seen too many people put so much into getting ready for a battle that they’ve been too knackered to fight.”
 
   “I’m all right. Thrive on it.”
 
   “How’s Dorothy taking it?”
 
   “Bit edgy.”
 
   “Then you’re working too hard. Knock off now, go home and surprise her. Do you both good. I’ll clear up here.”
 
   “Take it you’ve finished the guns.”
 
   “Go home.”
 
   Roger has other intentions. Once Jem is clear, he saddles Bowman and rides to the top of the down with a bottle of good brandy, to talk to Eirlys.
 
   “Been neglecting you.”
 
   “Don’t feel too guilty. I’m well in your mind, and Pincher keeps me in the picture on the day to day stuff. You’re not confident, are you?”
 
   “I can say it to you, no one else. I’m not. Turns on whether Westerhead has cannon. If he hasn’t, we have a chance, perhaps evens, no better.”
 
   “Options?”
 
   “Fight, and only fight. It isn’t just the feud, he’s now bent on sequestering the estate in the name of the King, with himself as the King’s agent.”
 
   “Legal?”
 
   “Depends whose law. If we can see him off on our own then we’ll hold on, but effectively we’re back in the Middle Ages. Since Roundway, what authority there is in these parts won’t give overt support to a Parliament estate owner. Fortunately, authority is at least looking the other way.”  He tells Eirlys the story of Jem’s meeting with Daniel Hobbes.
 
   “Jem did well.”
 
   “Jem is doing better by the day. If it goes ill with me, he will need your help.”
 
   “He will have it.”
 
   “You know I have something of the Sight, I know you have much more. Is it permitted to know anything of events?”
 
   “You know yourself that the Sight does not provide clear predictions. I know you are hoping that Westerhead will leave us alone. I cannot see the next few days passing without a clash of arms, but I have nothing about outcomes. They are not foreordained.”
 
   “Yourself?”
 
   “I can protect myself. No, not make myself invisible. But I can persuade people’s minds that they should not look too hard where I am. You have your own concerns. I have mine, but be assured they include you.”
 
   “Hollenstedt?”
 
   “Was me. Luck and go well, Schmied.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Roger rides back with one uncertainty lifted. Like it or not, there will be a battle. 
 
    
 
   Tuesday, and Jem bids good morning to Roger. They exchange grins. Nothing more is said; there’s no need. Jem is tying up the last details of the stock management plan before handing over to George Marston.
 
   “Reckon George can cope, Jem?”
 
   “George tends to regard me like I sometimes regard you.”
 
   “You mean, bugger off and let me get on with what I know full well how to do?”
 
   “That’s about it.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   There aren’t many bosses, Jem thinks, that you can say that to, particularly when they’re a knight.
 
   “Are we there then?”
 
   “As ready as we can be. Of course we can always do with more of this and more of t’other. I’m not going to stop Mother and Sarah cooking and brewing. Just need to eat down the old stock. They won’t want a lot when it starts, though we need to make ’em eat – and particularly drink.”
 
   “What about now?”
 
   “Till Thursday, as planned, blast of normality. Rest up, cuddle up as appropriate. Last thing I want is people at battle stations here, getting tensed up before they need. They’ll get fratchy, be squabbling among themselves. One thing – I’d like Gaunt to come up to the Grange on Thursday evening once we’re all in here.”
 
   He pauses, looking awkward.
 
   “One thing you should be aware of. I am pretty well certain we will have a fight on our hands.”
 
   “You’ve been talking to Eirlys.”
 
   “Pincher, I suppose.”
 
   “Yes. He’s keeping a closer than usual eye on her.”
 
    
 
   Wednesday morning. Davy Paterson and Tim Greathead at Low Farm stables, readying for an inconspicuous departure. Roger gives them a last briefing.
 
   “I shouldn’t have to tell you again, Davy, but I will. Shrewton’s a decent-sized village, better cover than sitting out on the down. Josh Pardoe at Strip Farm has been well paid, park the horses there, put in a bit of work for him, be seen around the inns. They’re used to strangers in Shrewton.
 
   “Now the most important question is ‘when’. I do want to know ‘what’, above all if there’s cannon, and troop numbers, but that matters less than timings.  Above all, remember that half a story that gets here is a lot more valuable than a whole tale that doesn’t. So don’t, what ever else you do, stay too long.”
 
   They nod, politely. It’s not the first time they’ve heard Roger’s homily. 
 
   “Here, you two,” says Dorothy Gosforth. “Mother’s baking. Enjoy.”
 
   “Thank you, Mistress Dorothy.”
 
   “Luck and go well, Davy, Tim.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir Roger. See you soon.”
 
   And I hope you’re right, Roger thinks. How I wish Claes was fit enough to send.   
 
    
 
   “Once the first maroon goes off, no fires. There’s a very good chance that if we don’t draw attention to ourselves, the Westerheads’ll have enough to do without poking their noses in where they’re not wanted.”
 
   Jem and Dorothy are talking, their last night together before Jem moves into the Grange. Talking practicalities pushes the other reality aside. In its steep-sided coombe away from the village, accessible only by the track through its covering woodland, Low Farm is all but invisible. 
 
   “Why, Jem? I can understand the big war, I think, King head to head with Parliament and no one willing to back off, but something says it’s all wrong for us to be propelled into this bloody personal quarrel between Westerhead and Roger.  We’ve all accepted it as inevitable, but now it’s here I’m not sure it’s right, and there’s a lot of other people worried too.”
 
   “You haven’t been listening. Roger spelt it out on Sunday. There was a time when I was asking questions too – though not of Roger.”
 
   “You’re too damned loyal,” she cuts in.
 
   “Perhaps I am. I see more of Roger than you do, know what he’s about. But Francis has changed the game. If Westerhead walks over us, the estate will have a new master, and there’s not a one who knows his reputation who’ll accept it gladly.”
 
   “But he can’t just take the place over by force of arms?”
 
   “Dorothy, my best love, the way things are, he can. Since Roundway, this is Royalist country. As long as he’s doing it in the name of the King, that bastard can do more or less what he likes. Our one lifeline is that Daniel Hobbes has enough regard for what’s right and what’s wrong to look the other way while we sort out our own salvation. But he won’t raise a finger to help – can’t. We’re on our own.”
 
   “With that, you ought to be sounding depressed, even despairing.”  
 
   “I don’t know. Or perhaps I do. I’m scared, God knows I’m scared. But I think I can cope with the battle. And I think with Roger in charge we have a chance.  It’s what happens to you and the children that I can’t get away from – and the village too.”
 
   “What you’ve got to do, love, when it starts, is forget what’s happening outside. You have to win, you have to beat them off. You don’t do that, there’s no future for any of us.”
 
   “If it goes wrong –”
 
   “If it goes wrong, we’re on our own. If you can get here, do it, but you concentrate on staying alive, and find us after.”
 
   “Ideas?”
 
   “I’ll make for Amesbury. Those nice merchant people the Sackvilles, or possibly Davy Paterson’s yard. That woman of his may be a trollop but she’s honest, and grateful for the help they’ve had from us.”
 
   “I’ll know where to start, then. Don’t think you’re going to get rid of me that easily.”
 
   “Jem, don’t make bad jokes. Come to bed.”      
 
    
 
   Thursday morning. Jem hugs the three children. Johnny is five now, and aware of things going on that he can’t understand.
 
   “Daddy’s going to be away for a few days. I want you to do exactly what Mummy tells you and help her and Marian with the little ones.”
 
   “Are you going to be fighting, Daddy?’
 
   “Hope not, Johnny.”
 
   “You’ll come home safe?’
 
   How in God’s name do you answer that?  
 
   “Of course I will.” Better make sure you do.
 
   The other two children, Mary and little Rachel, are quiet – too quiet?
 
   “Get on your way, Jem.” They’ve had the whole night for goodbyes. Most of Jem’s kit is already up at the Grange and he does the journey on foot to save the hassle of having Barley led back to Low Farm.  
 
    
 
   The other fighting men and women trickle in, stow their possessions in their bed spaces, then drift to the kitchen area on the off-chance of finding something to eat.  Sarah shoos them out.
 
   “You’ll get your dinner at twelve o’clock. You collect it from the kitchen and you’ll eat in the Great Hall like ladies and gentlemen, so behave yourselves. Sir Roger wants to talk to you.”
 
   It’s a good dinner. 
 
   “Listen to me, all of you. We’re here now because our information is that Westerhead is under orders to have his force join the King’s army at Newbury by the fifteenth of the month, that’s Sunday. If he’s sensible he should attack us tomorrow, if he’s not he’ll leave it till Saturday, if he’s out of his mind he may still try it on Sunday. If he hasn’t shown by Sunday morning we can assume that he’s gone direct to Newbury. In that case we should be able to put our feet up and let the Parliament Army cut him down to size, and see if he tries anything on the way home.
 
   “This means that we’re stuck with the second worst thing in soldiering after fighting a battle, and that’s waiting around for something to happen. To ease the pain, Sarah is going to feed us very well until the enemy shows. Drink will be the good stuff too, but don’t overdo it or I’ll set Tom Adams on you. Once we’re in action, it’s plain grub but plenty of it, and small beer only.  Forget anything you’ve heard about fighting better when you’re pissed. If we’re going to win, we’ve got to think clearer than they do.
 
   “I’ve said win. How the hell do we win? We win if Westerhead gives up and buggers off leaving us in possession here. To do that we’ve got to convince him he can’t beat us without taking more killed and wounded than he can afford – remember he’s on his way to a proper battle and won’t want to turn up at half strength with half a dozen wagon loads of wounded. To do that we sit tight under cover, keep the Westerheads out in the open, and shoot them. If any of them get in, the close quarters team sorts them out. It’s not going to be pretty and it’s not going to be heroic, but it’s our future and our families’ future we’ll all be fighting for, and for those who aren’t here but are doing the jobs that have to be done.
 
   “One thing more. In the wash cellar, there’s a pile of clean shirts, two each, and there’s a lot of clean stockings. There’s hot water, and there’s soap. Yes, soap. By tonight you all have a really good wash, all over. That’s an order. And if the war hasn’t started by Saturday, you’ll do it again. There’s a bath for anyone that’s feeling really brave. Then you put on a clean shirt. No, George Adams, whatever you may be thinking, I’ve not taken leave of my senses. Being clean and wearing clean clothes stops wounds going bad and saves lives. Ask Master Claes, he’s been there. Now, thank you for being here. That’s from Master Henry and Mistress Rosalind as well as myself. All that talking’s dried me out so I need a large drink. Here’s to us, all of us. Luck and go well, everybody.”
 
   There’s a ragged chorus of ‘Luck and go well, Sir Roger’ in reply.
 
   “Good speech, Roger,” says his mother. “You almost convinced me. I take it all that cleanliness stuff was your man Abeille?”
 
   “Quite right. And Claes would be dead if he hadn’t listened to him.”
 
   “I’d better ask you for a time when the women can catch their deaths in decent privacy. What next?”
 
   “Not a lot for the moment. They can eat a bit more, and drink, and fall asleep if they want to. Can get away with it today. Have to watch them from tomorrow, they’ll get bored, stroppy. One or two potential troublemakers – we ought to talk about this in private.”
 
   “Tomorrow we divide them into two groups,” says Jem. “Claes takes one on training, I take the other on jobs. Kept a few non-essential bits of things back to keep people out of mischief. Afternoon the groups swap over. Same the day after. Then if there’s no word from Davy and Tim on Sunday morning, we stand down.”
 
   “If Francis hasn’t shown up at the muster by Saturday, I’d expect a fast horse with someone senior on it to be on its way to Seend with some sharp questions. From what you were saying, he’s on his last warning. I’d go further. If he doesn’t show this time, people may start wondering about loyalties.”
 
   These two, thinks Rosalind. They’re two sides of the same coin. Like brothers without the brotherly tensions. It was a good day for the Hawkens when Jem and Dorothy came up the valley road. I must call on Dorothy, if they’ll give me a leave pass.
 
    
 
   “Thought I’d do Compline, Sir Roger. It’s a short service, and to the point, and I find it comforting in times like these. Then I’ll talk to them, in private if anyone wants to.  Don’t want to do a sermon.”
 
   “Good idea, Aaron, particularly no sermon. I’d defy even you to get it right.” 
 
   There are no absentees. After the service, Aaron sits at the table with a glass of sack, and then another. His flock have had enough of the good stuff to lose their inhibitions about talking head-on with the parson.
 
   “Whose side is God on in this war, Mr Gaunt?
 
   “D’you mean the big war, or the Hawkens’ quarrel with Lord Westerhead, Noah?’
 
   “Well, both, I suppose, Parson.”
 
   “It’s the same answer for both, Noah. God cares about all the people on both sides, and that includes his lordship, or the King, as well as every single one here. But God doesn’t take sides in men’s affairs.”
 
   Roger is sitting in.
 
   “For those of you who may wonder why a highly intelligent person like Mr Gaunt is looking after this tiny parish, you wouldn’t get that answer from any bishop, or any ranting Presbyterian.”
 
   “You all have God’s love, whatever may happen in the next few days. And whatever you may have to do, do it, and say your prayers afterwards.”
 
    
 
   Saturday evening. Seven o’clock, and near full dark. A single horse, near to foundering, at the gate.  Edward Bunce and Sam Greathead on sentry. Edward challenges.
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Fifteen”
 
   “Open up, it’s young Tim.”
 
   “You all right, lad?”
 
   “Must see Sir Roger, quick. They’re coming after all.” 
 
   He dismounts, hands the reins to Sam, runs across the compound to the stable yard. Bangs on the great back door with his dagger hilt. Sarah Purvis opens up.
 
   “What’s all the noise – Tim. You’ll be wanting to see Sir Roger. He’s in the office.  Come with me.” She knocks on the door, far end left South wing corridor.  “Tim Greathead, Sir Roger.”
 
   “Tim, report.”
 
   “Contact one and a half hours ago at Shrewton village, Sir Roger.”
 
   “I was beginning to think they weren’t coming. How many?”
 
    “Davy Paterson says about two-fifty altogether. Seventy-eighty horse.
 
   “You certain of these numbers, Tim? It’s more than I was expecting.  Cannon?”
 
   “No, Sir Roger. We watched from the flank, saw whole of their column.  Davy wanted to make sure you had a full report. He stayed to watch them, see where they stop the night.”
 
   “Well done. Asking a lot of both of you, but can you get your horse to Low Farm and yourself back?”
 
   “Yes, Sir Roger.”
 
   “Off you go then, and well done. Pass the word for Mr Gosforth.”
 
    
 
   “Hope I didn’t get you out of bed, Jem.”
 
   “Just going the rounds. Take it they’re coming. Westerhead’s going to be in deep shit over this.”
 
   “Right.  Not a chance of his getting to Newbury tomorrow even if he’s just leaving his calling-card.  I really was beginning to think he’d given up on us.”
 
   “Orders?” 
 
   “Doesn’t change a lot. Watch and watch. He may get patrols here during the night but I can’t see the main body here before full daylight.”
 
   “No dawn stand-to, then?”
 
   “Waste of time and energy. Watch below can sleep in.”
 
   “And Mistress Rosalind?”
 
   “Early call and down to Low Farm. Now go fire the maroon.”
 
    
 
   Across the village, across the downs, the flash of the maroon in the dusk, the bang and the echo. A few Abbot’s Down families start to feel their way to the hideaways in the woods. More resolve to sit out the night and see what daylight brings. At Shrewton, young Francis Westerhead turns to Nathaniel Merton, his father’s training officer.
 
   “What was that, Nathaniel?”
 
   “That was Sir Roger Hawken telling us that his getaway man got away, whatever we may have done to the other.”
 
   “Never even saw him.”
 
   “Be warned, Francis, we’re not fighting an amateur. Now they know we’re here.”  
 
    
 
   The dog with the gate guard growls.
 
   “What the hell is that, John?”
 
   “Probably Tim coming back from Low Farm.”
 
   “No, horses, Tim’ll be on foot.”
 
   “Just the one horse, Noah.”
 
   “Halt and stand fast, whoever you are.  Seven.”
 
   “Don’t shoot, please.  Henry Hawken.”
 
   “Sorry, Master Henry, but it’s too dark to tell.  Please dismount.”
 
   Flash of a dark lantern through the gate grating.
 
   “Sorry about that Master Henry, but orders.  Please come in.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “John Edwards, Master Henry.”
 
   “Very sensible, John. Well done.”
 
    
 
   “And what do you think you’re doing here, Henry Hawken?”
 
   “I could say the same to you, Mother.”
 
   “Roger won’t be pleased. He’ll say you’re politicising his scrap with Westerhead.”
 
   “And I’ll say I’m here to look after my property. And I’ve brought him a bit more powder as an entry fee. But you ought to be out of here.”
 
   “Well I’m not riding in the dark, and I’m certainly not walking. Go in the morning.”
 
   “Welcome aboard, Henry.”
 
   “You’re not cross with him?”
 
   “Of course I am. Three of us here, leaves Janet as head of the family if it all goes pear-shaped. Can you imagine anything worse?”
 
   “What about the politics you were grumbling about.?”
 
   “Bugger the politics. We’re all here and in this together. Just one thing, though, Hen.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “While Jem’s out of the way, remember that he and I have worked up the defence of the Grange together. He’s my second-in-command and your coming makes no difference. He’s already fought one engagement and done it well. I want your assurance that you’ll act under his orders. The only exception to that is if I’m knocked out. I’d still advise you to let him go on running the battle, but if there’s a major decision, like packing it in, to be made, then that’s down to you. Agreed?”
 
   “Agreed. Didn’t expect anything else.”
 
   “Right. I want you in the end of the granary barn. There’s room for you to use your bow there. Take it you’ve brought it.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Remember what your father used to say.”
 
   “Yes Mother. It’s not the weapon that’s out of date, it’s the people.”
 
   “He was quite right, Hen,” says Roger. “It’s the rate of fire. Unfortunately there’s only you, me, Matthew and Elijah up to it. But we’ve lots of arrows. The newer ones are quite good.”   
 
    
 
   First sniff of pre-dawn. Pincher Martin on foot at the main gate. Knocks, quietly.
 
   “Seven. Pincher?”
 
   “Fifteen. Who’s on?  Keep it dead quiet.”
 
   “George.”
 
   “Open up. Buggers are here.”
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, oh Lord, oh shit.” Roger snaps the perspective glass shut, drops down from the clerestory in the grey half-light. “Pincher’s right, as usual. I’ve underestimated his lordship.  Never thought he’d be able to put the cordon in place in the dark.”
 
   “There’s something else that worries me,” says Jem. “They couldn’t have done this without knowing the ground pretty well.  I’d like to know how much recce they’ve been able to do – or perhaps I’d rather not.”
 
   “I think some of it’s down to that so-called itinerant labourer you turned off, back in July. He did seem a bit too well-spoken. Good thing he was only here a day.”
 
   “Even better that it was six weeks ago. We’ve done a lot since then. But he did do some indoor work. If he was any good he’ll have a good idea of the layout and where the weak points are.”
 
   “So have any number of people. Buy a few beers in any pub in Amesbury and you’ll find half-a-dozen who’ve been inside the Grange for a lot longer than he was. One thing’s really worrying me – how to get Mother out.”
 
   “Second maroon, Roger?”
 
   “Wake Mother first. More polite.”
 
   It’s still dark in the body of the house as Roger and Jem make their way to Rosalind’s temporary bedroom in the South wing, collecting Henry on the way.
 
   “What is it? God’s death, it’s still dark.”
 
   “It’s Roger, Mother. Things are happening. Westerhead’s put his cordon in place. We have to get you away while we can.”
 
   “No you don’t. I’m not going. I won’t have any argument. Francis has made it impossible for me to do anything other than what I want to. If there’s to be a fight I’m going to be part of it. You know I’m a better shot than anyone except Claes, so don’t deny it.”
 
   “Mother, don’t be ridiculous. Either we send you out under white flag – Westerhead can’t deny you safe conduct – or we can ease you out through the monks’ passage. It’s dark enough and there’s still a mist about. You can get down to Low Farm, link up with Dorothy like you said.”
 
   “And how can I go without taking the other women out with me? How do you think I’ll feel, slipping away and leaving the rest of you, women and men both? And what will they be thinking? Next thing, you’ll be finding me an escort and losing a quarter of your fighting strength. Henry, tell your young brother we’re not in the chivalry business.”
 
   “I agree with Roger, Mother. And what about Michael? Think how he’ll feel if anything happens to you.”
 
   “A damned sight better than if I sneak back and tell him I’ve left you two in the lurch on his account. Listen, the both of you, this is Mother talking. I’m a free grown-up and I’m capable of making my own decisions without being mollycoddled by a couple of children. Jem, stop it. This is a serious discussion. You’re not supposed to laugh.”
 
   “Can’t help it. Something about immovable objects and irresistible forces.  But somehow I think you’re more immovable than they’re irresistible. Gentlemen, I suggest you give in before Mistress Rosalind makes you look ridiculous. Gives us two markswomen in the long gallery instead of one.” 
 
   “Thank you Jem. Voice of sanity. Now I’m going to get dressed.”
 
   “No need, if you’re not leaving. Get another hour’s sleep.”
 
   “Fat chance of that, but I’ll take the hint. Now go away. Wake an old lady this time of night, she needs her privacy.”
 
   “What now, brother?”
 
   “Not a lot, Hen. First thing, Jem fires the second maroon. And then, Jem, go span and cock the fougasses while it’s still darkish.”
 
   “On my way. Oh, and you’ll be glad to hear Pincher found time to open the sluices on the dam.”
 
   Six feet of water in the mill pool, while it lasts, Roger thinks. Every little helps.
 
   “Now, Hen, we’ve got his horse around us but it’s most unlikely he’ll start anything till the foot get here. I never marched foot in the dark if I could help it. I don’t think Francis will have waited for daylight before moving them, but Merton will have advised him to do as much as possible of the march in the light.”
 
   “You don’t think a dawn attack then.”
 
   “We’re well past dawn already, or what soldiers call dawn, not like you slugabeds. Do a dawn attack, you need to be within spitting distance of your jump-off position the night before. Greathead’s report knocked that on the head. Francis has done very well with the cordon so now it’s waiting time.”
 
   “For the foot to attack?”
 
   “No, I think we’ll have the formalities first. White flags, a parley, mutual insults delivered with the utmost politeness. So while we’re waiting, everybody gets breakfast soon as Sarah’s done her stuff. Half and half. And we all drink as much of Sarah’s small beer as we can hold, and go on drinking.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Nothing dries you out like a battle. Seen Landsers go off their heads with thirst. Other thing is if you aren’t fighting, or observing, or feeding your face, you ought to be getting your head down. You probably won’t be able to sleep, but you should. Takes practice.”
 
   “Learning to be an animal?”
 
   “That’s about it.”
 
   The maroon fires. A few hardy souls, not many, turn over and go back to sleep.  
 
    
 
   “You go, Jem,” says Roger. “Take a flag carrier, tell ’em we’ll talk in an hour. Mother’s got to get dressed for the occasion. Remember we’re playing for time.”
 
   Tim Greathead and Jem walk out through the stable yard towards the main gate. As they clear the end of the granary barn Jem feels horribly exposed, even within the enclosure. It helps to know that Claes is at the loophole in the North wing with the Schützen rifle; helps a little, for if the Westerheads are bent on mayhem, retribution won’t do him, Jem, a fat lot of good. Sam Greathead and Will Withens are on the main gate.
 
   “All right to open, Master Jem?”
 
   “Wicket only, Will. Careful with that flag, Tim.”
 
   They step through the gate, through the new barbican, on to the causeway.  Four Westerheads, all mounted, an officer, a bannerman, two escorts, no other troops in sight. The horsemen start to edge forward. ‘Keep them back,’ Roger had said, ‘don’t let them get a close look at the gate and the fougasses.’ Jem goes forward, hoping he looks more confident than he feels, and the riders give way a little. He waits for the officer to open the proceedings.
 
   “Mr Jeremiah Gosforth, I believe? Captain Nathaniel Merton, at your service, Sir.”
 
   “And I at yours, Captain Merton. I assume you are here to offer parley?”
 
   “That is correct, Mr Gosforth. Lord Westerhead summons Mr Roger Hawken to surrender his person and this house, in the name of the King.”
 
   “Captain Merton, like yourself I am merely an emissary. I am directed to inform you that my principals will meet with Lord Westerhead in one hour’s time.”
 
   “He’s not going to like that,” says Merton.  
 
   “You’re the one that signed up with him. I would remind you that this house is the property of Mr Henry Hawken, who will be present at the parley. May I also remind you that it’s Colonel Sir Roger Hawken, and that he fought in that rank for the King at Edgehill, which is more than your Lord Westerhead managed to do. Just as he also managed to miss Roundway. Surprising, as it’s on his doorstep. I presume you are on your way to join the King’s muster at Newbury. You really have come a long way round, particularly as you’re a day late already. And finally, you’d better warn his lordship that he’ll be dealing with Mistress Rosalind as well.”
 
   I’m being a bit hard on him, thinks Jem, but he’ll be trying to kill me in a couple of hours’ time.
 
   “Another thing, Captain Merton. Two of our people were minding their own business up near Shrewton yesterday. One of ’em’s back with us, but t’other’s missing. Know anything about it?”
 
   “We did capture a suspicious character near Shrewton. Lord Westerhead ordered him to be hanged as a spy.”
 
   First blood to Westerhead.
 
   “You served in Germany, I believe. Did you not regard scouts as legitimate combatants?”
 
   “This isn’t Germany, Mr Gosforth. We are suppressing rebellion. To Lord Westerhead, anyone in arms against his force is a rebel in arms against the King, and does not enjoy the protection of the normal rules and protocols of war. We have legitimacy. Anyone opposing us does not.”
 
   “Captain Merton, I suggest that if you are conducting your operations on that basis, you are on dangerous ground. If you deny such protection to your opponents, you can hardly expect them to offer it to your own force. If you’re not offering quarter, don’t expect it.”
 
   Jem has raised his voice to make sure the escorts hear the last bit. Word will get around. He goes on. 
 
   “The Hawken family is in arms purely to protect what is legally theirs under the law of England. And Sir Roger’s loyalty to the King has not been questioned by anyone other than Lord Westerhead. You and I both know what is at the bottom of all this. I suggest that you seriously consider your own position.”
 
   “I am entirely content with that position.”
 
   “You might not feel that way when your force turns up at Newbury short a third of its strength from pursuing a private vendetta using the King’s troops. Important people will be asking searching questions, and not just of your boss. You ought to be thinking of life after Westerhead.”
 
   There’s a pause. Jem feels he has touched a chord.
 
   “If you knew–” Merton begins, and then bites it off. “Principals meet in one hour.” He wheels his horse and rides back to join the main body.
 
    
 
   “I’m not altogether surprised about Paterson,” Roger says. “When he didn’t show last night I didn’t expect to see him again. First blood to Francis. Not good. I liked Davy. And I wanted him on the outside.”
 
   “Tell the tale?”
 
   “If it comes to it, Jem. Well done with Merton. Reckon you laid it on a bit thick, but no problem. If you’ve unsettled him that is one hell of a plus. Sounds like you got the balance right. Flea in his ear but not too much of it. Francis’ll be fizzing nicely when we meet.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously enough.” Henry in cautious lawyer mode.
 
   “Come off it, Hen. Don’t you ever try to push people off balance in the courtroom?”
 
   “Roger’s right this time.” Rosalind intervening. “We can’t let Francis call the shots. Got to keep at him, just enough. But leave the talking to me. You two stick to the pleasantries.”
 
   “What was your impression of Merton, Jem?” asks Roger.  
 
   “Looks and sounds competent. Pleasant. Wish he was on our side.”
 
   “He ain’t. As we used to say in Germany, it’s what we do. Let’s hope he’s not too competent as a trainer, whatever he may look like. I’d be a lot happier if it was still that idiot Sandberg. But I want to keep Merton alive, if I can.”
 
   “Why, when he’s the most competent pair of hands they’ve got?” Rosalind asks.
 
   “I think I know how my brother’s mind is working. Common sense says bugger off and leave us alone. Merton’s the repository of common sense. If he’s still around, there’s just a chance common sense will win.”
 
   “And in my mind that outweighs having him advising Westerhead on the battle,” says Roger. 
 
   Henry being practical. “Who goes to the parley?”
 
   “Family. All three of us. Mounted. Can’t mount the bannermen so they walk. Wish I’d got your horse and Bowman away to Low Farm when I sent Greathead with his.”
 
   “Jem?” asks Rosalind.
 
   “Jem stays to command the defence,” says Roger. “It wouldn’t be the first time in history that someone breaks the rules at a parley.”
 
   “What could happen?” asks Jem.
 
   “People get shot, run through, physically carried off. Westerhead’s irrational, there’s a better than usual chance of something daft happening. I didn’t go out to meet Merton because they might have tried something.”
 
   There is a silence as each of them digests Roger’s warning. 
 
   “If it does turn to rat shit, then what happens next depends on what has happened. If any one of the three of us makes it back to the house, they decide the next step. If none of us, it’s Jem’s call.”
 
   “Any direction?” 
 
   “Jem, if I’m killed,” says Henry slowly, as if coming to terms with the possibility, “the house and lands pass to Richard. He won’t need them for a long time and I don’t want anyone to get killed or hurt hanging on to them for the sake of honour.”
 
   “So you’re saying I pack it in?” 
 
   “I don’t want to talk dirty,” says Roger, “but my reading is that if all or any of us are taken out, Westerhead will be so deep in that he ain’t going to let Jem march out the garrison in one piece. We’re talking witnesses here, witnesses to murder. Jem, I think you may have to fight for what isn’t your quarrel, just to get as many as possible of our people out of the Grange. Can you live with that?”
 
   “It looks like a fight for survival so whose quarrel it was in the first place doesn’t matter much.”
 
   “If he does offer to let you march out, don’t do it unless you can keep your weapons. And I’d think twice about accepting even then.”
 
   “We’re wasting time,” says Rosalind, briskly. “If it’s Jem’s decision it’s Jem’s decision, and there’s an end of it. I’m going to get dressed for my lord of Westerhead. Would you please have Mushroom saddled for me?”
 
   “I’ll see to it, Mistress Rosalind. And the others.”
 
   “Thank you, Jem. Which reminds me, gentlemen. Before we talk to nasty Francis, there’s something you ought to know. Jem has just reminded me of it.”
 
   Henry, puzzled. “How – and of what, Mother?” 
 
   “Modes of address. I might just need to put Francis in his place with a revelation, and I don’t want you two looking like freshly landed codfish if I do.”
 
   She mimes the mouth.
 
   “Brace yourselves. Michael Elyot and I are married. Have been for two years.”
 
   There’s a second’s pause. Then Roger starts to giggle.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Henry, aggrieved. “Can’t you ever take anything seriously?”
 
   “I don’t know about you Hen, but I’ve been enjoying the idea of Mother having an illicit ding-dong with my godfather over the last couple of years. I’m almost disappointed now they’re legal. But congratulations, Mother.”
 
   “Congratulations, Lady Elyot,” says Jem, with emphasis. “There, I got it in first. I’ll go and see about the horses.”
 
   “You mean you knew about it?” Lady Elyot, blushing furiously.
 
   “The whole county knows about it. They’ll be bitterly disappointed. End of gossip.”
 
   “Sorry to be a boring lawyer,” said Henry, “and my congratulations too, but we do have a war on.”
 
   “Yes. As I said, I’m off to make myself presentable.”
 
   “Dressed to kill?”
 
   “Damned right.” She bustles out. Despite the circumstances, Rosalind is enjoying herself, even if she isn’t giggling.
 
    “I’m going to offer Francis single combat again, you know. Save everyone a lot of bother. And I’ll use Perdita, not Goosey, so he can’t complain.”
 
   “Westerhead’s got a reputation as a swordsman.” Henry is concerned.
 
   “Hen, have you ever heard of his fighting anyone with a name? I haven’t. I suspect he’s talked that up like he’s talked up his contribution to the King’s army. I don’t expect him to agree.”
 
   “Pity there won’t be an independent audience to hear him refuse.”
 
   “Well, there’s Merton. And young Francis has – well, divided loyalties. His father’s a difficult man to like.”
 
   “If he accepts, will you kill him?”
 
   “Not unless I have to, but once you start, you can’t control what happens. Don’t forget that the important thing is not to get killed yourself, and you may have to kill the other bloke to stop that happening.”  
 
   Roger pauses. Henry looks at him, wondering what to say. It is one of those moments where the right thing to say is nothing at all.
 
   “If I could be sure,” Roger goes on slowly, “that if Westerhead were to kill me, all this nonsense would come to an end and the rest of you could live out your lives in peace and quiet, then I’d be happy if he did.”
 
   “But you can’t.”
 
   “No, I can’t. The only way this’ll stop is if I kill him. After that, I may need a lawyer. Shake on it.”
 
   The handshake becomes a hug.
 
   “Right,” says Henry. “Let’s go and spit in the bastard’s eye.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   I’m sorry I’m not out there, watching them from the front, thinks Jem, as Lady Elyot and her two sons progress to the gate. Big Matthew Pike carries Roger’s old banner, the three hawks – or, volant, echelonés – on the azure field. Elijah Wilson, shorter but making up for it in stocky strength, bears the white flag. There are no other escorts. Roger is not risking any more people than he needs out there in the open.  
 
   Claes is sitting comfortably in a chair in the northwest bedroom with the German Schützen target rifle on its rest in front of him. Jem is at a second loophole with Roger’s perspective glass. At the main gate is Pincher Martin, ready to fire the two fougasses if there is any attempt to rush the defences. Apart from Will Withens, at the gate with Pincher, the rest of the Hawken force is at battle stations. 
 
   Rosalind Elyot is wearing a back-and-breast scoured bright, over a dark green riding habit. A matching hat with a jaunty feather completes the ensemble. Like the old Queen at Tilbury, Jem thinks, but in a damned sight more danger. The two Hawken men in buff coats, tall thin Henry, stocky Roger. Unlikely brothers, if you hadn’t known their father. Henry the image of old Richard, Roger favouring Rosalind. Jem gives thanks again for the good fortune that brought him to Abbot’s Down. A blast of realism. That good fortune could get you killed today, mate. A pang of conscience. Has Dorothy got  the children out to one of the hides, or is she sweating it out at Low Farm? It seems to be outside Westerhead’s close perimeter.               
 
   The main body of the Westerheads is in full view in the copse three hundred yards beyond the gate. Through Roger’s glass, Jem can make out the tall figure of Francis Westerhead, standing out from the crowd in a full suit of black armour. Show-off, he thinks. Westerhead is showing no sign of moving off to the parley.  
 
   “He’s going to keep us waiting,” says Roger. “Normal practice, but it suits us. Longer he spends waiting to parley and parleying, the less time he’s got for fighting.”
 
   “I just wish he’d get on with it.” Henry is edgy. First time’s the worst, thinks Roger, but no point in reminding him about it. He remembers Cornelis ter Hoon at Hollenstedt, snorting with laughter at an ingeniously filthy Grimmelshausen chap-book as they waited for the town council. Should have brought something improving to read this time.
 
   “Westerhead’s moving,” says their mother. 
 
   “Relax, everybody. Smile nicely for Francis.”
 
   There’s no doubt that Westerhead has done himself very well. The armour is good quality German – might even be Solingen, and the black is very striking. A black horse to match; the whole effect just a little too good to be true. One other officer with him, a couple of troopers, two bannermen. Not enough for dirty work if that were in Westerhead’s mind, Roger thinks. Westerhead’s companion is young Francis, looking vaguely uncomfortable. A good sign.  
 
   At the window loophole, Claes settles himself in his chair and makes a small adjustment to his backsight.
 
   “I’m not going to use the set triggers, Master Jem. Don’t want to start something by accident. It’s an easy shot.”
 
   Westerhead reins in ten yards in front of the Hawkens, lifts his hat, and makes a limited bow to Rosalind, who nods a reply as her two sons bow a little more graciously.
 
   “Your servant, Mistress Hawken.”
 
   “My Lord Westerhead, pray allow me to correct you,” says Henry. “It is my pleasant duty to inform you that my mother is married to Sir Michael Elyot of Easton.”
 
   “My apologies, Lady Elyot.” If Westerhead is thrown by the information, he isn’t showing it. “Again, I am your servant.  May I offer my congratulations?” 
 
   “You may, and thank you.”
 
   “Lady Elyot, it gives me no pleasure to find you here today. May I offer safe conduct away from this place to you and whatever escort you may wish to accompany you?”
 
   “That is civil of you, my lord, but I must make it clear to you that your senseless and wicked quarrel with my son is a quarrel with our entire family. I will be remaining here, whatever this day may bring. In addition, you should be aware that every man and woman in Abbot’s Grange is there by choice and pledged to support the family, should you persist in making war on the Hawkens. ”
 
   All except one, thinks Roger. I don’t really believe Alison bloody Hardman is a volunteer. Westerhead is all steel and civility.
 
   “In that case, Lady Elyot, I must warn you that if my force is compelled to storm the house I can give no assurances as to your safety.”
 
   “I understand, Lord Westerhead, but I would point out that you are under no compulsion to storm Abbot’s Grange, other than your own foolish and wicked inclinations. Go your ways, my lord. You are, I believe, expected presently at Newbury.” 
 
   “I will proceed to join the King’s army once you have handed over the person of the self-styled Sir Roger Hawken to answer charges of murder and treason, and my force has occupied your house to hold it on behalf of His Majesty.”
 
   “My Lord Westerhead.” Henry is being the lawyer. “My brother, whose title in Scots law is not in dispute whatever you may choose to imply, has already been cleared under English law of all charges relating to your brother’s death. I can only conclude that your intention is to exact a private revenge on Roger – probably as soon as you’ve got him a couple of miles down the road, just as you did with our man Paterson. Be aware that due note has been taken of that act.”    
 
   Nice to have a lawyer on side, thinks Roger, but time I took this back. One last blast for commonsense. And don’t keep it confidential. Young Francis and the escort need to hear this.  
 
   “Lord Westerhead, when you were pursuing this difference between us three years ago, I offered you satisfaction, weapons of your choice. That offer I repeat now.  If you accept, you will save a great many lives, and your company will form a worthwhile addition to His Majesty’s force at Newbury. There is one condition attached – that if you kill me, that will close the account, and you will leave my family alone in future. The choice is yours.”
 
   Get yourself out of that, sunshine, with your son hearing every word. 
 
   “And you, sir, are marked as a deserter from His Majesty’s army and a sworn traitor. I will not demean myself by crossing swords with your like.”
 
   “My lord, it grieves me to confess that I had expected some such answer. I will qualify my invitation. Should you accept, I will fight you with the sword I am wearing now and not Goosefeather.” Perdita is a conventional sword.
 
   “If you offered to fight me with a toothpick I would still decline.”
 
   “My lord, you have called me traitor. It is nearly a year since I withdrew from the King’s army after fighting in his cause at Edgehill, having been taken prisoner and released on parole. This I reported to Prince Rupert and to Lord Falkland. Since then I have done nothing to harm His Majesty’s interests. On the contrary, I have continued to give financial support to the Crown. I remain what I have always been, a loyal supporter of the King in Parliament.
 
   “And I find it significant that in this past year no King’s officer has attempted to call me to account, as you are now doing on your own initiative, and quite obviously for your own private ends. I suggest, my lord, that you are hiding behind the accusation of treason because you are unwilling to face me. Your son is present.  I will refrain from being more specific.”
 
   Young Francis’s face is a picture. Westerhead is losing his temper.
 
   “Enough of this, Hawken. I and my force will teach you damned upstart farmers a lesson today that you will not forget – if any of you are still alive to remember it.”
 
   “My Lord Westerhead.” Lady Elyot is all freezing contempt. “I remember your father being ennobled by his late Majesty. It was common talk in the county that the services for which he received his title consisted chiefly in maintaining the supply of catamites for King James’s bed. My husband and my son were both knighted for services on the battlefield. Do not talk to this family about upstarts.”
 
   “Christ!” says Jem at the loophole. “Trouble.  Claes – ready”
 
   “Seen, Master Jem. Ready.”
 
   Westerhead is making to draw as his son spurs up alongside him and smothers the sword arm.
 
   “Draw on a lady, my lord? And at a parley?  The world shall hear of this.” Henry is using his most drawling lawyer’s voice but it does nothing to reduce the tension.
 
   “Lady Elyot, my father begs your pardon for his intemperate outburst. Sir Roger, Mr Hawken.  I ask you to accept my own heartfelt apologies. Father, come away.”
 
   Westerhead backhands his gauntlet into his son’s face. Francis is not wearing a helmet and the blood starts, but he holds his ground.
 
   “I said, come away.”
 
   “Damned if I will, until I’ve finished. This parley is at an end. Lady Elyot, the responsibility for what happens today is entirely yours. I give you one last chance to comply with my demands.”
 
   “Lord Westerhead.”
 
   “Lady Elyot?”
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   “Mother, I really should have advised you on what you can or can’t say at a parley,” says Roger. “You might have got us all killed, but worth it to see his face.” 
 
   Most of the Grange garrison is already in position. As the parley returns, the gatemen scatter caltrops inside the barbican gate, out of sight of the Westerheads.
 
   Roger takes over Jem’s place in the northwest bedroom, while Jem climbs the ladder to the clerestory lookout over the South wing. The cordon is still there. The nearest vedette to Low Farm is this side of the Long Valley above the village, a long quarter-mile from where the farm lurks unseen in the Pig Trough. No smoke. Jem is daring to hope that Roger’s assessment – that Westerhead hasn’t got the force for both a wide cordon and an assault force, so will have to concentrate on the Grange – may be right, and Low Farm is safe for the time being.
 
   Out beyond the main gate, the Westerhead main body seems to be sorting itself out for action, but not doing it very well. Merton is doing his best to bring order to the proceedings. His master doesn’t seem to be helping; the body language says he’s still working off his bout of ill-temper.  
 
   Roger joins Jem in the clerestory.
 
   “What do you think, Jem?”
 
   Blast the man. Always asks you for your views, doesn’t give a lead. Frido von Strelitz taught him that, Jem knows.
 
   “Those Westerheads aren’t going to get their act together for another hour at least.”
 
   “I’d agree. Everyone stands down for a meal break. Nice of them to take their time.” 
 
   “Longer they hang about, the better our chances?”
 
   “Right.” He goes.
 
   “Tim, get yourself down to Sarah, get some food inside you. Bring a couple of quarts of beer back, going to be a long day. Don’t hang about, I want to eat too.” 
 
   “Master Jem, you were talking with that officer for a long time. He say anything about Davy?”
 
   “Davy Paterson’s dead, Tim. They caught him and strung him up. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Will they do that to the rest of us?’
 
   “Not if I have anything to with it. Or the Hawkens. We can see these bastards off. Get going.”
 
   I hope I’m sounding more confident than I feel, Jem thinks. This is a world away from running a half-dozen foragers off the lands. Losing Paterson means Roger and Claes are the only battle-experienced defenders left. And though Roger may be rubbing his hands with glee at the time it’s taking the Westerheads to get sorted, Jem is discovering that waiting is the second-worst thing in war. At least there’s time for a pipe.
 
   It’s nearly eleven when some sort of order descends on the goings-on in the copse. The infantry come on in close column, led by Merton, pikes flanked by shot, more than a hundred, heading for the gate. Two other officers lead the shot blocks, young Francis Westerhead and another junior officer he doesn’t recognise.  Westerhead stays in the copse. With Merton in the centre, a small group with pioneer tools, four of them carrying what looks like a door with a big box on it. So that’s what a petard looks like, Jem thinks. The Schützen bangs. One of the petard party drops, and his corner of the baseboard with him. 
 
   The archers, Roger, Henry, Matthew Pike and Elijah Wilson, are shooting from the stableyard, dropping arrows into a twenty-yard circle. From the clerestory, Jem calls fall of shaft, bringing the circle on to the advancing column so each file has to run the gauntlet.
 
   “Add thirty.”
 
   “Add thirty,” from below.
 
   “Target.”
 
   “Target.” Now it’s a question of holding the same elevation. Which is why they’ve practised. 
 
   It’s hardly Agincourt, but they’re not short of arrows and it’s forty shafts a minute. It takes the column five minutes to pass through the beaten zone, and by the time they are through there’s ten or a dozen down, some dead, some badly hurt, some pulling out the bodkin shafts and cursing.
 
   “It’ll concentrate their minds,” Roger had said.    
 
   Pincher Martin is in his slit trench thirty yards in from the gate, looking back at Jem in the clerestory, waiting for the signal to fire the gate fougasses. He can’t see what is going on outside the gate. The petard party is back in business but Claes gets off another round. Another pioneer goes down. Then the remainder are out of his line of sight in the barbican as they close up to the gate. Jem holds up the red flag. Pincher yanks on the lanyards. The left-hand fougasse fires, its pair fails. Pincher makes as if to go forward to sort the problem.  
 
   “Leave it!” Jem bellows. Pincher turns, looks up to Jem who gesticulates frantically at him. “Get inside!”
 
   Pincher runs down the passage between the house and the granary barn as the archers open the stable yard gate to let him through. He joins Tom Adams in the South wing. The single fougasse has done the job for both in the confined space of the barbican. It blows the petard and its party apart before they can place the charge, and the pikemen take the overs. Through the glass, Jem sees Merton is nursing a wounded arm, though he doesn’t go to the rear. The gates are still intact.
 
   Merton is giving orders. The infantry spread out to assault the boundary wall. Jem sends young Greathead to the stable yard to tell Roger. As the Westerheads try to cross the ditch they run on to the Swedish feathers, the iron spikes concealed by the brush. The archers drop fire arrows into the dry brushwood. There are other combustibles in there, saltpetre-dusted fleeces, grease pots, straw bales, a lot of them under the bridge. The flames catch a couple of musketeers. Their cartridge bandoliers flare up, clothing, beards, hair burning. The screams carry to the house and echo through the empty rooms. But numbers tell, and enough get over the wall to open the gates. The bridge is alight, but not enough to stop a charging man with a persuasive sergeant behind him. Four or five men find caltrops the hard way, and crawl back into the shelter of the barbican, but the compound fills up with Westerheads. All the defending fireteams come into action. With no cover and at short range, even pistols are doing damage and after five minutes carnage Merton calls off the attack. The Westerheads withdraw from the compound, leaving a score of dead and wounded. 
 
   Roger is up in the clerestory again. He and Jem watch as Merton makes his way back to report to Westerhead. A soldier with him picks up the white flag.
 
   “You going to let them pick up their wounded?”
 
   “Yes. Put our people off if they don’t. That is, if they can get in. Wouldn’t like to try the bridge now.”
 
   “Look at that. I don’t think they’re going to ask.”
 
   Westerhead strikes the soldier with the flag, who drops it. Merton is arguing with Westerhead, the two growing more and more heated.
 
   “Common sense prevailing?”
 
   “I had hoped.  God’s death!  Would you believe that?”
 
   “No. Take the glass.”  
 
   “Christ.  If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t credit it. He’s killed Merton.” Roger looks at Jem, shaking his head in disbelief. “You know what this means?”
 
   “I can guess. Fight to the finish. He’ll have to do some thinking, though. Surely he won’t try the gate again.”
 
   “Don’t bet on it. Keep an eye. We should have a bit of time while they reorganize. I’m going down. Drink break. You all right?” 
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “If you want to know, I’m a bit shook up myself.”
 
   Two horsemen leave Westerhead’s command post, riding in opposite directions. They are well mounted and well equipped, from the group of gentleman rankers Roger has christened ‘the housecarls’.  
 
   “Tim, you watch the one going to the right, I’ll take the other.”
 
   “Yes, Master Jem. That Lord Westerhead, he’s a bit of a head case, right?”
 
   “’Fraid so, Tim.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Likely he’ll do something really stupid. Give us a better chance.”
 
   The house-carls stop at each vedette, obviously with orders.
 
   “Rider leaving the first cordon post, Master Jem.”
 
   “Mine’s just got there. Pointing back to the copse. Yes. One trooper on his way.”
 
   “What do you think they’re doing?”
 
   “Making up their losses. We’re hurting them.” Jem is scribbling a note. “Take this to Sir Roger. Quick as you can. Tell Lady Elyot on the way.”
 
   “D’you think they’ll charge us, Master Jem? “
 
   “That could be one of the bloody silly things you were talking about. On your way.”  
 
   Tim finds Rosalind in the gallery, taking her time reloading her rifled carbine, tapping the ramrod with the hammer, gently, to expand the ball into the grooves without distorting it.
 
   “First one counts most, young Tim. What’s the news up top?”
 
   “Lord Westerhead’s calling in troopers from the cordon to make up numbers, Mistr – your ladyship.”
 
   “Saw the messengers. On your way to Sir Roger?”
 
   “Yes, your ladyship.”
 
   “Tim, there’s a war on. Cut it down to ‘ma’am’”
 
   “Yes, your la– ma’am.”
 
   All round the house weapons are being cleaned and reloaded. There is a feeling of – not elation, but an easing of tension, that the first clash has gone off without disaster. Roger is talking to Henry in the stable yard.
 
   “Is it always like this, Rog?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Five or ten minutes of sheer bloody terror then standing around for an hour while nothing happens.”
 
   “All the time. You all right?”
 
   “All right’s going a bit far, but yes.”
 
   “You’re through the worst bit. Yes, Tim?”
 
   “Master Jem’s compliments, Sir Roger. Message.”
 
   “I’d hoped he’d have to do this, but didn’t expect it so early. We’ve hurt him.”
 
   “What exactly is he doing?”
 
   “Thinning out the cordon, Hen. Give him another fifteen or twenty for the next assault. Question is whether he’s mad enough to try a charge.”
 
   “Could that work?’
 
   “It just might. Cuts his exposure time before he’s up to the house. We’ll have problems dropping enough on the way in, unless we can tie them up in the gate. Leaves the question of what twenty-odd horse are going to do when they have closed up. But he’ll have to do something about the bridge.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Fascines. He’ll have to clear the wreckage first. Merton might have seen this coming and had his pioneers make up some fascines while they were standing around earlier. Greathead.”
 
   “Sir Roger?”  
 
   “Orders. Go to all the fireteams, warn them we may have to take a mounted attack. Hold fire till they’re in the gateway. Aim at the horses till the troopers dismount. Fougasses not to be fired except at my command. And tell Claes he’s likely to have some pioneers to snipe before they attack. Repeat back.”
 
   “Prepare for mounted attack. Hold fire till enemy in gateway. Aim at horses till troopers dismount. Fougasses not to be fired unless ordered by Sir Roger. Mr Claes to snipe pioneers.”
 
   “Good lad. Get going.”
 
   “Bright one that, Rog.”
 
   “Not quite up to Gretta standard. She’d’ve done the orders herself. You’d better get into the barn. I’m going to move the close-quarters team into the South wing to reinforce. Broadheads on the horses. Hate doing it. No hurry though. Reckon we’ve given them half an hour’s work at least. I’m going up top to watch.” 
 
   From his eyrie, Jem watches the horsemen trickling in to Westerhead’s HQ. With the housecarls, there are over thirty mounted men. More interestingly, a number of individuals are working their way forward using what little cover there is. They are carrying axes, crowbars. Pioneers, being intelligent and not bunching up. Claes drops one but the remainder make it to the bridge and disappear into the ditch. The defenders can hear work noises and see bursts of sparks and smoke as the pioneers pull what’s left of the bridge apart and leave a clear gap. After a quarter hour’s work, thirty-odd foot appear out of the copse and make their way to the bridge, spread out like the pioneers. Each carries a five-foot bundle of brushwood. They pitch their burdens into the ditch, losing a couple of their number to Claes.
 
   “Will that be enough?” Jem asks Roger.
 
   “Probably, provided they take it steady.”        
 
   About half the horsemen have armour. They are lining up in column of sections, four abreast, the foot behind them. 
 
   “Don’t think that’s clever,” says Jem. “Ditch crossing’s not wide enough, and the gate won’t take four abreast. Two easy, three at a pinch, four not.”
 
   “Agree. They’re starting to miss Merton. Don’t complain.” 
 
   Westerhead is spurring up and down the column. Jem can’t hear him, but can imagine the script.
 
   “Orders, Sir Roger?”
 
   “Don’t bother yourself. Tell ’em, Jem. I’m going down to play bows and arrows.”
 
   Jem has a good shout. “Listen in and pass the word. Westerhead horse forming in column of sections. Foot will follow up. Stand by!”
 
   The shouts echo into the distance of the house. 
 
   The horse step off at a sedate walk, the column of foot following, already dropping back little by little. Only very professional and well-disciplined horse can hold down to the walk in a situation like this. Westerhead’s aren’t, and they are quickly up to a trot and then to a canter, leaving the foot a hundred yards behind as the horse hit the gateway and are reduced to a jostling mass as they try to force their way first over the rickety fascine crossing and then through the gate. Two horses have taken hits from the muskets. For the moment they are still on their feet, but internal bleeding will bring them down in a minute or two.  
 
   One rider is dead to Claes’s rifle, Claes exercising his sniper’s rights to pick his own target. The man falls from his horse without a sound just inside the gate, shot through the face. The lighter calivers are wounding the horses without doing mortal damage, but making them difficult to control as the troopers try to extricate them from the scrum at the gateway. And the four archers, Roger, Matthew and Elijah in the South Wing and Henry in the barn, are sinking broadhead arrows into unprotected horseflesh, deliberately and carefully, every shaft aimed now. The broadheads cut deep, slicing through blood vessels, quickly bringing horses down.  Instead of a solid mass of horsemen, only penny numbers are breaking through the traffic jam and the foundering horses, seven or eight of them, on the house side of the gate. They are heading for the main entrance, which is not a good idea as it is in the arc of fire of both wings of the house. Three horses are lamed on the caltrops, one crashes down, throwing its trooper. The horse tries to get up, falls again. The rider pulls out the caltrop, leads his crippled and bleeding mount slowly back towards the gate.
 
   Rosalind Elyot, in the centre of the long gallery, holds back her carefully loaded ball for the right target. Her carbine is too light to do serious damage to a horse, so she picks an unarmoured trooper in the lead section and kills him outright with a head-on shot. Rachel Wilson, her loader, backs her up with three rounds rapid from Rosalind’s pair of fowlers and her own. Rachel is not a gamekeeper’s wife for nothing. An officer emerges from the mess at the gate, young Francis Westerhead.  There is a trumpeter with him. The trumpeter sounds the ‘recall’. The foray has cost Westerhead perhaps only half-a-dozen direct battle casualties, but he has lost more than a dozen horses dead or hurt, and an indeterminate number of riders damaged in falls. Francis has called off the party without the foot even getting involved.
 
   “I don’t think Lord Westerhead is going to be pleased with his son and heir.” Jem says, more or less to himself.
 
   “You don’t think he’ll kill him as well?” asks Tim.
 
   “The way things are today, nothing would surprise me.”
 
   They watch as Francis fights his way back through the gate and rides back to the copse. There is a five second exchange of views, and the son rides off, accompanied by a solitary escort. 
 
   “Not staying to give his father the chance,” Tim observes. “What next, Master Jem?”
 
   Before Jem can answer, Roger is shouting from below. “Come on down, Jem.  Council of war.”
 
   “Looks like we’re going to find out, Tim. Keep your eyes peeled.”
 
   “First thing is,” says Roger, “that I would like to get to know young Francis Westerhead. He’s a very sensible young man.”
 
   “You know he’s taken himself off?”
 
   “No Jem, I didn’t. Sounds more sensible by the minute.”
 
   “Rode back, had about three brisk words with his pa, and buggered off. As Tim Greathead put it, he didn’t stop around to get killed like Merton.” 
 
   “No Merton, no Francis. His lordship’s going to have to do the next bit on his own,” says Henry.
 
   “Is that good or bad?” asks Rosalind.
 
   “You know him better than I do, Mother. What do you think?”
 
   “My view of Francis Westerhead père, Roger, is that although he’s likely to do stupid things in a fit of that temper of his, he is also blessed with a streak of low cunning. And he hasn’t been involved in the fighting so he’s been able to watch all that’s happened.”
 
   “So you think it’s a reasonable assessment that his next move could be more sensible than anything he’s tried so far. I agree.”
 
   “My view is that he’s realising he’s underestimated us,” says Henry.  “Assumed he could walk over Abbot’s Grange in short order. When the first assault failed, Merton told him to call the whole thing off and got run through for his pains.  Young Francis did the same. Right now, Westerhead’s thinking the whole thing through.”
 
   “And your lawyer’s appraisal of what he’ll do is what, Hen?”
 
   “I can’t say any more than you’ve already worked out for yourself, little brother. Common sense says pack up and join the King’s army. Pride says he can’t give up now. Cunning says he’s spotted the northwest corner as the vulnerable spot, and that he’ll be much more careful this time.”
 
   “I hope you’re not charging for advice, Henry.” Jem, feeling that a little levity won’t come amiss. Rosalind picks up the cue.
 
   “If we come through this, I’ll be glad to pay Henry’s bill myself.” 
 
   “I have this little nagging feeling,” Roger says slowly, “that I may be getting things wrong, putting too much weight on the one thing which he ought to do, assuming that he’ll feel the same way. Willing him to do it.”
 
   “Stable yard,” says Jem.
 
   “You thinking that way too? Careful, your mind’s starting to work the same way as mine. He’s still got plenty of men, we haven’t, he’d do well to divide us.”
 
   “Stable yard’s a killer for us if he gets in.”
 
   “Right, Jem.  Once it starts, you leave your perch and command the South Wing, stable yard and kitchen area. You’ll be more use there. And for God’s sake time the fougasse right.”
 
   “Where will you be?”  
 
   “In the South Wing for starters, with the reserve. But wherever I have to be.  If Francis is fool enough to come through the gate, then we need every weapon available to thin him out before he gets into shelter. If he’s really sensible and comes over the North wall we’ll still pick up a few who wander out of cover. But in that case, it’s mostly down to you, Henry, and to Claes.”
 
   Claes has been sitting silently and listening. He nods, grimly
 
   “And then?” asks Rosalind.
 
   “If they get in, the reserve goes into close quarters mode and seals them off.”
 
   They are all silent. Everyone knows what it means if the Westerheads get established in the house. Tim Greathead calls down from the lookout.
 
   “They’re moving, Sir Roger. Small group.”
 
   “Coming up. No rush except for Claes. Come on, Jem.”
 
   “That’s them, Sir Roger. Moving right. If they be trying to stay hidden they’re not doing it very well.”
 
   “Seen, Tim. Five of ’em.  Tim, get yourself down to Mr Claes and put him on target.  He’s to try and drop the leader.”
 
   “Try and drop the leader. Right you are, Sir Roger.”
 
   “Not Westerhead, unless he’s changed his armour, Roger.”
 
   “Means he’s still got someone he can trust, at least with a recce. Mind you, Tim’s right, they’re not very good. Pretty obvious they’re going to look at the North wall. Come on, Claes.”
 
   “You know him better than I do, Roger. And if there’s one thing I know about Claes, you can’t hurry him. It’s still more than two hundred.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   Jem looks at Roger. It’s getting to him, he thinks, and remembers Roger’s guilt at the number of people he’s taken into battle and not brought back.
 
   “We’re all here because we want to be, old friend.”
 
   “Except for bloody Alison.”
 
   That eases things a little.
 
   The Schützen bangs, muffled by the bulk of the house between them and the weapon. One of the recce party falls, the third in line.
 
   “No way of telling if that was the commander, but it’ll concentrate their minds.”
 
   “See if they go on. Mind you, Jem, with Westerhead in charge they’ll go on anyway.”
 
   Tim Greathead, out of breath. “Mr Claes’s compliments, Sir Roger, but he decided to take one out early as a wakeup. He’ll try and pick off the commander directly.”
 
   “Thanks, Tim.”
 
   The four survivors are feeling their way diffidently round the northwest corner of the compound.
 
   “More scared of Westerhead than they are of us, Roger.”
 
   “Not exactly press-on, are they? You need rather special people as scouts. Yes, Tim, that includes you.” Tim glows. “These look like ordinary troopers. If I were Westerhead I’d be worried that they’d disappear into the scenery.”
 
   “Desert, you mean?”
 
   “Happens all the time. Give people a scary job on their own without the right bloke to kick arse and it’s easy for them to desert. Other thing that happens, they don’t do the job and make up a story for when they get back. This lot could cook up a convincing yarn without needing to get close.”
 
   The scouts have disappeared into a clump of brush fifty yards from the wall. There’s no cover any closer; Jem’s working parties of the last couple of days have cleared the area.  
 
   “Get a good enough view from there – in fact they’ve at least half-done the job. What they won’t see is the surprises. Shilling says Claes gets one on the way out.”
 
   “Why so?” asks Jem.
 
   “Relief. Makes you rush it. Pincher taught me years ago, take twice as long getting out as you do getting in.”
 
   Five minutes pass. The watchers keep their eyes on the brush. There is the odd glimpse of movement but the recce party is taking concealment seriously now.
 
   They come out in pairs. The Schützen bangs again and a second scout goes down. The survivors abandon discretion and run for it. It’s the right choice, as the only accurate long-range weapon is reloading. Jem hands over a shilling. 
 
   “Quarter hour, twenty minutes. Good God, it’s nearly two o’clock.”
 
   “Five hours till proper dark.”
 
   “I’m still hoping that he’ll cut his losses and go, Jem. As long as we can keep him on the outside.”
 
   “As long as.”
 
   “I’m going to go round the teams while there’s time. I’ll try to get back up here, but if not – luck, and go well.  And thanks for everything.  You too, Tim.”
 
   “Luck and go well, Sir Roger.” Tim, savouring the soldier’s benediction.
 
   “Luck and go well, old friend.” 
 
   It’s all, Jem feels, a little final.
 
   “Master Jem –” Tim begins.
 
   “Yes Tim, nip down and have a piss while there’s time. And get another bite to eat. Been a long time since breakfast. Don’t be too long, I need one too.”  
 
   More bloody waiting. He recalls Roger saying that in Germany the Landsers, the rank and file, would be fast asleep in any break of more than ten minutes. The trick, he said, is to be able to nod off straight away without bothering to get comfortable first.  
 
   Fifteen minutes, and they are both back in the lookout. There is a lot of activity in the copse, but in every other direction it’s all peaceful, except for Westerhead’s vedettes.
 
   It begins.
 
   It begins with two wagons emerging from the copse, driving at best speed towards the gate, then breaking left and right either side the gateway. A dozen shot follow each wagon. The wagons are positioned parallel with the ditch, the horses unhitched and led to cover. Claes wounds one musketeer. The survivors split, half on the wagons, the remainder behind them as loaders. They open a steady fire on the Grange, the balls pitting the walls, thumping into the shutters, pocking the plaster in the rooms and the long gallery where the windows are not protected.
 
   The fire is mostly a waste of ammunition better used against the King’s enemies, but it has its effect on defenders who are unused to being under fire. The observers in the lookout are worst off; a head raised above the sill immediately attracts a shot, though most of the balls hit the roof or go over. The musketeers are only a small target for the Schützen and the defenders’ muskets, but Roger keeps the return fire going for morale effect. Tim Greathead and Jem are taking turns to peek out.    
 
   “More coming, Master Jem.” It’s been Tim’s turn to look. Jem lifts his head slowly above the sill. A group of about twenty-five infantrymen are making their way the long way round to the North wall. Some are wearing pikeman’s armour, some are unarmoured, musketeers, but both elements are armed only with short-swords. There are a couple of men in buff coats apparently in charge – two of the housecarls, Jem thinks.
 
   “Job for you, Tim. Sir Roger’s in the South wing, upstairs. Tell him twenty-five moving to attack North wall. Two Westerhead retainers in charge. Mind how you go on the gallery. Lead coming in.”
 
   “Twenty-five moving to attack North wall. Two retainers in charge. Keep your head down, Master Jem.” He is gone.
 
   The North wall where it meets the house is about twelve feet high above outside ground level, eight or so on the inside, where there’s a tangle of weed growth and rubbish. Roger has had the wall top smoothed over with plaster so as not to give any grip for grapnels, though there is a bit of broken glass set in the plaster for annoyance value. The ground at the foot of the wall is liberally sprinkled with caltrops hidden by the long grass, and there are more on the inside, with a few Swedish feathers among the weeds to provide an exciting landing.  
 
   In the upstairs room, the window in the North wall has its built out shutter, the armoured embrasure covering the foot of the outside wall. Claes’s fireteam has two of the heavy houseguns. The West window shutter stands out a foot from the wall on iron supports, so that the team can engage the attackers below with pistols and grenades. The shortage of powder means that most of the grenades are incendiaries.
 
   “They’re a good second best,” Roger had said. They’d seen the effect of fire on laden musketeers just a few hours back, as Westerhead’s first assault wave fried in the burning ditch. All in all, the northwest corner of the Grange is an unhealthy place for an attacker. But there is one positive feature for the opposition. Once established within the outer wall, an attacker only has to contend with fire from above, from the extreme West end of the granary barn, and an awkward left-handed shot from the end of the South wing. The North and South wings of the Grange are identical in length, and the barn overlaps the South wing by less than four feet. An arrow slit and a single loophole are the only positions from which the defence can bring fire to bear on the potential killing area of the North Wing. Roger has stationed Henry and Will Withens in the barn. They are running out of people, but Will is the fastest loader of a musket in the Grange garrison, and Henry the best archer.
 
   There are scaling ladders, long and short, on the wagon to the right of the gate. The attacking platoon picks them up, turns the northwest corner of the compound and advances in single file along the wall, which protects them from fire coming from the South wing. Claes shoots the leading soldier from the built-out sponson shutter of the North wall window and hands the Schützen to Margaret Burke to reload. He readies the first of the houseguns, hooking it to the loophole to absorb the recoil from the four-ounce load.
 
   The Westerheads blunder on to the caltrops, three men with their feet pierced through before they realize what is happening. A fourth trips over them and falls, taking two of the spikes in his body. The screaming reaches the clerestory.
 
   “What’s that, Master Jem?”
 
   “Caltrops, I’d think, Tim. We seem to have caught them good and proper.” 
 
   The platoon starts to spread out instinctively, to go round the obstacles, as Claes fires and nine half-ounce pistol balls strike the new leading file. More screams. The attacking platoon has had eight men dead and wounded so far. They’ve done the right thing, though, by accident; spreading out, they are less of a target for the houseguns, and they’ve dropped the ladders as self-preservation is the priority. John Edwards, on guard at the West window, pistols one who has wandered too far out from the wall but misses another. Animal instinct is telling the soldiers that the place where they are supposed to be, at the join of the house and the wall, is the worst. They ease past the caltrops, at the price of another mangled foot, and take refuge under the sponson shutter. Ten down. Claes opens the pistol port in the bottom of the sponson and makes it eleven. The survivors move further down the wall towards the river and out of the battle. The housecarls in charge accept the inevitable, leave the rest, and make their way the long way round back to Westerhead’s HQ. Claes sees them go, too late for a worthwhile shot.  
 
   “Tim, I shouldn’t be here. Sir Roger told me to take charge of the stable yard area once it started. You stay on here. Anything important happens, tell Sir Roger and then me.”  
 
   “You mean if Lord Westerhead starts another attack?’
 
   “No. Sir Roger can see what’s happening around the copse, so don’t worry about that. It’s anything on the East side that matters most.”
 
   “Right. Luck and go well, Master Jem.”
 
   “Thank you. And Tim –”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “If they get into the house, you’re not to get caught up here. Either find me in the yard, or join up with one of the teams. Shouldn’t come to that, though.” Liar. “Luck and go well.”
 
   “All well, Lady Elyot?” Rosalind is taking her ease in a chair on the long gallery, her back to the outside wall, with her loader Rachel Wilson, the gamekeeper’s wife. Her carbine and their three light fowlers are leaning against the wall. 
 
   “Nothing to shoot at, Master Jem,” says Rachel. 
 
   A musket ball comes in through the glassless window and thuds into the back wall.
 
   “Cheeky bastards,” says Rosalind, brushing away the plaster dust. “Anything going on up top?”
 
   “Not a lot. I’m abandoning my post and taking over at the South end. Just going in to see Roger.”
 
   “Young Greathead still up there?”
 
   “For the time being.”
 
   Jem links up with Roger in the South Wing.
 
   “Claes has sent word he’s beaten off their first try. Wasn’t very clever. They’ll have to do better. Anything out the back?
 
   “No change. Your mother and Rachel Wilson are getting frustrated. No trade. I’m on my way to the yard. ”
 
   “If they try for the stable gate, I’ll send someone down to reinforce the ground floor. You all right, Jem?”
 
   “Yes. What time do you make it?”
 
   “Half past two, near as damn it.”
 
   Their eyes meet.
 
   “Four and a half hours. He’s not going to give up, is he?”
 
   “Next hour decides.”
 
   “Sir Roger?”
 
   “Yes, Pincher?”
 
   “Come and look.”
 
   Another group of foot is making its way from the copse towards the Grange enclosure. This time the shot element have their muskets. The pikemen are carrying sacks of something heavy. Two buff-coated housecarls in charge again. Claes engages. One man goes down. Roger is thinking aloud.
 
   “Looks like the same pair of heroes leading the lambs to the slaughter. Now what?”
 
   The party clusters round the wagon to the right of the gate, joining up with the fireteam already using it as a platform. They pile the sacks on it and manhandle it to the corner of the compound. Adams’s musket bangs and one of the men flinches but that’s all. They turn the corner on to the rough ground along the wall, but there is a bit of a down slope and the wagon keeps moving. The attackers are huddling behind the wagon and its sandbag protection.  
 
   “Sir Roger.” Jem being formal in front of the men.
 
   “Yes, Jem?”
 
   “No sign of any diversion.”
 
   “No. Can see how his mind’s working, though.  He knows we can’t bring much fire to bear on what he’s doing at the moment. Could be waiting till he’s got a foothold and we want to reinforce, then he may have a go. That wagon’s a good idea, whoever thought it up”
 
   They can hear the Schützen firing, every half minute. Roger and Jem have moved away from the others, and are talking in low voices.
 
   “I thought he would break off if he took too many casualties, but now I suspect that the more he loses, the less likely he is to give up. Even if it means he’s in no condition to fight afterwards. Rationality left with young Francis.”
 
   “So it’s hang on and hope we can get out without being spotted.”
 
   “’Fraid so.”
 
   “Suggestion.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Tim Greathead’s underemployed now. Pull him out of the lookout and send him to reinforce Henry and Will in the barn. He won’t take up much room. He can have the reserve caliver from the kitchen.”
 
   “Priorities?  You’re right. And better for him not to be on his own.”
 
   “I think that applies to all of them. They’re not fools. Can see how it’s developing.”
 
   “Right.  I’ll go over and talk to the North Wing lot. You jolly up your end.  And well done.”
 
   “Eh?”
 
   “You’re learning fast.”
 
   Jem goes to the South wing upstairs corridor, and calls up to Tim Greathead.
 
   “Finished up there, Tim. Job for you. And bring the beer.”
 
   The boom of a housegun echoes round the building, followed quickly by another.
 
   “Must’ve got that wagon to where they want it,” says Tim.
 
   Getting the wagon to the house corner has cost the Westerheads another half-dozen casualties and more, from the Schützen, the houseguns, and another unfortunate who has found a caltrop the hard way. But it’s there, and there are fifteen or so soldiers still standing as Margaret Burke reloads the houseguns, slipping in the big canisters, nine pistol balls in each, and this time they have shelter of sorts.  Four men place and hold the two long ladders, between the wagon and the wall    
 
   “John,” shouts Claes. “Grenades. Incendiaries. Burn the lot!”
 
   John Edwards lights the fuse and lobs the grenade through the gap between shutter and wall.  It’s an awkward throw and the incendiary drops between the wall and the wagon. The second lands on the wagon bed. The wildfire catches the dry wood of the wagon. Two men are up the ladders and jump down inside the wall.  Screaming, as the first man nearer to the house lands astride a Swedish feather, but the further one lands clean. Another pair are over, as Henry’s fireteam registers what is happening and engages. Pincher joins in from the end window in the South wing, but it’s an awkward left-handed shot from behind the shutter.  
 
   The first grenade has started a small inferno under the wagon, burning off the undergrowth and exposing the caltrops. They try to move the wagon but it’s too late, the flames have got to the wheels and it won’t roll. The ladders are starting to catch, two more men over then the remainder pull the ladders away while they are still more or less intact. The men inside have gone to ground, each doing his best to vanish into Mother Earth at the bottom of the wall.  
 
   “Pistol the buggers, John,” shouts Claes. The housegun bangs again. 
 
   “Can’t see them under the shutter. Can you get at any of ’em with the rifle?”
 
   “You try.”
 
   “Port’s too small. They’re too close. I’ll try a blind shot.”
 
   He takes a pistol in his left hand and squeezes it through the rifle port. The pistol shot is followed by a thud on the shutter and the bang of a musket.
 
   “Fuck,” he says. “Dropped the fucking pistol too. Sorry, Margaret.”
 
   His knuckles and the backs of his fingers are covered in blood.
 
   “Let me look at that, John.” She wets a cloth, wipes away the blood. The hand is full of splinters. “Claes, try an explosive.”
 
   The grenade kills the man impaled on the Swedish feather, which is a mercy, and starts a small fire in the corner. From the language, it wings at least one of the five still in business, who have worked out that they need to be close to the house but not too close. Henry Hawken and Will Withens from the barn and Pincher from the South wing window are doing their best to hit them but they’re living a charmed life.  And there are no openings in the West wall of the evening room, so Sam Greathead and Noah Burford can do nothing either.
 
   Roger arrives in the upper room.
 
   “Lot of noise round here, Claes. What goes on?”
 
   “They got six in with ladders before we got the fire going, Colonel. We can’t see them now but we could as they came over. One landed on a feather. He’s dead.  Reckon there’s one wounded by a grenade. Master Henry’s trying to get them, and someone from South wing.”
 
   “Pincher. Only one who shoots round corners.” 
 
   “They can’t get any more over because of the fire, but they will soon as it burns down.” 
 
   “Can you still use that hand, John?”
 
   “Still works, Sir Roger.”
 
   “And hurts like buggery. You want to go down and let Sarah have a look at it?”
 
   “No thanks, Sir Roger. No time.”
 
   “Christ in Judas’s chariot, what the fuck is that?”
 
   Westerhead’s shot have opened concentrated fire on the sponson shutter. At forty feet range they are hitting close around the housegun embrasure, with a noise like the hammers of hell. There is an iron plate around the opening, but the timber surround is splintering under the impacts. They are having to shout.
 
   “Colonel Schmied, I don’t think I’m going to have much chance of using the houseguns from now on in.  More use somewhere else?”
 
   “See what you mean. Keep one, I’ll take the other. How many rounds left?”
 
   “Ten reloads.  Split ’em.”
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you need any more people?”
 
   “No.  Get in each other’s way.”  The other two nod agreement.  Claes closes it down.
 
   “Luck and go well, Schmied.  Remember Stossen.”
 
   “I will.  Luck and go well, all of you.”
 
   It has been, Roger thinks, too valedictory for comfort.  Stossen was seventeen years before, ’26.  He’d been eighteen, Claes sixteen.  There’d been a lot of growing up that night.  
 
   He goes down the ladder to the ground floor.  Sam Greathead and Noah Burford, in the evening room, are feeling the effects of waiting around with too little to do.  
 
   “It’s the waiting, Sir Roger. Much worse than the fighting.”
 
   “Had some, Noah.  Feel the same way.”
 
   “That first attack, and when the horse came in, thought we were doing some good.”
 
   “You were, Sam.”
 
   “But now, we can hear Mr Claes, and John, and Mistress Burke fighting a big battle on their own and we feel we ought to be doing something to help, and we can’t.”
 
   “Just that, you can’t. None of us can.  Just have to sweat it out.”
 
   There’s a defensive position inside the door, sandbags. They have a caliver each and a rack of pistols in the passage outside. Roger admits to himself that he has bet the farm on Claes holding the room above them, and skimped on the evening room.  There is no denying the feeling that it’s not going to work, unless something is done.  
 
   “Sam, Noah, brought you a present. Take care, it’s loaded.  Five reloads, and look out for the kick. And I’m going to bring the reserve down here. If they start to break in, snipe the first couple with the calivers and save the housegun till you’ve got a worthwhile target.”
 
   “Thanks, Sir Roger.”
 
   “You may not thank me later.”
 
   Made ’em feel more wanted, anyway, he thinks. Up to the South Wing. Pay respects to Mother in the long gallery.
 
   “Tell.”
 
   “They’ve got five in with ladders and we don’t seem to be able to get at them but they’re not doing anything. Claes isn’t happy. I’m going to move the reserve down to the evening room.  I’m not delirious about it, but with a modicum of luck I still think we can hold.”
 
   “I’m not sure Rachel and I are in the right place. You don’t need the head-on. We can cover the quadrangle as well from the South wing, and switch to the stable yard if needs be.  And we’d free off Pincher and Tom for anything else you want ’em to do.”
 
   “Mother knows best?”
 
   “Of course she does.”
 
   “I think this time Mother’s right. But use the outside stairs redoubt for the yard. Don’t be leaning out of windows. May I help with the carry?”
 
   It also moves her further from the North Wing, he thinks.
 
   The fire is dying down a little. Claes snatches the opportunity in a lull in the Westerheads’ firing to snap off a half-aimed round from the housegun at the group who are trying to pull the wagon apart. Two go down and stay down, a third gets up, checks himself, and limps off up the wall, relief evident in every syllable of his body language. In return, the Westerheads resume their musket battering of the sponson shutter. The iron plate of the housegun embrasure breaks off and falls to the ground.
 
   Westerhead is feeding more troops into the fight in penny numbers, slipping them down the wall. More of the housecarls, four in plate armour. They round up those of the first assault party who haven’t sensibly made themselves scarce and add them to the potential ladder climbers.
 
   “Three o’clock,” says Jem, thinking ‘four hours to dark’. The mood in the kitchen is lighter than at the other corner of the house. Apart from Rosalind’s maid Alison, who is sitting on her own in a corner (‘now I know what they mean by useless mouths’), the women are almost enjoying themselves.  
 
   Jem has a private worry about the stairs up from the river path. The wooden replacement for the top six feet of rise is sitting in the stable yard, leaving a six-foot step with an eight foot wall and a solid door at the top, barred and strutted. Still he feels he ought to worry about it, like anything else that seems to be under control. He’s beginning to understand Roger’s pessimism, which kept him alive, he’s always said, through thirteen years of war. He goes for another look, just to be sure. Opens one of the pistol ports. There’s a couple of Westerheads, housecarls by the look of them, on the flat, ten feet below. Jem realizes, to his shame, that he hasn’t got a pistol with him.
 
   “Good afternoon, gentlemen. You can bugger off, you won’t get in this way.”
 
   “You’re very probably right. Going to shoot us?”
 
   “No, but if you look up you’ll see half a ton of rocks ready to drop on you.”
 
   “Good day to you, Mr Gosforth.”
 
   “Good day to you, gentlemen.”
 
   They’re off, clattering down the steps. Jem pinches himself to check he isn’t hallucinating. I suppose I’d better tell Roger, he thinks, and risk the embarrassment.  Roger is in the downstairs passage, moving the reserve up to the evening room. He’s vastly amused.
 
   “We needed a bit of a laugh,” he says. “If you only knew just how many really silly things happen in war. Keeps you in touch with sanity. You can dine out on this one.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. Shows they’re not all baby-eaters. Encouraging, really. What are you doing now?”
 
   “I was going to look in on Henry when this came up.”
 
   “Do that. Then I want you in the South wing. Got to get more fire in front of Claes.”
 
   Henry is fussing over visibility.  
 
   “Wind’s gone round to the North. Blowing straight at us. We’re getting the smoke from the fires Claes has been starting, and the powder smoke. Can’t get a proper view.”
 
   “Roger’s worried about getting enough fire. Claes needs all the help he can get. All right otherwise?”
 
   “Yes, thanks for bringing the beer. Thirsty work. How are my mother and Roger?”
 
   “Last time I saw her, Lady Elyot and Rachel were bitching about having nothing to shoot at. Your brother’s moved the reserve up to the evening room. He’s carrying the lot of us, and it’s showing a bit. I’m getting to understand how good he is at this sort of thing.”
 
   “What do you give for our chances?”
 
   “Not bad, if things stay like they are and nothing bloody silly happens.”
 
   “Keep buggering on then?”
 
   “Right. I’ll be in the South Wing from now on.”
 
   “Luck and go well, Jem.”
 
   “And you, Master Henry. Will, Tim.”
 
   At the North wing, things are building. The attackers are placing the ladders for long enough for a pair to get over each, then whipping them away before they can catch fire from the still burning wagon. There are around ten inside the wall now, and they have tools to break through the walled-up window of the evening room – sledges and picks. But to use them they have to close up to the wall, and they are falling to the grenades and the odd rock dropped on them by John Edwards and Margaret Burke.  
 
   Claes is looking for targets outside the wall, through the gap between the house wall and the shutter. The Westerheads have learned their lesson and are not bunching enough for the housegun, so it’s pistol work. They are also taking the odd casualty from Henry’s fireteam and Pincher. Neither side is gaining advantage, but the grenades are not going to last for ever.
 
   John Edwards lights the fuse of an incendiary and leans out to get an accurate throw. A musketeer outside the wall sees him and fires. The ball ricochets off the inside of the shutter and knocks John back into the room, still holding the grenade.  He lands among the ready stock. Claes pistols the musketeer. Margaret grabs for the grenade but is too late as it ignites and fires the four readies. There are three flares and an explosion in quick succession, the flames surging out around the shutter. A cheer from the Westerheads, though not from the three or four closest to the house wall who’ve been caught by the flash. Smoke and flame as the wildfire sets the floor alight, then more explosions and surges of flame as the fire sets off the reserve grenades and the other ammunition.
 
   “Oh shit, will you look at that.” In the South wing, Pincher has had the best view from his position half-out of the end window behind the shutter. 
 
   “Keep at it, Pincher,” says Jem. “Down to us, now.” In the barn, Henry is saying the same thing.
 
                   The sledgehammers are going hard. Someone has worked out that there is only a limited amount of time before it will be impossible to get through the evening room as the ceiling comes down and the fire takes hold. The fire from the barn and the South wing increases as the firers recover from the shock of the explosions, but the Westerheads can reinforce almost unhindered. The masonry gives way, the fresh mortar not fully hardened off. The short ladders come over the wall. The Grange defences are on the point of being breached.
 
   The smoke has spread across the compound, masking the troops at the window from Henry and Pincher. It also means that the defenders cannot see as far as the gate. Westerhead launches the second prong of his assault under cover of the smoke. A score of foot led by three of the housecarls advance unhurriedly through the smoke towards the gap between the barn and the South wing.  
 
   Pincher feels, rather than sees them through the smoke.
 
   “ATTACK ALARM. STAND TO! MASTER HENRY, WATCH OUT.”
 
   Jem picks up the shout. “Pincher, stay here. Tom, ground floor, with me. Housegun. Lady Elyot!”
 
   “Jem?”
 
   “Other side, please.”
 
   Jem and Tom Adams drop down the ladder, barely touching it. They pick up pistols from the rack by the kitchen door.
 
   “Sarah! Stable yard. They’re in.” 
 
   Henry’s team is engaging, Henry using his bow at six feet range. Across the passage from the barn, George Adams and Edward Bunce are in action, putting the attackers under crossfire. The women pile into the yard. They have an assortment of weapons – pistols, a couple of dragons, Annie with Roger’s old carbine, Sarah with her cleaver in case of any close work. Jem pops open one of the door ports. There’s a petard party coming on just ten yards away. No argument. It’s fougasse time, and hope to Christ it fires.
 
   It does, and there’s no argument.
 
   “Housegun, Tom.”
 
   The housegun cleans up what the fougasse has left, and the odd ones still standing withdraw round the corner of the barn. Time for assessment.
 
   They had been carrying torches, which they have thrown on to the thatch of the barn. It’s old, and moss-grown, and doesn’t flare up, but the fire takes, and the smoke fills the end of the barn where Henry’s team is now down to two. Will Withens is wounded, hit by a ball through the musket embrasure. A shout from Henry.
 
   “Casualty!  Will’s down.”
 
   “On my way,” says Sarah. “Come on, Margery.”
 
   Jem goes with them. Henry and Tim are coughing in the smoke. Will obviously hasn’t long to live.
 
   “We’ll get him out, Master Henry, Master Jem. Try and make him comfortable.”
 
   “Thanks, Sarah. Henry, you’re going to have to come out while you can.”
 
   “What about covering the North wing?”
 
   “North wing’s gone. You saw what happened. There’s the carriage shed between here and the stables. Fire won’t reach. Hold there.”  
 
   The stables have a tiled roof and a very solid internal wall. Can’t do anything about the fire – bucket party’d be shot to shit in two minutes.
 
   The gap between the house and the stables and barn is a shambles, with something like ten dead or dying lying there, though it’s difficult to tell exactly how many after what the fougasse has done to its victims. The Westerheads are quiet, huddled in the angle between the barn and the outside wall, out of sight, and, for the moment, out of contention.
 
   “Don’t think there’s enough of them to try it on again,” says Jem, to no one in particular.  “PINCHER,” he shouts. “Watch for them reinforcing.”
 
   They’ll try the end of the wing next, he thinks. We can’t cover it, and they’ll realize we can’t from the smoke. Question is, how long? We’ve taken a lot off him. Roger says that when you add up at the end, the casualties are always less than they look at the time. But he must be running out of people – or people willing to try their luck.
 
   At the other end of the Grange, Roger is fighting a very different battle. Noah and Samuel have been snugged down in their little redoubt inside the door of the evening room, their calivers trained on the blocked-up window, the housegun ready for action. Behind them at the end of the long passage running the length of the house are the close-quarters battle team, Roger, Matthew Pike, Elijah Wilson, and Bill Greathead, Tim’s big brother. They are all in plated sleeveless buff jackets, neck protectors and helmets, armed with heavy cutting swords like Roger’s Goosefeather.  Roger has put a lot of effort into training these three, their sword skills in particular, to give him a small force of quality shock troops.  
 
   At the far end of the room, the floorboards of the upper room are breaking up and dropping in flaming pieces on to the stone flags of the evening room floor. The joists are alight but still holding. Although the fire is spreading across the boards above them, the redoubt and the door area are still habitable. If the Westerheads get in, they will have to charge through the fire area in split seconds to reach the redoubt, or fry. 
 
   “Noah, Samuel, pick off the first two like I said, give them a blast from the housegun, then into the passage and reload. Rest of, you, let them out before we go in.
 
   “Right, Master Roger.” 
 
   “If there’s too many of ’em, we fall back in pairs. First pair out’s Matthew and Bill, Noah and Sam give the buggers another blast then Elijah and I break, Matthew and Bill bar the door. All understood?”
 
   Nods and grunts of assent, Sam and Noah now ready for the fray with Roger’s team behind them.
 
   The sledges working on the window infill are breaking through, daylight starting to show. They stop.
 
   “Hold fire till you’ve got a full body target,” says Roger.
 
   There is a pause.
 
   “What are they up to now?” growls Matthew. 
 
   “Wait, wait for it. Wait for it.”
 
   Two explosions. Lumps of masonry fly across the room.
 
   “Pole charges,” says Roger, almost approvingly. “Not bad.”  
 
   Each hole is obscured by a body
 
   “Shoot.” 
 
   The calivers bang. It’s a big room but the range is still only forty feet, and both balls strike home. There’s a volley of bad language, and the two wounded men are pulled out of the holes.
 
   “That should put the others off.”
 
   “There’s someone very persuasive out there. Listen.”
 
   The holes getting bigger still.  
 
   “Do they want to get a fucking horse in?”
 
   Noah grabs the chance to reload his caliver. Sam is standing by with the housegun, the butt braced against the wall.
 
   Heads show again in the holes. This time the attackers are quick into the room and on their feet. Noah misses with the caliver and runs out, taking Sam’s piece with him. Sam waits till there are three in, fires the housegun. Two go down among the burning debris. The third hits Sam in the neck with a pistol shot as he turns to flee. He falls, as two more Westerheads drop through the openings, and two more, charging in a body across the room to the part still clear of fire. Roger’s team pile in and weapons clash. Clash only briefly. Roger has taught them to get an engagement over quickly and move on to the next. Noah pulls Sam into the corridor and shouts for Sarah, then registers that Sam is dead. He reloads the housegun, then the calivers, mechanically.   
 
   In the evening room. Roger’s rush smashes the attack, though a housecarl in a back-and-breast takes more killing than the rest and cuts up Bill Greathead quite badly. The Westerheads are reinforcing when the first joists give way and the floor of the upper room collapses, filling the West end of the ground floor with blazing timber. Roger’s team withdraws unmolested and bars the door. Noah is sitting on the floor by Sam Greathead’s body. Bill looks at his dead uncle and shakes his head.  He is bleeding badly.
 
   “Noah.  Help Bill down to Sarah,” says Roger. Rest of you, get Sam down to the cellar.
 
   Noah looks at him.
 
   “Do it, man. And ask Sarah for something for yourself.” There’s a snap in his voice this time, and it gets through. Noah gets to his feet and steers Bill gently down the passage to the kitchen, followed by Matthew and Elijah with Sam.
 
   “They won’t get through there for a couple of hours.” There’s no elation in Roger’s voice. The North wing has cost four lives already.
 
   “Do you think it’ll spread, Master Roger?” In the stress of battle, the more familiar form of address is taking over. If it helps, let it go. Claes had reverted to plain Schmied, at the end.
 
   “That wall’s near three foot thick, Elijah. End wall of the monks’ chapel. End of the house before that. And it goes through the roof. Reckon it’ll hold, doors and all.”
 
   “What now, Master Roger?”
 
   “As I said, they can’t try again here for a couple of hours at the least. Master Jem’s been fighting a battle down the far end and that’s all gone quiet as well. Lord Westerhead’s having to do some serious thinking. First thing for us is get some drink in, and a bite to eat. Keep an eye on Noah. He’s in shock. And get your heads down for an hour.  
 
   “Sleep? In the middle of a battle?”
 
   “Not much battle going on, is there, Elijah?  I’m trying to make professionals out of you two. Sarah, my best love, got anything for the weary warriors?”
 
    
 
   “Lady Elyot,” says Jem, “I am most dreadfully sorry.”
 
   They are watching the North wing burn. The roof is well alight now. They’ll be able to see the smoke from Amesbury, he thinks, but no one’s likely to come and look. Word gets around.
 
   “I’d rather it burned to the ground than see bloody Francis get it, Jem. And it won’t. Take cannon to bring those walls down. We can rebuild. It’s the people who matter. Margaret had been with us for so long. Almost family. And I was very fond of Claes, since he first came over with Roger in ’29. And Will, and John Edwards. It’s humbling, that they were prepared to fight our battle.”
 
   “They see it as theirs too. Westerhead threatens them. They don’t want him taking over.”
 
   “Foolish of him to suggest it.  Hello, Roger.”
 
   “What happened here, Jem?”
 
   “They tried the stable yard like we thought they would, very soon after the explosion. Didn’t put in enough people, but they did have a petard. We killed about ten, the rest are skulking at the end of the barn. Fougasse did the business.”
 
   “I heard it.”
 
   “We lost Will Withens in the barn. And I’ve had to pull Henry out. Too much smoke. So we’ve no fire on the end of this wing.”
 
   “You’re going to tell me where he’s going to try next.”
 
   “No brainer, isn’t it? Can’t get an angle from anywhere. Unless he waits for the North wing to cool.”
 
   “Look at it,” says Rosalind. “It’ll be tomorrow before you can get in there.”
 
   “What’s to do then, Roger?”
 
   “Mother, Jem, we’re running out of options. All we can do is put up the best head-on defence we can manage. I will run the South Wing for now. If they get in, it’ll be the end room ground floor first. Pull up floorboards upstairs, turn it into a killing ground. Tom, find some tools now and get the boards up by the door.”
 
   “Yes, Sir Roger.” He goes.
 
   “We’ll need to go on holding the stables to keep them off the yard gate, and we’ll need fire from the front door area to stop them sneaking down this side of the wing. That’s you and Rachel, Mother.”
 
   “Tom and Pincher up here, Roger? “
 
   “Have to be enough, Jem. George and Edward stay where they are on the ground floor. I’ll run South Wing for the time being with Matthew and Elijah.  Mother, I’m not happy with the amount you’ve got to look after. Can Alison load?”
 
   “After a fashion. If we’re trying to get anything useful out of her she’s better with me.”
 
   “Right. If they try to get in we’ve still got both the front wall fougasses. You may have to fire them yourself.”  
 
   “How?”
 
   “Just pull the lanyard. They’re all set. If you come under pressure and I can’t reinforce you, pull back to the kitchen. Try hard not to get cut off from the South wing.  If you are, up the stairs and down the back into the kitchen.  Jem.”
 
   “Roger?”
 
   “Stables and kitchen area again. Keep them out of the yard. You’ll have Henry and Tim in the stables, Sarah, Annie and Margery in the kitchen and the yard.  And Noah, who may or may not be any use. Above all, I’m depending on you to make sure we hold the kitchen and the cellar staircase.”
 
   “If we get any more wounded they ought to go down to the cellar straight away – don’t want to be doing it at the last minute. Need someone in charge. Ought to be Margery, and Annie’s more use in a fight.”
 
   “Agreed. Now remember, Jem, we can still hurt them, badly. They know that, and whatever Francis wants, not many of his troops will be feeling the same way. We have to hit them hard, soon as they start the next lot.”
 
   “How long’ve we got, Roger?”
 
   “Four o’clock now, more or less. Twenty minutes since they broke off.  Another twenty at least, could be half an hour. They’re probably making up more pole charges, now they’ve found out how well they work. So – everyone feed and drink again. Mother, have you had anything to eat since this started?
 
   “No she hasn’t, Sir Roger,” says Rachel.
 
   “Then you’re a silly goose. Rachel, see she gets something.”
 
   “I will, Sir Roger.”
 
   “I’ll speak to you later, Rachel Wilson. And you, Sir Roger or no Sir Roger.”
 
   “Where are you going, Jem? Feeding time?”
 
   “In a moment, Roger. First I’m going to clear the weapon racks down to the kitchen and the South Wing. Take Noah, give him something to think about. Be about a dozen and a half pistols. I’d like one housegun for the yard – take it you’ll be needing the other two.”
 
   “Good thinking. This business suits you.”
 
   “God forbid.”
 
   “And that confirms it. People who like it shouldn’t do it.”
 
   “Three hours still. Can we do it?”
 
   “Damn fool question. Got to.”  
 
   He lies back in the chair and closes his eyes. Jem drops down the ladder and collects Noah from the kitchen. He’s sleeping in a corner, rolled up in a foetal position. Hardly bear to wake him, but there’s a job to do. Noah dumbly cooperative, which is all right by Jem. The expedition produces sixteen pistols and a caliver.  Jem takes the caliver to Henry, with twenty rounds.
 
   “Swap this for your musket.”
 
   “Won’t be sorry. What do you need it for?”
 
   “I don’t. South wing needs more reach.”
 
   “I’ll take it round.”  
 
   “Don’t disturb Roger, he was grabbing a nap there ten minutes ago. But take a break. I’ll keep an eye on things here.”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “North wing’s gone. Lost Sam Greathead killed as well the three upstairs. Bill Greathead’s cut up, Noah Burford’s in shock, not a lot of use. Fire’s stopping Westerhead getting in.”
 
   “What happens next?”
 
   “Roger thinks Westerhead’s running short of press-on types, so getting organized is taking him longer each time. We’ve no choice but hold as best we can. You and I have got to keep them out of the yard. Roger’ll be trying to keep them out of the South wing, or kill ’em once they’re in. Lady Elyot’s in the long passage. They’ll probably have a try down the quadrangle side of the wing, go for the main entrance. She’s there to stop it.”
 
   “I ought to go and see her, Jem.”
 
   “Do that. I’ll hang on here till you’re back.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Tim, get your head down. Twenty minutes is worth having.”
 
   “Right, Master Jem.”
 
   Which comes of being helpful, Jem reflects. If I’d stayed in the house I could be having a kip myself.
 
   Twenty minutes pass, then half an hour, and the only sign of life from the Westerheads is the desultory firing against the house in general. The longer the pause, Jem thinks, the more difficult it will be for either side to get going again. And it will be worse for the Westerheads, screwing themselves up for a fifth go at the defences. Perhaps someone is trying to get through to his lordship.  
 
   “He’s too far in to give up now,” Henry says, returning fed and watered.
 
   “Reading my thoughts. Must help in court.”
 
   “It would, and I wish I could. But I fancy every one of us is thinking the same thing.”
 
   “What I suspect is that both sides have only got one more fight in them.”
 
   “I wouldn’t disagree with you.” Henry jerks his head towards young Tim, spark out on a couple of straw bales. “Not as if we do this for a living. Though I have my doubts about you. Sure this is your first time?”
 
   “Apart from the odd pub punch-up and that brush with the foragers, sure I’m sure. And I pray God it’s my last.”
 
   “Hope that doesn’t mean what it might. We need you. Better get going. Luck, Jem.”
 
   “Luck, Henry.”
 
   Noah Burford is keeping watch in the yard, and seems better from having something to do. Jem has him watching the back staircase, but there’s nothing happening.
 
   “Seems to be less horsemen out the back, Master Jem. Looks like they’re making do with fewer patrols.”
 
   “Thanks for that, Noah. Good news. Means they’re getting more and more stretched. Well spotted.”
 
   Nice to be able to give him a genuine compliment. Noah winces as a heavy ball thumps into the yard gate.
 
   “It were when they blew in the window, Master Jem. I weren’t expecting that. Clever. How’d they do it?”
 
   “Big charge of powder on a pole. Not magic, but they knew what they were doing.”
 
   “Be all right next time.”
 
   The kitchen is a haven. Bill Greathead, bandaged, is sitting in a chair by the fire.  
 
   “Better for the bleeding than laid down,” says Margery. “Clean sword cuts. I’ve given him something of Eirlys’s for the pain. Not too much. We’ll need him to walk.”
 
   “Right. When you get any more casualties, move them all down into the cellar, and stay with them. I don’t want you getting mixed up in the fighting from now on. Need your dragon up here but take a couple of pistols with you.”
 
   The last stage of this fight, he thinks, could be something very ugly in the cellars.
 
   “Sarah, you stay in here from now on. Noah and I will hold in the yard. Annie, with Sarah, unless I give you a shout. We have to hold the cellar stairs.”
 
   “The back stairs, Master Jem?”
 
   “If they get in above, then drop the staircase. Don’t wait to be told. But I don’t think it’ll come to that. I’m going to talk to Master Roger while there’s time.”
 
   Before tracking down Roger, Jem climbs back to the lookout. Noah is right, there are fewer, a lot fewer vedettes out. The smoke is too thick for him to make out what is happening in and around the copse. Close to, the roof of the North wing has fallen in. Within the walls, the flames have died down, but only a little. There are ten bodies in there, he thinks, and shivers a little.  
 
   “Two hours to dark,” says Roger. “Looking a bit better.”
 
   They are in the upstairs end room of the South wing. Pincher is at the shutter loophole, peering through the smoke still drifting thick across the compound.
 
   “None of ’em at the North wing, Master Roger. Still too hot.”
 
   “Do you think he’s waiting till he can use the North wing to form up?” Jem asks.
 
   “Possible, but he’s wasting daylight now. Thanks for the musket.”
 
   “He’s thinned out the cordon a lot more. I’d say he’s down to a third of start strength there.”
 
   “That may or may not be a good thing. Help us get away but fewer of us to try.”
 
   “Quiet, Master Roger. Think I can hear movement. Yes. Horse and foot both.”
 
   “Going down. Don’t shoot less you can see something. Luck, all.”
 
   Jem follows Roger down the ladder. Pike and Wilson are in the South wing corridor, Pike with a housegun. The second is upstairs. Wilson slips Goosefeather’s harness over Roger’s shoulders. 
 
   “Right. Let’s go and do some backing up.”
 
   Pincher shouts from upstairs.
 
   “HORSE WITH POLE CHARGES – FOUR!” A musket and two caliver shots from upstairs.  “Got one.”
 
   George Adams, Edward Bunce at the loopholes, George with a musket, Edward a caliver. Two shots, an animal whoop of bloodlust from both men.
 
   “Got the fuckers!”
 
   “No you didn’t,” shouts Roger, “there’s one left. Get back, quick!”
 
   George and Edward drop back from the windows. A pistol shot from upstairs.
 
   “Fuck,” says Pincher.
 
   George’s shutter erupts in flame and smoke and a shower of splinters.  George is back but not far enough. His leather and helmet protect his vitals but his arms are torn, and a side of his face ripped open.
 
   “Get to the kitchen, George,” Roger shouts.
 
   “I’m all right.”
 
   “You’re not. Get the fuck out. Matthew!”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   “Pistols, everyone.” 
 
   The first wave of Westerheads comes in through the window. Pike waits till four or five are in then the housegun booms. The pistols finish the job. Another head appears at the window, looks inside, and drops out of sight before anyone can shoot him.  
 
   “Leave it,” says Roger. “Get the weapons out. Tom!”
 
   “Master Roger?” Adams, from the hole in the ceiling.
 
   “We’re going. All yours.”
 
   Another eight casualties for the Westerheads. The question in the minds of all the defenders – how much more can they take?
 
   Another pause. Again the defenders check weapons, give them a quick clean, reload. In the kitchen, Margery ministers to George Adams, picking out the larger pieces of shutter, slapping in a lump of cobweb and stitching his face while the wounds are still numb.
 
   “Can you walk all right, George?”
 
   “Aye. Can still handle a pistol too.”
 
   “What do you think, Sarah?”
 
   “Old bugger’s worth keeping up here. Master Jem can probably use him. Fresh air’ll do him good. Off you go, leadswinger. Someone’ll bring you a stool to sit on.”
 
   She hands George a dragon and shoos him out into the stable yard.
 
   “God’s death,” says Jem. “George, if you look over the gate, the Westerheads’ll run away screaming. You looked in a mirror?”
 
   “No, Master Jem.”
 
   “Don’t. Welcome aboard.”
 
   “What next, Master Jem?”
 
   “More waiting. Best guess is they’ll try to sneak down either side of the wing.  Break in here or into the hall. You fired one of those?”
 
   “No. Tart’s gun.”
 
   “Don’t kid yourself. That’s a caliver load. Use your shoulder. Don’t argue.”
 
   “Master Jem, they’re coming.”
 
   “Nip through, Noah, and tell Master Henry. SARAH. ATTACK ALARM.  George, left loophole. Wait for the housegun then clear up.”
 
   Jem pops the shutter as he did a lifetime earlier, only this time he hasn’t got a fougasse to cause death and destruction. Neither, he sees, does he have a petard to contend with, but there are fifteen Westerheads coming at the rush and they’ve got two pole charges.
 
   The housegun in the loophole. One or two of the Westerheads know what it portends and start to hang back, then the head of the charge comes into Henry’s arc and Tim Greathead and Noah go to work with pistols, while Henry again demonstrates what the English bow can do at short range. Jem lets go with the housegun, taking the pole charge men. A final shot, from the dragon. George looks at it with what would be respect if his face could do it.
 
   “Not bad, not bad at all.”
 
   Jem is back at the loophole.
 
   “Looks like we cleaned them again, even without any help from the wing.”
 
   “Funny,” says George. “Thought Edward would be mucking in.”
 
   “Listen.” Noah has rejoined, and he’s not been deafened by large calibre weapons. “Someone’s fighting a battle. Must be in the quadrangle.”
 
   “Reload. I’m going to find out what’s happening. You two will be all right here. I’m sure this was the diversion and we’ve seen it off. Noah, tell Master Henry what I’m doing.”
 
   Jem is off. The South wing corridor runs up the quadrangle wall, cross passages and small rooms on the stable side. He finds Edward Bunce at one of the embrasures overlooking the quadrangle. He has a musket and a caliver and is engaging twenty-odd Westerheads who have established themselves on the far side, in the angle between the main house and the unburned part of the North wing.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “They came over the wall again. Kept away from the house, we didn’t have enough weapons on them. Two with them pole charges. Pincher shoots ’em both. The rest are too busy rushing down the wall to notice. When they do, each time they’ve had a go at picking up the charges, we’ve managed to shoot them or put them off.”
 
   “Well done, Edward. Where’s Master Roger?”
 
   “North end, round the corner.”
 
   “Lady Elyot?”
 
   “Back upstairs in the long gallery, sniping.”
 
   That’s a relief, he thinks. Gives her two ways out to the kitchen. Up the ladder, stay your end of the house but get a view uncluttered by shutters. The two pole charges clearly in view.  The group in the corner not trying very hard to retrieve them. Time Westerhead took a hand if he wants to get his battle going. If I were Westerhead, I’d scrape up a few hands and have another go at the South wing so there’s only Rosalind firing at the North wing party. I’d scrape up a few hands and…
 
   “Tom, stop what you’re doing.  Housegun. At the hole.”
 
   “Beg pardon, Master Jem?”
 
   “Housegun, at the hole. Do it.”
 
   There’s a clatter of boots in the ground floor end room.  
 
   “ATTACK ALARM. SOUTH WING” Jem shouts, and runs for the ladder. With only Edward in place on the ground floor of the wing, things will go desperately wrong if the Westerheads break out of the end room. As he leaves the upper room, he fancies he sees a figure in black armour by the boundary wall beyond the North wing, but can’t be sure for the smoke. The housegun booms as he slides down the ladder, shouting for Edward and Sarah. Tell the world. “ATTACK ALARM SOUTH WING!” 
 
   “Edward, they’re in again. Tom and Pincher should hold them, but if they’ve got pole charges again we’re in real trouble. Stay out of the main corridor. Sarah, send Noah in with the housegun. More pistols. Message to Master Henry, stay put for the moment but be ready to move back to the yard. George to stay in the yard.”
 
   “Noah with the housegun. Annie’ll bring the pistols. Master Henry and George to hold for the moment, Henry be ready to move out.”
 
   ‘Thanks, Sarah. Edward, we need to block the corridor. Furniture out of the side rooms.  Make an obstacle course.”
 
   Bunce clears his musket, caliver and pistols into the main passage, and they start on removals. There’s a sideboard in the first room that moves and they slide it up to the door, then pile chairs around it. George joins them, and they vandalize the steward’s and housekeeper’s offices, Roger’s study, and the snug that has been his bed-sitter since the winter. The single bed will be a good splinter-stopper when we get it up on end, Jem thinks.  
 
   Ten seconds later he’s proved right, as the attackers fire another pole charge. There are thumps and splintering noises as they try to develop the hole. Edward finds a clear line through the furniture and the gap in the door, and bangs a musket ball through it. There’s a yelp at the far end. Lighter bangs. Tom Adams, keeping the intruders honest with pistol fire, saving precious housegun ammunition. Jem allows himself a small glow of satisfaction. Unless Westerhead is prepared to commit a lot more effort, the South wing attack is contained.
 
   But it isn’t the main effort. It’s achieved its effect by halving the fire on the North Wing attack. Only Pincher and Rosalind’s party are engaging, and only Pincher has a heavy musket. Westerhead sends a section of four lightly equipped troops at the run down the North wing wall. They scoop up the pole charges and join the group in the corner. Pincher wings one of them but doesn’t stop him.    
 
   Roger has been saving the North wing fougasse to hit the assault at its most vulnerable, as the pole charges are being set. But the Westerheads are so tightly packed in the corner, avoiding Rosalind’s carbine, that without realising it they are blocking the fougasse’s line of fire. In fact, they are sitting on it.
 
   “Don’t like doing this,” says Roger, “but we can’t waste it. Fire the bloody thing, Elijah.”
 
   Elijah Wilson pulls the lanyard. The big wheel-lock sparks, and the fougasse throws its load through the three Westerheads sitting in front of it. The blast, the balls, and the rubbish in the load rip them apart and cover the others with a multi-coloured reeking coating of body contents. Another half dozen are wounded. The close-packed target has prevented the load from spreading but concentrated the damage. The shock paralyses the group momentarily and more. The screams take time to develop. 
 
   Jem hears the fougasse and nips up the ladder to get a clear view. A few of the attackers are sorting themselves out and making to place the pole charges. At thirty yards it’s too long a range for the South wing fougasse to be fully effective, but he thinks it may work after a fashion.
 
   “Edward,” he shouts. “Fire the fougasse.”
 
   “Right you are, Master Jem.”
 
   The fougasse fires, the yellow flame bright in the early dusk. Normally daylight lingers in the west-facing quadrangle, but tonight the smoke is bringing night on early. The low-grade powder adds to the smoke. Jem sees the strike track as the rougher elements of the fill drop out early, grit-blasting the main entrance steps as they go, but there are caliver and pistol balls in there and they carry to the target.  More casualties. More screams.
 
   There are enough of the housecarls left in the assault force to lead and persuade a break-in group of six. The pole charges fire and two shutters splinter into ruin. The break-in group lands in the passage. Matthew Pike fires the housegun left-handed round the corner from the North wing corridor. The three remaining members of the close-quarters team charge at and over the remnants of the break-in party and leave them for dead. Roger, Matthew and Elijah keep going till they reach the sanctuary of the barricade at the entrance to the Great Hall. No one is following. Matthew reloads. 
 
   Jem is seriously worried. Roger had been on the far side of the Westerhead assault. Jem has seen the assault group enter the house but doesn’t know that Roger’s team has destroyed it. He is sure that Roger will have wrecked the ladder at the North wing corner and that the Westerheads will have to come up the main staircase, but he still worries. There isn’t enough firepower between Rosalind and the break-in.
 
   “Lady Elyot,” he calls. “Westerheads are into the house. We may not be able to hold much longer. Your best way down is by the back stairs to the kitchen. I’ll do my best to give you warning. When you go, don’t stop in the kitchen, go straight down to the cellar. It’s likely to be very rough, hand to hand, at the end.”
 
   She looks at him, very straight.
 
   “Thank you for what you have done today, Jem Gosforth. If you weren’t before, you’re family now.”
 
   “I’m honoured, Lady Elyot.”
 
   “Rosalind. Let’s get on with it.”
 
   At the Great Hall barricade, Roger’s team waits for the Westerhead follow-up. They’re not looking up because they have destroyed the ladder. Like Jem, Roger is worried. There’s still some daylight coming in through the unshuttered windows, mingling with the red from the fire. Another half hour minimum before he can think of filtering the remaining defenders out through the river passage. Time is of the essence now, time and preserving the survivors. Killing Westerheads matters less than saving Hawken lives. The Westerheads can’t stand against the Hawken close-quarters team, but each time he commits them he risks losing another man. And killing Westerheads outside the hall as Rosalind and Pincher are doing at the moment is counter-productive; it’s encouraging them to get inside out of the fire.  
 
   He needs to talk to Jem.
 
   “Matthew, nip through the vestibule and give Master Jem a call. Need to talk to him.”
 
   Matthew’s voice echoes through the house
 
   “Master Jem. Sir Roger wants to speak. Hall barricade.”
 
   If I had a pound for every time I’ve been up and down this fucking ladder today, Jem grumbles to himself, I could buy a new horse. He goes through the vestibule, crouching a little as he comes out, trying to keep his head below the barricade. Roger’s face greasy black with powder and fire-smoke, the whites of his eyes shining bright in contrast. I must look just the same, Jem thinks.
 
   “They don’t seem too keen to try again,” says Roger. “Which brings me to the main point. It’s time and survival now, and another point is survival of the kit. I don’t want to gift anything to Westerhead that we don’t have to. Spare weapons down to the cellar when we can and we’ll see what we can get away.”
 
   “Difficult to say what’s spare. Probably thin out soon on calivers and muskets. Need lots of pistols and the dragons. Houseguns above all.”
 
   “Anything else you need to know?”
 
   “I’d like to pull Henry and Tim out of the stables very soon, like now. They can do as much from the yard, and I don’t want them cut off. The horses will be all right. Westerhead will want them. But your mother will be very pissed off at losing Mushroom.”
 
   “All right. Cease fire on what’s left of the assault group. Give ’em a quiet life, they’ll be less inclined to invade our privacy. I’m not interested in killing any more than I have to.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Jem, if I can hold here, and you can hold the yard and the South wing, we’ve got a stable situation. If we have to pull back to the reserve barricade, we’ve lost the staircase and that’s it.”
 
   “I’ll put a covering party on the reserve barricade, help you get back.”
 
   “Good, if you can do it. But don’t hang your hat on any firm plan. Just try to keep one jump ahead. Luck.”
 
   “Thanks. Luck, Roger. Luck Matthew, Elijah.”
 
   For a moment, Jem thinks of risking the staircase. Then commonsense asks him how he’d feel being caught halfway up. Need to call in at the kitchen anyway.  
 
   “Annie. For Master Henry. He and Tim to take over the stable yard.  George to go down to the cellar now. Leave his dragon up here.”
 
   “Master Henry to stable yard. George to go down. Leave his dragon.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Margery’s taken Bill down already.” 
 
   “How is he, Sarah?”
 
   “Hurting a bit, but Margery’s happy about him.”
 
   Up the ladder again. Saving up for a pony now.
 
   “Message from Roger, Rosalind. We are to desist from potting at the Westerheads. That way they’ll feel less inclined to move into the building where they can rely on being shot at.”
 
   “Makes weird sense, I suppose.”
 
   “He’s in his fed up with killing mood, I think. Not risking any more of us to kill more Westerheads. I’m going along to tell Pincher to lay off.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Tom Adams is sitting in a very solid chair looking down through the hole at the battered door below. There are a couple of bodies on the floor, not moving. On a table by his right hand is a small collection of pistols. His feet rest on what had been another table top. Pincher is kneeling by the window.
 
   “Cease fire, Pincher. Sir Roger’s orders. Give them a quiet life.”
 
   “My shoulder says that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Any trade, Tom?”
 
   “They give up on the door after I shot a couple. Mebbe one or two still in there, but I’m not for sticking my head down to find out.”
 
   “You think they’re going anywhere in the next half-hour?”
 
   “No chance.”
 
   “Then start packing up.”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “Kit down to the gallery for starters.”  
 
   “Rosalind.”
 
   “Jem?”
 
   “Time to go. I want you to move down to the cellar now. I’m starting to thin out. Margery and the wounded are down there, and I want someone senior in charge. Someone who’ll be a calming influence.”
 
   There is a flurry of firing from the Hall area. When it starts to happen, it’ll go very quickly.
 
   “Pincher, Tom, staircase barricade.”
 
   He shouts down the ladder.
 
   “Edward, Noah. Reserve barricade, now. Down in a minute.”
 
   I’ll have a housegun and a musket on each barricade, he thinks. Rosalind is on her way with Rachel, across the gallery, through the women’s dormitory to the staircase to the kitchen.  There’s time only for the quickest of briefings for Tom and Pincher.
 
   “We’re looking for time. Can’t get out till full dark. If they have a go at the staircase, hold them while the reserve barricade’s holding downstairs, so that they can’t come over the top, or as long as you can. Then get out by the back stairs. If you go down the ladder you’ll end up in the middle of another battle.”
 
   Down the ladder. Ought to go see how Henry’s getting on. No time. Look in kitchen. Quiet outside. Sarah and Annie running the reloading factory, pistols and dragons. Sarah offers him a carry-bag of pistols and a couple of dragons.
 
   “Master Roger’ll want these.”
 
   And someone’ll have to get them there. Oh well, do you want to live for ever?  Actually, yes.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he says to Noah and Edward, hoping he sounds more confident than he feels, and slips through the gap in the barricade.
 
   “You timed that well,” Roger’s three are all reloading. “Gone quiet again. Don’t look, there’s a couple in the cross-corridor still in business. I think we can hold one more rush then we’ll have to go.”
 
   “I’ve got both barricades manned.” 
 
   “Good. If you can give us some covering fire as we come out it’ll help.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   “Take the empties, Master Jem,” says Matthew.
 
   Jem picks up the bag and does the crouching run again. He’s not crouching enough, and a caliver ball comes close enough to feel the wind.
 
   “Noah. Take these to Sarah.”
 
   Noah back with another collection. They’re as ready as they’re ever going to be. Roger has asked for covering fire, but the staircase and the vestibule are in the way. Someone’s going to have to do something.
 
   Jem’s brain suggesting things he wishes it wouldn’t, involving the staircase, a housegun, and overhead fire.
 
   “Give me a dragon. The one with the sling. And the housegun.”
 
   With a belt pistol, that’ll have to do. Checks the primings, to steady his nerves.
 
   “Noah, Edward. Sir Roger wants covering fire to get them out. I’m going up the staircase to do it. They’ll come through the vestibule. You need to be by the right wall to get the angle on any follow-up.”
 
   “What about you, Master Jem?”
 
   “Depends. Probably go up.”
 
   And hope Tom and Pincher don’t take me for a Westerhead.
 
   “Luck, Master Jem.”
 
   “Luck, both of you.”
 
   The dragon hangs at his waist, bumping a bit, but ready for quick action. The staircase blocks his view of the barricade; ergo, it blocks anyone else’s view of Jem Gosforth. The bottom of the staircase overlaps the passage wall, so on the bottom steps he is out of the line of fire.
 
   “Roger,” he calls. “There’s a housegun behind you on the stairs. When you want to go, say so. And keep to your right.”
 
   “That’s nice.  Thought you wanted a quiet life.  Shan’t be long.”
 
   The longest minute and a half in Jem’s life.  
 
   The corridor erupts. A grenade of sorts, the first time the Westerheads have used one, for distraction, then six or seven in, and they’re all in half armour, some in good stuff, the rest pikemen without tassets.
 
   “AIM LOW!” Roger shouts, and the housegun fires. Two down only, the rest coming on. Roger’s carbine, two dragons, but three Westerheads close up to the barricade and there’s more coming in the windows. The chopping swords are out. Elijah’s comes out of the back-scabbard and straight over into the top of a helmet, splitting it and the head beneath. Roger backhands Goosefeather into a neck, half-severing the head. Matthew smashes the housegun butt into the face before him and the man goes down. They’ve won a five-second respite.
 
   “NOW, JEM!” Jem rockets up the staircase to half-way. Cock the housegun. Steady. Breathe in, half out, pray, squeeze. He’s forgotten to lock the gun to the balustrade and the recoil knocks him back, all the way across the staircase. Staggers to his feet, readies the dragon. Picks a Westerhead still standing and fires, scoops up the housegun and runs the rest of the way up the stairs. The dragon bangs against his hip. The first of the opposition find their way through the barricade and split, half through the vestibule and the rest in pursuit of Jem. There’s a bit of fire to add to the excitement.
 
   Jem turns left at the half landing and charges up the last flight.
 
   “PINCHER, TOM, DON’T SHOOT, IT’S JEM.” 
 
   “We knew. No one else’d be so fucking stupid.”
 
   “’Cept Master Roger. Clear, Master Jem!”
 
   Jem keeps going as the housegun booms, followed by the musket. Runs along the gallery, through the women’s dormitory, down the staircase into the kitchen. Hands over the housegun and dragon.
 
   “Sarah, reload please.”
 
   He goes out the back door. It’s almost dark in the yard. 
 
   “Any pressure, Henry?”
 
   “Couple at the top keep firing the odd round. Not pushing.”
 
   “Inside, then. Nearly time.”
 
   The monks’ massive back door will give them ten minutes on its own.
 
   “Henry, stay here. Tim, barricade – no, you stay here too.”
 
   “Jem –”
 
   “Cellar staircase. Got to hold. Look out for Tom and Pincher pulling out by the back stairs then drop ’em. Sarah knows how.”
 
   “That I do, Master Henry. Housegun and dragon, Master Jem.”
 
   “Thanks, Sarah.”
 
   Too many down here and I’m short up top, Jem thinks. Too bloody late. Get these guns forward.
 
   “Thanks, Jem. Noah’s been shot. Head.”
 
   “Henry’s inside, with Tim. Securing cellar stairs. Sarah and Annie still up, loading their hearts out. Tom and Pincher not down yet.”
 
   “There’s still firing upstairs.”
 
   “Time they went. How long can you hold?”
 
   “Minutes only.”
 
   “I’ll pull ’em out.”
 
   He runs back through the kitchen, picks up a spare pistol, up the back stairs, through the dormitory.
 
   “TOM, PINCHER, OUT NOW!”
 
   It’s a bad moment. They’re hand-to-hand with shortswords, four against two, only the barricade to help. They break, but pause to pick up weapons, the housegun, Pincher’s precious sawnoff. They run for it but in the confusion two of the Westerheads get between them and the doorway where Jem is standing.
 
   Jem pistols one of them, the other still coming on. Pincher and Tom dive through the first doorway and slam the door as Jem runs for his life through the dormitory, pursued by three Westerheads. He throws himself down the stairs.
 
   “Drop it, Sarah!”
 
   The Westerheads are on the top of the staircase as Jem comes off the bottom. Sarah throws the lever. Tim, more on the ball than anyone else, shoots the first Westerhead, and the other two come down with the stairs, but they’re still on their feet. Sarah kills one, messily, with her cleaver. The third cuts up Annie Marston badly then raises his hands in surrender as Jem comes at him. Jem solves the problem of what to do with prisoners, hits him hard then cuts his throat. No quarter.
 
   One immediate problem solved, but two of the garrison stuck on the top floor, no way out except on to a landing full of Westerheads or a fifty foot drop to the river. They’ll have barricaded the door, Jem thinks, and they may be able to get into the roof, or on to the firing platform. And the four they were fighting are all out of it, so they may be forgotten for long enough to hide up. Can’t raise a rescue. Don’t worry Roger.
 
   “Sarah, down now, Annie needs Margery. Tim, you too. As many weapons and as much ammo as you can carry. We still may have to fight down below.  Henry.”
 
   “I stay, Jem. Roger and I are last out. His quarrel, my house. And thank you again.”
 
   Jem bows slightly, and reports to Roger, calling from the South wing corridor.
 
   “Top floor team disengaged, kitchen clear. Come away.”
 
   There comes a time when all there is to do is run. Matthew’s housegun booms for the last time and they come at the run, Jem beating them into the kitchen by a short head.  Matthew and Elijah are dragging Edward Bunce, badly wounded in the back.
 
   “Straight down, Matthew.”
 
   Jem picks up a pair of pistols and fires them at random down the corridor.
 
   “You too, Jem.” Roger has the last housegun in one hand, Goosefeather, bloody, in the other. Jem goes, lifting a hand in valediction.
 
   “Give me that, Rog.”
 
   “Get downstairs, Hen.”
 
   “Whose fucking house is it?”
 
   Henry takes the housegun. In the darkness of the corridor, there seems to be a darker shape, a tall figure in black armour. 
 
   The housegun blast is deafening, amplified in the confined space of the stairtop. The recoil takes Henry through the doorway and down the stairs, to land in a heap at the bottom.  
 
   Roger thinks he can see another figure making its way up the corridor as he slams the door and the springbolts snap into place. A squat figure, carrying a large box. He drops the three bars into their sockets, pulls the struts down from their clips into their housings. Starts to turn right to go down the stairs. 
 
   A flash, blinding. A wave, with lumps of hard in it, throwing him sideways and down. Noise. Indeterminate pain. 
 
   Then all cut off, and blackness. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART III
 
    
 
   GOSFORTHS
 
    
 
   September – October 1643
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I hurt, therefore I am.
 
   
 
  

Shouldn’t that be ‘I think’?
 
   Thinking hurts, too.
 
   I hurt, therefore I am.
 
   Voice, in the blackness of my head. Female, urgent. Like the voice in the gate square at Hollenstedt.
 
   “You are not going to die, Roger Hawken, because I will not let you. So bloody well help me, and help yourself.”
 
   As long as I don’t have to think about it.
 
   Or move.
 
   Don’t be fucking silly. You can’t move.
 
   No, I can’t. Can’t move. Can’t see. Dark out there. Can’t hear either.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Jem has got the main body of the surviving defenders through the cellar and into the tunnel. Henry joins them. 
 
   “Roger’s barring the door. We’re not to wait. He’s got to work the wall closer as well, so he’ll be more than a minute or two.” The wall closer, your usual secret passage accessory, door with a facing of stonework, which you hope will look like the rest of the wall.  
 
   The women are at the drop, a vertical step in the passage six feet high about fifteen feet in from the exit, to keep out casual explorers. Henry is almost there when they hear the petard blow in the cellar door and bring half the house down with it.
 
   “I’m going back,” he says.
 
   Rosalind squelches him as only a parent can.
 
   “You are not. Stick to the plan. He’ll get himself out if he can and if he can’t, he can’t.” Nothing more. They’d lose time going back. “If your brother’s a goner it’s time wasted. If he is badly hurt it will wreck everyone else’s chances of getting away.” She has a ruthless streak, has Rosalind.  
 
   Tim Greathead fixes the ladder. Jem creeps out to see if the coast is clear and gets  the fright of his life. Two figures lurking in the undergrowth not ten yards from the tunnel.  Hang about, if they’re Westerheads, they’d be a lot less lurky.  
 
   He challenges. Their turn to wet themselves.  
 
   “It’s Tom Adams and Pincher Martin, Master Jem. Escape rope on the platform.”  
 
   Forgotten it. Taken a lot of guts, though. Roped down the outside wall to the river off the East wall firing platform, fifty-odd feet in the dark, everyone busy inside. Luck of the devil, but Jem glad, damned glad, not just to find two more but Pincher in particular.  Pincher can see in the dark, so they say. They’ve even got their weapons.
 
   That makes the party up to fifteen. Eight still inside, including Roger. Three wounded to matter. Bill Greathead and Annie Marston in no condition to walk much more than a couple of hundred yards even with help. George better but still needs watching. Have to hide Bill and Annie up and come back later – if he can.
 
   Strangely quiet. A lot of shouting from the Grange and the odd bang – Westerheads shooting at shadows or each other – but no feeling of a lot of troops about. Westerhead, Jem thinks, must have had to call in the rest of his cordon riders to help with the last assault. And there are fewer escapers than they’ve hoped.  
 
   Change the plan.
 
   “Henry.”
 
   “Yes, Jem?”
 
   “Reckon we’ll do better if we don’t split up as you and Roger planned, but stick together as one clump. There’s fewer Westerheads, and less of us. Try for the village or slip down to the river and hide up there – I’m going to do that anyway.  Less walking too. Particularly for the ladies.”
 
   “No, Jem. I want to get my mother to Wilton as soon as possible. We’ll stick to the original plan.” 
 
   Henry friendly enough, but making no secret of the fact that he is the master.  Jem is miffed. Roger had made it clear that Jem was second-in-command at the Grange and Henry, as the late arrival, was not to barge in on the chain of command. Which, to give him his due, he hasn’t, till now. In fact, he’s accepted Jem’s orders with better than good grace. With Roger gone, Henry is resuming normal relationships. Jem sure Roger would agree with him, but gives way. Don’t argue in front of the troops. Perhaps Henry is looking beyond the night’s doings. Perhaps.  More likely he’s not thinking straight. What he’s proposing is plain bloody stupid. Surprised Rosalind hasn’t put her oar in – too tired? In that case, she certainly shouldn’t –
 
   “I’ll want two men, Jem, and fit.”
 
   “Better take Pike and Wilson, then.” Pike the best fighting man, Wilson solid, dependable, and physically strong, but both of them monumentally tired. Damn the man, I need those two. “Leave Alison with me. She’s got people in the village and she’ll hold you up.” The miserable whining bitch had given endless trouble. Alison isn’t having any and starts a scene. Rosalind hits her.
 
   “Alison, I can promise you the biggest whipping of your life if you do not shut up now and stay shut up. Henry, I feel responsible for the girl. She comes with me.”
 
   Leave it, Jem thinks. If they waste any more time arguing someone’s likely to hear, and it’s bad for the rest of the party. It‘s just after moonrise, between nine and ten. Pincher off to clear the track to the junction by the big hawthorn. Jem counts five hundred, no bad news so the whole party moves down to join Pincher. He has scouted the village track for another couple of hundred yards. It’s clear. Jem’s nine souls hole up at the junction while Pincher clears the branch track as far as the edge of the down. All well, and Henry’s group moves off. 
 
   Jem’s party has it easier than expected. They find a private hole off the track for Annie and Bill. Sarah Purfitt stays with them for protection, while Margery helps George Adams home. Or is it George helps Margery? She is sleepwalking, has been since Noah was killed.
 
   Jem gives Sarah a pistol. The way she uses her cleaver, he doubts she needs it. Hopes she washes it before it’s used again in a kitchen. 
 
   They have Pincher to make sure they don't bump into any trouble, but there’s none to bump till they reach the village. A patrol, just two riders at the tithe barn. Not very good. In fact they stick out like the balls on a dog. Jem circles the village, comes in from the Lake end. Everybody settled in, less than an hour after Henry’s party set off. Most of the villagers who’d gone to the woods have filtered back when they’ve seen how few Westerheads are around.
 
   Pincher and Jem borrow the dead cart from the church (“Parson won’t mind”, says Pincher) and run it up the track to recover Roger, and Sarah’s two wounded.  The vedette has gone from the tithe barn. Westerhead must be pulling out.  
 
   “They’re all right for the moment", says Sarah. “Got them water. They need attention but they can manage for a bit."
 
   Jem and Pincher push the dead cart inside the tunnel entrance. There is still some activity around the Grange but a lot less, and sounding less confused than when they left. They’ve borrowed a lantern with the cart but daren’t use it because they don't know what they’ll find at the other end. But without some sort of light they’ll make enough noise to wake any sentry, if not the actual dead.
 
   Jem notices a new smell coming from Pincher. Pincher never smells sweet at the best of times, but this is worse.
 
   "What in God's name have you got there?"  
 
   The poacher is pulling something out of a bag. A faint light comes from it as well as the smell. Jem realizes the smell isn't Pincher but a piece of rotting fish nailed on a piece of wood. So much for seeing in the dark.
 
   The fish gives them just enough light to find the ladder – someone has thought to stow it in its proper place. They take it very slowly up the tunnel, Jem with his dagger out but giving nothing for his chances if they run into a reception committee. There’s a light ahead – one of their lanterns still alight? The wall closer is open – no one to shut it, of course. When they reach the cellar they see why they’ve met no one. The staircase is full of rubble. Sticking out from under it about a quarter of Sir Roger Hawken, Knight of Scotland.  
 
    “That,” Pincher says, “is a very dead Hawken.” 
 
   “I'm not convinced.” Jem feels around for a pulse. “There's something there.  We have to try and move him.”
 
   “Well we'd better be bloody careful. Get it wrong and we'll bring down another fifty ton of house, and tell the world we're here.”
 
   “It’s mostly small stuff on him, apart from that big lump.” The big lump is a piece of dressed Chilmark, sitting on Roger’s left calf. “That leg’s broken for sure.”
 
   They start uncovering Roger, going careful in the dim light.
 
   “Fuck me,” says Pincher. “He’s full of bloody splinters.”
 
   “Burns too. That left arm’s smashed to buggery. And the eye looks bad.” Jem is thinking about how much more damage they’re going to do getting Roger down the passage and the drop. “And God knows what he’s like inside.”
 
   “Have to take his chance.” Pincher being practical. “And he ain’t going anywhere less we shift the big ’un. Anything to lever it?”
 
   “Use one of the calivers and try not to bugger it up.”
 
   Jem eases another block into place to give him a fulcrum, and heaves on the weapon.
 
   “Pull him now, and for fuck’s sake try not to bend him while you’re doing it.”
 
   Pincher hauls Roger out in one clean movement.
 
   “If he ever walks again,” says Jem, “he’ll have you to thank. Jesus Christ.”
 
   Now that they’ve got him out, they can get as clear a view of the damage as they can in the meagre lantern light.
 
                  “He’s alive all right, Master Jem. Felt him twitch.”
 
                 “Good.” Probably smelt you, old polecat. 
 
   “When we get out of here,” Pincher whispers, “I’m going to have a really good swearing session to make up for being as quiet as a little mousekin during this lot.” 
 
   Having Pincher along has its compensations, Jem thinks. And you get used to the smell after a time.
 
   They’re taking a breather when there’s a sudden burst of shouting above. They can’t make out the words, but Jem’s tightening his sphincter. There’s a tramping of boots then everything falls quiet again. A smell of burning seeps into the cellar.
 
   “Good,” says Pincher. “Won’t reach us and not a chance of any Westerheads down here.”
 
   The cellar is stone vaulted – the monks knew how to build. They can get on with what they’re doing without anyone poking his nose in. They find a couple of planks and lash Roger on to them with their belts. They really need five hands to carry him down the passage, four to lift and one to hold the lantern. Fortunately Roger’s far away with the fairies.  
 
   “Thank fuck that’s over,” says Pincher, strapping Roger on the dead cart.
 
   “Didn’t do him a load of good,” Jem agrees.
 
   “Had to be done. He’s alive, any rate. Next, Master Jem?”
 
   Question Jem’s been avoiding. Roger needs expert attention. Expert attention risks Lord Westerhead’s finding out where he is. Jem falls back on taking one step at a time. Mending Roger a tomorrow problem. 
 
   “We take him to Low Farm. Dorothy’ll have a whole litter of kittens but she’ll cope.”
 
    
 
   No kittens. Dorothy seems to be expecting them.
 
   “We put him in the back. I made a bed up.”
 
   “How did you know?”  
 
   “Didn’t. Just felt I ought to.”  
 
   Jem too tired for any more questions. They carry Roger through from the kitchen door, trying not to bend anything, and settle him as best they can.
 
   “Two more bed cases,” Jem is thinking again. “Thought I’d bring them here as well, all the sick, lame and lazy under one roof. Disperse them later.”
 
   Dorothy ponders a moment.
 
   “There’s just three people who know for certain sure that Roger’s alive, and only three. Keep it that way till we see where cats are going to jump. Best thing for Roger to be officially dead, at least till the smoke clears.”
 
   Dorothy has put her finger on the way out of their problem.
 
   “Got it. Brilliant. Mind you, it’s four people who know. Sarah must have seen us go down with the cart. There’ll be a reckoning, and Westerhead’s going to be most concerned with Roger. Being dead best way of lying low, with a headstone and entry in the Parish Register. But what do we do with the live one?”
 
   “Take him to Eirlys.” A strange note in her voice, like someone else speaking through her. Jem thinks, that wasn’t a suggestion, it was a command. God help us, is Roger still issuing orders, from wherever between heaven and hell his mind might be?
 
   “Now? He’s like to die before the morning. But we could kill him moving him in the dark.”
 
   “Quite right, Jem. I had to come. You and Pincher go get the others. Dorothy and I will see to Roger.”
 
   Eirlys. As if she had materialized between them. Jem thinks guiltily of broomsticks.   
 
    
 
   Sarah confronts Jem.
 
   “How is Master Roger? I know he’s alive or you would have come in and told me on your way down.”
 
   “Alive, Sarah, but barely. At Low Farm. I’m not telling the world he’s still alive. I can trust you on that?” 
 
   “You can. You can probably trust everyone in the village.”
 
   “Sure you’re right, Sarah, but t’ain’t fair to tell more people than need to know.”
 
   “Right, Master Jem.”
 
   “Now what about these two, and George?”
 
   She takes charge. “Margery’s place for Annie and Bill. Between us we can keep ’em going till we can get the doctor in from Amesbury. Mind you, fat lot of good he’ll be for sword cuts. May not bother. Clean ’em up, stop ’em bleeding, see how they get on. If George has got home on his own then he’s better where he is.”
 
   Both Bill and Annie fit on the cart. With three to help it’s an easy run back to the village. Jem sees them safely into Margery’s cottage. Pincher sends him home.  
 
   “You’re knackered. Go get your head down. I’ll take the cart back.”
 
   “Pincher, you can poach the estate for the rest of your natural on the strength of this night’s work. “ 
 
   “Thanks, Master Jem. But it wouldn’t be the same doing it legal.”
 
   Sarah takes Jem aside.
 
   “Just how bad is Master Roger?”  
 
   “Somewhere between life and death. Eirlys is with him. We’ll move him to her place tomorrow.” 
 
   “She came, did she?”
 
   “You knew something.”
 
   “If you hadn’t said that, Master Jem, I’d have told you to take you to her.”
 
   There are things in the country that it’s best not to ask about. Jem does Pincher’s bidding and goes home. He drinks a mug of sherry-sack and falls fast asleep after the first bite of supper.  
 
   Eirlys is working on Roger. Apart from the left eye, his wounds are only superficial, it’s what’s inside that matters, but there isn’t much she can do for now.  
 
   “I need belts, all the belts you can find, and a strong piece of wood, four foot or four foot six, broom handle’ll do.”
 
   With Dorothy helping, she lashes Roger’s legs together, then straps the broom handle down his right side – not the left, because of the shattered arm. She wraps a shawl round the arm as a sort of tight sling.
 
   “And that will stop things flopping about, and will have to serve till the morning.” 
 
   He’s far away, deeply unconscious, breathing shallow, but steady. Dorothy sits in a rocking chair, a pistol in her lap. She dozes, wakes feeling guilty, and dozes again. Eirlys does not sleep, but holds Roger’s good hand the night through, keeping him alive. Through herself, and the power.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning after the fight Dorothy packs the children off with Marian, her only live-in servant, to spend the day with Marian’s sister-in-law, Tom Adams’ wife Mary. The rest of the servants to the Grange for the clearing up and to wait for Mr Gosforth. That way Roger’s presence might be kept secret. Jem sleeps through all this. Dorothy saddles and bridles Barley, Jem’s horse. There would be time to ready Clara later. She wakes Jem.
 
   “Get dressed quickly and fetch Pincher. Barley’s ready for you. Breakfast when you get back.”
 
   “You’ve been planning. How is he?” 
 
   “Alive. Soon as you’re back, Roger goes into the two-horser. Pincher drives him and Eirlys up to her place.  I ride with them. You get off to the Grange, organize the clearup. I’ve sent the servants up already.”  
 
   “Yes, ma’am. You’re ahead of me. Children?”
 
   “Out of the house with Marian”  
 
   He is away.   
 
   It’s a simple plan, it’s the only one available, and because it’s simple it works. The Royalists have left, lock stock and barrel. In the confusion of the day after the battle Abbot’s Down can go about its business without worrying too much about interference or prying eyes. They’ll have to be more careful later.  
 
   Dorothy and Pincher help Eirlys make up a bed for Roger in Eirlys’ storeroom, a half-cave, half-hut at the rear of her main cabin. They get the clothes off him – that takes time, and care – and arrange him for her, then they leave, with instructions for materials and tools to build a proper sickroom as soon as maybe. Dorothy takes Roger’s buff jacket, boots and gaiters with her, plus Goosefeather’s harness. Someone will have to go into the family vault or a grave, and the body needs to look as much like Roger as possible. And the sword must have her scabbard; Dorothy is certain sure she will turn up. 
 
   Eirlys goes to work. 
 
   Roger of course, has no idea of what is going on, which is just as well. Later, when he’s recovering, Eirlys will take macabre pleasure in listing what she has had to do in precise and intimate detail, particularly how she had got the splinters out.
 
   Dorothy comes back that afternoon with the stores. Jem is up to his eyes in the work at the Grange. The two women have to make the best shift they can, which is pretty good. In truth, by the time they have finished all the light work is done. When Jem finally makes it to the top of the down all he’ll have to do is some roof timbering.
 
   The Westerheads have left in a hurry, leaving their dead and several wounded behind. In such a hurry that they have left the tattered Hawken banner still flying from the clerestory flagpole. Tim Greathead lowers, folds, and hands it to Jem with a touch of ceremony.
 
   “Like we’re still in business, Master Jem.”
 
   “Damn right we are, Tim.”
 
    Jem takes Roger’s name in vain with Parson Gaunt and houses the enemy wounded in the little meeting room next to the church. They get Margery’s rough and ready attention; later Eirlys goes down to check on them and the three Abbot’s Down wounded, Bill, Annie, and George, Tom Adams’s brother. 
 
   There are a lot of dead, from both sides. The weather’s still warm, the rats are out, every crow on the Plain gathering for the feast. While the men load the Royalist dead on the wagon and ferry them down to the churchyard, Jem and the women search the house for the bodies of the defenders. Clearing the horses needs the heavy team, Pickle and Chutney. Horses don’t like dead horses and they have to use a long trace. There’s a chalk pit out beyond the copse where the Westerheads based up. There are nine dead horses and a five hundred yard pull. The sights, and the smells, get to them all. None of them has seen the aftermath of a battle before.
 
   Collecting the bodies takes all day. Some of the work is stomach-turning. The human wreckage in the corner of the main house and the North wing where the fougasse did its work has more than one of the workers throwing up.
 
   “Can’t tell properly how many we’ve got here, Master Jem.”
 
   Jem remembers something Roger had once said about the aftermath of a mine explosion at the ’s Hertogensbosch siege.
 
   “Count the feet, Tom.”
 
   The hand-to hand inside the house has been messy too. All the men of the close-quarters team, not just Roger with Goosefeather, had been armed with heavy cutting swords and there are a lot of detached body bits as a result. Sarah Purfitt’s cleaver has added to the tally. They strip the dead of weapons, outer clothing, boots. The pile of gear in the undamaged stable block grows steadily. Undamaged, but empty. Westerhead has taken the horses to make up his losses. Gretta’s Bowman, the big bay Roger has ridden since Edgehill. Rosalind’s hack Mushroom, Henry’s hunter, and even Alison Hardman’s pony.
 
   Identifying their own dead isn’t easy where the fire has taken hold. All three of the fireteam in the end bedroom of the East Wing are dead, Claes, his love Margaret Burke, John Edwards, their bodies fallen into the evening room. Below them, Sam Greathead was pulled out by the close-quarters team before the fire engulfed the evening room, his body taken to the cellar. Will Withens and Edward Bunce, the last to die, are there as well, Noah Burford still at the reserve barricade.  Eventually all the bodies are accounted for, six men, one woman, on the floor of the wreck of the Great Hall. Accounted for, that is, except for one.
 
   “Where’s Master Roger?” Tom Adams. Jem curses himself for forgetting the obvious.  
 
   “Tom, take three hands and have a go at the pile of stone at the top of the cellar steps. He should be under that.”
 
   He’s gained thinking time. When Tom reports they’ve found a body where the doorway had been, Jem is ready for it. They get the stonework off without a lot more coming down, then someone spots a sword hilt further in and they retrieve the weapon. It’s Goosefeather, and what with finding her within reach of the dead man, and the fact that the corpse has been flashburned to a crisp at the front and crushed to unrecognisability by the roof fall they are all prepared, so it seems, to accept it as Roger Hawken. Jem crosses his fingers that no one has noticed that the body is on the house side of where the doorway had been.
 
   That makes eight, and Josiah Greathead, Bill’s father, Sam’s elder brother, measures them where they lie. They wrap the bodies in the remains of the canvas weather screens and hide the wounds.  
 
   The last body found, the nervous energy driving them ebbs away. Those who had waited and watched are in better physical shape, but coming fresh to the sights and the smells of the Grange have had a worse shock. Jem sends them all home, except Pincher the indestructible.  
 
   Together they load the wagon for one more journey. They take the bodies to the church, till Josiah can finish his work and the dead be taken to their homes in some sort of decency. Jem drives the wagon back to Low Farm. Dorothy is waiting for it to take her materials up to Eirlys. One look at her husband and she realizes she is on her own; Jem is sleepwalking. Pushes him inside, gets him into a chair and his boots off. There she finds him when she returns. As well as working on Roger’s sickroom, she has ridden over to Barrow Farm to speak to Mary Edwards, who now has another score to settle with Westerhead.  
 
   “I am going to take a number of names in vain, Mary. If you and the boys think you can run the farm, then I will see to it that you keep the tenancy. And as I’ve closed off the books for this quarter because of the fight, there’ll be no rent to pay at Michaelmas. Give you a bit of a start.”
 
   “We’ll do it, Mistress Dorothy, for John’s memory. And thank you. And I’m not such a fool as to turn down the offer on the rent. I’m very grateful.”
 
   “Mary, it’s we and the Hawkens who should be grateful.”
 
    
 
   Elijah Wilson comes in from Wilton in the afternoon, with the first news of Henry’s party.  
 
   “It’s bad, Mistress Dorothy. Mistress Hawken – I’m sorry, Lady Rosalind dead, and her maid. Master Henry badly wounded, though he’s like to live.”
 
   “Elijah, I can see you’re out on your feet, but we do need to know. Do you feel up to telling us? I’ll get you something to eat and drink – no, come with me. If you sit down you’ll be as far away as Jem. Jem, wake up. Important. Elijah’s back from Wilton. Lady Rosalind’s dead. WAKE UP. Come on, Elijah. Are you hurt?”
 
   No, but he’s exhausted and in shock and he ought to sleep. And we need to know. Tough. Give him small beer to start with, and the good stuff to finish.
 
   Back in the drawing room, Jem has crawled back from sleep.
 
   “Tell us your tale, Elijah. Take your time. Start from when you left us at the track junction.”
 
   “Pincher gave us a clear start. Took the track towards Westacre. Turned right at the field barn and up on to the ridge track If we were going to make any sort of time at all down to the Tarrants’ farm above Wilton we were going to have to use that.”
 
   The Plain looks deceptively smooth from a distance. At close quarters much of it is tussock grass, which is bad enough to walk on in daylight. 
 
   “We gets onto the main track easy, but straight off we know that bloody Alison’s going to be a burden every inch of the way. Master Henry’s for leaving her behind to find her way back to Abbot’s Down as best she can, but Mistress – Lady Rosalind ain’t having any of it. Says she’s responsible for the wench, that’s it. Which don’t mean that she don’t give her a couple of belts round the ear in the first half-mile. Alison or no Alison, we make good time and we don’t run into any patrols.”
 
   “Same thing happened to us,” says Jem.  “They’d thinned out the cordon.”
 
   “Alison’s stumbling along, slowing us down, but not so much that we couldn’t have got to Wilton before dawn, or at least far enough not to worry.   Obviously thinks walking’s beneath her dignity as a lady’s maid, whatever her mistress might be doing. Whimpering a bit but her ladyship’s fist’s done its job, seemingly.
 
   “Master Henry’d guessed that if there was a vedette anywhere, it’d be by the crossroads where the track crosses the high road from Wylye to the Woodfords.”
 
   “There’s a mist about – not much, but enough to be helpful. Horses at the crossroads, the men dismounted, no sign they’ve seen us. Matthew finds a bit of a sheep track leading off to the right. Rough but it’d do, then Alison starts giving tongue again. Mistress hisses at her to shut up, she don’t, so she gets clouted again.
 
   “That does it. Starts to scream something like ‘stop ’em, they’re getting away’. All hell breaks loose. Master Henry hits her over the head with a pistol, very hard, her ladyship smashes her in the face with the butt of her carbine, but it’s too late. Patrol wakes up. They get mounted and charge us.
 
   “The mistress has her carbine, the rest of us pistols. We hold our fire till close range, like Master Roger taught us. The troopers don’t, they fire wild as they charge, shots go everywhere. Our people empty one saddle – I reckon that was Mistress Hawken – she’d called the left hand rider and that’s the one that comes down, but the rest either miss or don’t go through their armour. Master Henry cuts one out of the saddle but gets pinked really badly himself in the process, while me and Pike bring the other down – hamstring the horse and beat the man to death.
 
   “So we’re thinking – that’s the men thinking – we’ve done well, less the shooting’s been heard by someone to matter. All light stuff, shouldn’t have caused a stir. Then the mistress says ‘I’m afraid I am bleeding’. She’s taken a ball in the arm and it must have touched a blood vessel. Just bad luck, a stray bullet if ever there was one, at that range if she’d been wearing even any sort of leather it’d’ve kept it out. But we’re travelling light, ditched our armour. 
 
   “We bind her up best we can and put her on one of the troopers’ horses. Pike and me are for putting Master Henry up on the other, but he says what with his wound he can’t ride and lead your mother’s horse – not at any speed. Matthew rides well, so Master Henry tells him to make best speed to the Tarrants with the mistress. 
 
   “I cuts the throat of the horse we hamstrung. The dead we leave for the crows. Master Henry pretty well beside himself by now, his mother hurt bad, the pain of the sword cut and blaming himself for everything, and he tells me to strip the wench to give the birds a better chance. This is a sight too far for me and I tell him so, and he backs off. It was bad enough anyway.”
 
   Wilson pauses. The thousand-mile stare.  
 
   “Of all the sights I’ve seen in the last twenty-four hours, Master Jem, Mistress Dorothy, that girl lying there in the moonlight with her head bashed in and her smashed face is the one that will stay with me as long as I live. Whatever she’d done.”
 
   “The sight brings Master Henry back to his senses,” Wilson goes on. “We sets off again down the track a few hundred yards, then stop to tie up Henry’s arm, reload pistols, and take stock. No sound of anyone coming after us, but first traveller along the high road in the morning’ll find the mess and raise the alarm. Even though the fight’s been away from the road, carrion birds’ll give the game away. We need to be in friendly shelter before daylight.
 
   “Rest of the trip’s an easy two hours for fit men in the light, but takes us a full four. Master Henry’s able to walk the whole way, just, but he’s losing blood, further we go the weaker he gets. I’m scared he’ll collapse. I’m a strong man but Master Henry’s no lightweight. I get rid of most of the weapons, all but one pistol and a dagger. Hid the rest.”
 
   Hope we can find Henry’s sword at least, thinks Jem. It was one of Roger’s specials, made as a present for Henry’s thirtieth birthday and sent by courier from Holland.  
 
   “We make it to the Tarrant farm just before sunup. Pike and the mistress had arrived near three hours before. He’d done wonders but so had she, keeping her seat when she was in a near faint. They’d got her into a bed, got the ball out, and for a time they’d hoped she would pull through, but it’d been too much for her.”
 
   “Did Master Henry get there before she died?”
 
   “Yes. She recognized him, though she was too weak to speak. I can’t think what he’d be like now if he’d been too late. I’m sure what kept him going on the road was thinking he might see her again. As it was, he collapsed himself, soon as he’d seen her.
 
   “Master Robert Tarrant sends straightaway into Salisbury to bring Mistress Anne out to Wilton. Matthew volunteers to ride to Mere to tell Mistress Janet and her husband the news. The Tarrants insist he has some food and gets his head down for a couple of hours before going on, then they put him up on a fresh horse.  
 
   “I starts straight back, after a bite of breakfast, with the two cavalry horses. Go the long way round over the Plain. I comes in from the southwest, no one in sight. Turns the horses loose about half a mile short of Abbot’s Down. And that’s it, Master Jem, Mistress Dorothy. We did what we could, but it’s been a bad, bad business.”
 
   “It looks to me, Elijah, that no one could have done more than you and Matthew did last night. Finish your drink, go home, and sleep. Tell your missus not to wake you. And, very simply, thank you.”
 
   Wilson goes, sleepwalking. 
 
   Pincher, unbidden, takes it upon himself to watch over the bodies in the church. Families come, look, go away, in silence. Not much keening went on even at a normal, formal death; death too much a constant companion in Abbot’s Down as everywhere.  
 
   Early in the evening, a hand on his shoulder wakes Pincher. The parson nearly gets a dagger in his paunch for his pains, but Pincher’s slow by now and Gaunt sufficiently agile to dodge. And sufficiently acute to recognize a man outwardly in control but as near his limit as anyone else.  
 
   “Go home, Pincher,” the parson says, “and God bless you for your part in this. I will take it from here.” 
 
   Pincher tells Jem under strict seal of secrecy the next time they meet. Being blessed by the cloth isn’t part of his normal scheme of things. 
 
   Parson Gaunt spends the day visiting and listening. Abbot’s Down doesn’t have a generally high regard for its Vicar, perhaps because they don’t know the private man. He looks after his cure of souls adequately enough but he’s no a saint, certainly likes his bottle, and scurrilous tongues wag at his relations with his housekeeper. But Gaunt has risen to the occasion, like the rest of his flock. And he spends the night alone with his seven dead parishioners and an unknown stranger, keeping the vigil and keeping the rats away.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty-four hours after the battle, Abbot’s Down is in shock. The village has done what had to be done, then collapsed. All but one or two souls, that is. Through the night, a light burns in the church where Parson Gaunt keeps company with the dead.  Another, in fact several, light the windows of Josiah Greathead’s workshop as, with his apprentice, he labours more than half the night over eight coffins, and the rest of it over eight simply but perfectly carved nameplates. Josiah is craftsman from his soul to his fingertips, and no mere pressure of time will make him compromise on his workmanship. Josiah has more to grieve over than most. A brother to bury, a son badly wounded. There is solace in work.   
 
   Dorothy Gosforth, unable to sleep, sits in her rocking chair with her pistol for the second night in succession, wondering what the morning will bring. Roger Hawken is effectively as dead as her plan has made him out to be. Wilson has reported that the mistress is dead and that Master Henry is out of action for the time being. They should have sent to Sir Michael, but there was only so much they could do. And Michael Elyot has his own way of knowing things. Jem himself, slumped in the chair across from her, may be himself again come the morning, but she certainly can’t count on it. At this moment she, Dorothy Gosforth, is in charge. With that realisation, she relaxes. Until someone, better fitted than she, appears to take over, what gets done is down to her. And for now there is nothing more to be done. She sleeps.
 
   She wakes to a clear September morning and the feeling that comes from too little sleep and spending two days and two nights in the same clothes. Drastic measures are called for. She goes upstairs, gets out a complete change of clothing and a towel from the chest in the bedroom, pumps a bucket of water in the back kitchen (with thanks to Roger for the plumbing), and goes out into the yard. A careful glance in all directions, and she takes off every stitch and upends the bucket over herself. The shock tells her this is not something to do on a daily basis. She towels, dresses, and gives Jem a gentle kick. No response.   
 
   To the stables, to water and feed Clara. From the fields, the sound of cows in distress. No milking these last two days. Back to the house, wake Marian, tell her to dress the children when they wake, give them breakfast, and send them out to play. If and when the master surfaces, she’s to send a message by one of the other servants. Dorothy will be at the church or Greathead’s workshop. If she has to go further afield she will call back to Low Farm. Drinks a tankard of small beer, cuts a slice of yesterday’s loaf. Half the trouble yesterday, people too tired to eat anything. Saddles and bridles Clara, rides to the church. She is wearing a pistol and her short-sword; today may be less safe than the day before. In a sack on her saddle, Roger’s fighting jacket, boots and gaiters.
 
   Parson Gaunt is awake when she reaches the church. She has not thought that Gaunt would have taken it upon himself to keep the watch. She feels a warmth for the man that she hasn’t before, then realizes that she will have to get rid of him while she dresses the dead Cavalier in Roger’s clothing.  
 
   “Good morning, Mistress Gosforth.”
 
   “Good morning, Mr Gaunt. A quiet night?”
 
   “Yes indeed. Not a movement. I suspect that even Pincher Martin was safe in his bed, though one can never be sure about that one.”
 
   “Parson, at the moment you and I are the only people in the village in a fit state to get anything done – and you need your bed. But what we must do soon as maybe is bury the Westerhead dead. Going to be another warm day.”
 
   “I agree.  We will need Mr Gosforth to organize a working party.”
 
   “Mr Gosforth is out to the world at the moment and I am leaving him where he is. Please be so kind as to ring the bell and wake the village.”
 
   Gaunt goes, recognizing authority when he sees it. Dorothy makes a simple assessment. One party gravedigging, the rest of the workforce to gather in the stock and above all catch up with the milking. 
 
   Chimneys showing wisps of smoke. The village coming to life, very late by normal standards. The church clock, reliable to a quarter hour either way, shows nearly half past seven. The bell starts to clang. She gulps. She, Dorothy Gosforth has told, not asked, the parson to do something, and he’s done it. She is in charge, and one person at least is taking note.
 
   The lane in front of the church slowly fills with people, mostly men, a few wives. 
 
   “We’ve two major jobs to do today. First is to start bringing some sort of normal working back to the estate. Mostly stock matters, so George Marston will be in charge. George, I don’t have to tell you the first problem. We can all hear it. Take all the stockmen and get started soon as you can.”
 
   “Right, Mistress Gosforth.”
 
   “The other job crying out to be done is bury the Westerheads, and you can smell why already. Tom Adams?”
 
   “Yes, Mistress Gosforth?”
 
   “Sorry, Tom, couldn’t see you. This one’s down to you. You get the labourers.  One big hole in the churchyard. Tie up with Parson where it should go. When they’re all in it, Parson’ll say the words. Whatever else they may have been, every one of them was some mother’s son.”
 
   No argument. The sensible ones can see what needs to be done and only need a whiff of organisation to get them started. The thick element will follow on. Gaunt is standing around like a man with nothing to do.
 
   “Mr Gaunt, please show Tom where the grave should go then get some breakfast. You’ve had a long night.” As he moves away, quietly: “Pincher, come with me.”
 
   In the church, they unwrap what’s left of Westerhead’s petarder, dress him in Roger’s battered fighting kit, and rewrap him. Fortunately, rigor is wearing off.  Pincher looks long at the old buff jacket with its cuts and stains.
 
   “If that could tell its tale, it wouldn’t need to buy a pint for the rest of its days.”
 
   “Yes, pity to bury it. Devil’s driving. I need to talk to Josiah.”
 
   Josiah’s wife answers her knock.  
 
   “Good morning, Eliza. I am so very sorry about Bill. And Sam. How is Josiah?”
 
   “Good morning, Mistress Gosforth. Thank you. Margery says our Bill’s like to mend, so we just keep praying. You’ll be wanting to know that my Josiah has finished the coffins, but he’s in his bed and I won’t have him disturbed. He’s very cut up about Sam. Even though they didn’t get on.” She is small and fierce, and protective.
 
   “All right, Eliza. Mr Gosforth’s out to the world too.”
 
   “If you will wait until ten o’clock, my Josiah will deliver the coffins on his handcart.”
 
   “Could I have them collected before that?”
 
   “Mistress Gosforth, I am sure you know that my Josiah’s custom is always personally to place each client in his final bed.”
 
   “Then I will not try to change the custom.”
 
   Back to the church, tell Parson Gaunt to arrange a help detail for Josiah, then home. Jem is awake and dressed.
 
   “You’re looking remarkably clean and scrubbed,” she says.
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “I had a cold bucket over me first thing.”
 
   “So did I. Trouble was, I didn’t notice Marian and Jenny were about. You’ll have to smooth them down. Jenny screams when she sees me.”
 
   It’s just the ludicrous happening they need to lower the tension.  
 
   “Jem, I don’t know how you’re going to take this, but with you being out to the world and a lot to be done, I’ve sort of taken command.”
 
   She looks at him anxiously, but he says nothing, just looks a question at her.  She goes on, even more diffidently.
 
   “So – I’ve put George Marston on to checking the stock and above all to organising milking, and I’ve got Tom Adams with the labourers digging a grave for Westerhead’s dead. Josiah will have the coffins for ours at ten o’clock, but Eliza’s making him sleep in.”
 
   “That is just wonderful. Come here, lovely girl. Do you want a job?” He kisses her, and again.
 
   “Actually, I do, Jem love. You’re carrying too big a load for one. We need to split the work until things settle down a bit. If I could be responsible for one clear area – I’m thinking the farms – that’d leave you free to sort out the rest. We could have another battle to fight before so very long.” 
 
   She pauses. Too far? 
 
   Jem’s face tells her different.  
 
   “We’ll do it.”  Without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
   “Another thing. I went to see Mary Edwards yesterday. Told her the tenancy’s safe, and I’ve waived the rent this quarter. I know I’ve gone further than I should, but it’s something we ought to do. And I think we should do the same for all the households who’ve had killed and wounded.”
 
   “Absolutely right, my love. It’s just what Roger would have done. We’ll go further and make it everyone who fought. Not a lot of difference. We’ll do it, and tell Henry later.” 
 
   The Westerheads’ grave takes the whole of the morning. Gaunt sets two o’clock for the burial service. At ten o’clock, as promised, Josiah delivers the first two coffins to the church. Gaunt sends for the families of the dead, and despatches a couple of the men to help Josiah. One by one, they place the dead in the coffins. The poor wreck of a human body that is supposed to be Roger Hawken goes into its box without being unwrapped, which is just as well.  
 
   At this point, Gaunt thinks, the families will want to take the coffins to their homes. But as Jem finds when he returns from the Grange, there’s a strange spontaneous agreement by the families that the bodies should stay together in the church. Having fought and died together, their bodies should remain in each other’s company. From there it is only a short step to deciding that the coffins should lie in a common grave.
 
   For those in the know, this raises a delicate point over the fictitious Roger Hawken.
 
   “Ought to go in the family vault,” says Pincher. “Proper thing to do.”             
 
   “Just a minute.” Tom Adams, senior member of the estate workforce after Jem, is thinking the matter through. “If you’re putting a body in the vault, it ought to be embalmed, and it ought to go in a lead coffin.”  
 
   And, Jem thinks, it’ll be recognisable for a long time. The petarder’s body was a mess but a detailed examination would show some differences from Roger Hawken.
 
   “Tom’s right,” John Marston, Annie’s brother, agrees. John and Tom had taken the lead in getting the body out from the roof fall, and Annie would have been aware of Jem’s and Pincher’s to-ing and fro-ing with the dead cart..     
 
   “I’m with the idea that they should all be together,” says Jem, and although he is not trying to exert his authority that wraps it up. There will be a combined funeral service two days hence, and all eight will lie in the same grave. The Hawkens will have to know and Jem will have to tell them, ride down to Wilton and speak with Henry. There are even more pressing matters to impart. The Hawkens will still be thinking that Roger hasn’t survived the battle. Only five people know different, as far as knowing for certain is concerned: Jem, Dorothy, Eirlys, Pincher, and Sarah Purfitt. Of these, only Jem can carry the tidings. 
 
    
 
   Sir Michael Elyot rides in around noon with an escort of four horsemen. Jem is at the Grange when he arrives, not doing anything in particular, he confesses to himself, just poking around a bit and thinking. Sir Michael’s arrival is a wake-up call.  
 
   “Great God in heaven, Gosforth. I presume that Lord Westerhead did this?”
 
   Jem takes him out of earshot of the escort.
 
   “Sir Michael, I have the worst of news and there is no easy way of putting this. Lady Rosalind is dead, and both Henry and Roger are wounded. Henry should recover, but Roger’s chances are not good.” Jem conscious that he is being brutal, and can see on Sir Michael’s face the impact of the successive blows. The old knight recovers himself.
 
   “How did Rosalind die? What was she doing here? She told you about the marriage.”
 
   “Yes. Westerhead surprised us. Lady Rosalind should have been at Wilton with the Tarrants, but Westerhead got his cordon in place while she was here. He offered her safe conduct but she chose to stay and fight. Henry got her away after dark but they ran into a vedette, Lady Rosalind took a pistol ball and bled to death. She was alive when she reached Wilton, but she’d lost too much blood.”
 
   He’s been ready for bad news, Jem thinks, but not this bad. Sir Michael walks off a few paces, his back to Jem. After a few moments he returns. Jem has forgotten till then how old Sir Michael is, and how small and stocky. Normally his personality gives him stature, but today this doesn’t apply.
 
   “Roger and Henry?”  
 
   “Roger was badly hurt at the end of the battle. He was barring the cellar door when they petarded it. The lintel gave way and a lot of house fell on him. You should know that he is, officially, dead. The live Roger is with Eirlys, on the down.”
 
   “Dead? Why?”
 
   “We killed thirty-eight of Westerhead’s here, three more in Lady Rosalind’s skirmish. We’ve seven of their wounded here. I don’t know how many they took away, but a lot of those’ll die. Could be as many as fifty dead in all.”
 
   “And there’ll be a reckoning, you think? I agree. Yes, that was well done, to keep him dead. Westerhead’s feud was with Roger first and foremost, and with luck it will die with Roger. Your idea, Mr Gosforth?”
 
   “My wife’s, actually.”
 
   “Always thought Dorothy was a shrewd one. Henry?”
 
   “Henry took a sword cut, quite a bad one, when Lady Rosalind was shot. And he had to walk. He’s bedded down with the Tarrants. In good hands.”
 
   “That’s one of them I don’t have to worry about, then. And Roger is in the best place he could be. You’d better tell me about the battle as we ride down.”
 
   Sir Michael confirms that both armies are concentrated around Newbury and a battle may already have taken place. Westerhead’s depleted force had marched through Amesbury in the early hours of the 16th and would have been pressed to reach Newbury before the end of the day. Sir Michael has heard that Sir Ralph Hopton had sent a messenger to Lord Westerhead, forcefully urging haste. That would account, Jem thinks, for Westerhead’s hurried departure from the Grange.
 
   “I would not want to be in Lord Westerhead’s boots when the important personages find he’s been fighting a private war on the way and getting mauled in the process.” Sir Michael says, with the ghost of a smile. “The King himself will be at Newbury, and I think my lord of Westerhead will want to lie low for a time, what with living down the no-show at Roundway and now this fiasco. That isn’t to say that he may not try to make things difficult for the Hawkens.” 
 
   “One of the dead Westerheads was an officer. We picked the body up at what looked like their headquarters. Some papers with him – I have them at Low Farm.  I haven’t had the chance to look them over.”
 
   “I would like to see them – and the body,” Sir Michael says.  
 
   “We are going to bury the Cavaliers at two o’clock. I’ll send word down to the church to make sure that he’s kept separate from the others.”
 
   Sir Michael and Jem go down to the church half an hour before the burial. There hasn’t been space to dig a grave big enough to take all the dead Royalist soldiers in a single layer. The days have been warm, and forty-eight hours on the bodies are becoming unpleasant. Michael shakes his head at the sight.  
 
   “This is a bad business, Jem. You are right, there will be a reckoning.”    
 
   Jem points out the officer’s body. “I met him at the parley. Name’s Nathaniel Merton. Professional. He was killed clean, run through. By Westerhead himself.  Roger and I saw it – through Roger’s glass.”
 
   “You’re certain of that, Mr Gosforth?” 
 
   “Entirely. I’ll give evidence, if it ever comes to court. And I’m certain young Francis Westerhead is aware of what happened.” 
 
   “I’d say Merton would have been for joining the King’s force as soon as maybe, and not getting involved in a local argument. Then when they started taking casualties he would have been doubly anxious to break off the engagement and get on with the real war. We all know about the Westerhead temper.”
 
   “That was our assessment.”
 
   Sir Michael looks thoughtful. “There’s not a lot to be gained by making public accusations at this stage. Westerhead’s a powerful man, and they are likely to blow back in our faces. I will let a few people know the facts privately. You should do the same if the opportunity offers. It probably will – somebody is going to come round asking questions sooner rather than later.” 
 
   They place Nathaniel Merton with his soldiers in the common grave. He had tried to save them from Westerhead’s excesses and lost his own life for his pains. All the men and women who had fought at the Grange and can walk, are there to hear Parson Gaunt say the words. Sir Michael, Jem, and Dorothy stand with them, under the turning leaves. 
 
   Shovel time. The mound stands raw and sad in the afternoon sunlight. Josiah appears. They see why he has not been at the service. He is carrying a simple wooden cross, with the inscription: ‘Here lie thirty-eight soldiers, known to God. 15th September 1643. RIP.’ They plant the cross, and leave the Cavaliers to sleep.
 
   Gaunt takes Jem on one side.
 
   “Master Gosforth.”
 
   “Parson?”
 
   “Mr Paterson. We know what the Westerheads did to him, but we do not know what has happened to his body. Would I be out of order in suggesting that I drive to Shrewton tomorrow and make enquiries?”
 
   “Not at all, Parson. I would be most grateful. Will you need an escort?”
 
   “No.  A poor country parson should be safe enough on his own, even in these times.  I know the priest at Shrewton, and he should have the answers.”
 
   “Thank you for that, Mr Gaunt.”
 
   “Aaron, please. I know how much you have to do at the present time. This is some small contribution I can make.”
 
   “I thank you again. And please call me Jem.” Jem has never had more than a formal relationship with Gaunt until now, unlike Roger, who is privy to the parson’s extracurricular activities and has been in the habit of taking a bottle down to the parsonage, then spending an evening setting the world to rights.
 
    
 
   Pike comes in shortly after the burial service, riding a Tarrant horse.
 
   “Good to see you back safe, Matthew. Elijah told us you’d gone on to Mere.”
 
   “Yes, Master Jem. Mistress Varney, she’s for Wilton or Master Henry’s house in Salisbury if they haven’t room. I went back to Wilton and warned ’em she were coming. Master Robert, he wouldn’t hear of me walking back and put me up on this one. Made me swear to bring him back.”
 
   “We’ll do that. I need to go to Wilton myself, and see Master Henry. How is he?”
 
   “Doctor’s seen him, so Master Robert says. It’s a bad cut, we knew that, and he were right knackered when Elijah brought him in. Doesn’t look like it’ll be a quick job.”
 
   “You didn’t see him?”
 
   “No, they wouldn’t let me. You ought to know, Master Jem, that someone’s cleared up after our fight on the Woodford road. Alison’s body’s gone, and there’s three graves.” Alison’s parents lived in the Woodfords.
 
   “News, Jem?” Sir Michael is at his elbow.
 
   “Pike here has come from Wilton. Master Henry’s been seen by the doctor. Mistress Janet is travelling over from Mere. I shall go down tomorrow and see for myself.”
 
   “I have to return to Easton today, but I will travel to Wilton shortly to take Lady Rosalind’s body to Easton.”
 
   Jem’s surprise shows on his face.
 
   “Yes, Jem, my wife will be buried with my family. I think the Hawkens may be equally surprised. Now, there are serious matters which I am sure you have at least guessed at.”
 
   “We spoke of reckonings.”
 
   “Yes. I think you can plan on a day or two of peace and quiet. But when these happenings come to the notice of the Lord Lieutenant or the High Sheriff, they will have to take some sort of action. I will try to ensure that they hear an honest report, but I am hardly an unbiased source.”
 
   “And my lord Westerhead is a Deputy Lieutenant.”
 
   “Yes, but that might be turned against him, for using King’s troops in a private quarrel. It might be suggested he is unfit to hold the office. Then, the Hawkens may be blamed for wrecking Westerhead’s fighting power. I see trouble whichever way I look. What you must do is restore your security, and soon. Westerhead may return, and there will be a lot of stragglers after the Newbury battle – as there were from Roundway. Now, I must leave you.”  
 
   Sir Michael is not a demonstrative man at the most relaxed of times. Jem sees he is trying to conceal his loss under a mask of even more formality than usual. But as he is about to mount, he says to Jem: 
 
   “Mr Gosforth, I must thank you with all my heart for what you have done for the family and for your village these past days. It is my wish that you and your lady should attend Lady Rosalind’s funeral at Easton, when it may be. I will send to you accordingly.” 
 
   He has never addressed Jem other than as ‘Gosforth’ or ‘Jem’ before.
 
   A warning from Sir Michael is a warning that’s best not to ignore. Although most of the men and Dorothy as well are still bearing arms of one sort or another, the arrangements for sentries have gone by the board. Jem spends the rest of the day reinstating them, starting with the post on the northern track. Any trouble is most likely to come from that direction. With so many casualties, he is seriously shorthanded. He solves one problem by replacing the sentry on the hard road down the Bourne valley with a patrol of the more reliable village urchins. For night cover he will rely for now on Pincher doing what he does best, roaming the night with all senses alert.  
 
   Weapons are another question mark. There had been no time for a muster on the way out of the Grange. A lot had been left behind to be looted by Westerhead, but equally, a lot had been brought down and left in the cellar. Jem sends three men up to the Grange with a handcart and calls a weapontake at the church for six that evening. Things are better than he’d feared. By normal standards, if not Roger’s, the village is still armed to the teeth, and would have been declared a nest of brigandage a couple of years before.  
 
   There are more than enough shortswords or of the heavy cutting swords for every man and woman of fighting age. They can still muster more than thirty pistols, both the muskets, three of the house guns, five calivers, four dragons, Pincher’s sawnoff, Roger’s carbine. The salvagers have brought out a couple of bows and half a dozen sheaves of arrows, but most importantly they’ve retrieved thirty-odd cartridge bandoliers from the bodies of the enemy. This means that powder isn’t a problem. Jem has more than enough firepower to see off any raiding party, and can even think about resisting a more serious attack. He is sure that another search of the Grange and its surroundings will yield more will yield more, but reckons they have enough to be going on with. He issues out most of the arms and a first line of ammunition to individuals, keeping one reserve at Low Farm and another at the parsonage. For the moment, the Grange will have to look after itself.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning, the third after the battle and the day of Newbury fight, Jem sets off for Wilton with Pike riding escort, leading the Tarrants’ gelding. Jem’s mind is in turmoil. This is the first time he has set foot outside the village since the fight. He is leaving a world where battle, wounds and death have become part of the commonplace and is about to walk into a household of which he knows little, and which has suddenly had its peaceful round broken into by the arrival of a dying lady and her wounded son. He is unsure of his reception, whether from the Tarrants or from Henry Hawken. His parting from Henry had been on the verge of acrimonious. From Wilson’s account at least, Henry has not only been badly affected physically by his wound and the nightmare march from the Woodfords, but seems also to be ‘not himself’.  
 
   He will probably have to face Mistress Janet, whom he knows much less well than her brothers and who on the infrequent occasions when they have met, has treated him with reserve. Jem is rarely worried about social differences with the brothers, particularly Roger, and although he sees less of Henry the three of them fit together very happily. Janet, in contrast, is a lady very conscious of the dignity of her position. She has married well, materially at least. Lionel Varney is a man of considerable substance, with a large estate west of Mere. Jem shares Roger’s assessment that Lionel Varney is also a pompous prick, and prays that if Mistress Janet is at the Tarrants’, her husband isn’t with her. The Tarrants, he reflects wryly, probably feel the same way.
 
   There’s no excitement on the hack down to Wilton. The dead horse at the high road crossing smells worse than ripe and they gave it a wide berth. The road is deserted, people keeping close to home in the aftermath of the fighting and with the prospect of greater events happening further north. Wilson had given them instructions as to where he and Henry had cached the surplus weapons on their march. They pick up Henry’s sword to deliver to its owner and two pistols to add to Abbot’s Down’s defences. 
 
   Robert Tarrant meets them as they ride into the yard.  
 
   “Good to see you, Gosforth,” he says. “Gave me an excuse to get out. Damned house is full of women. They’re loving every minute of it – nothing they like better than a good catastrophe.” Then Tarrant looks at him closely and takes a pace back, sudden concern in his face.  
 
   “Good God, man!” he says. “What’s happened to you?” 
 
   Jem doesn’t think anything has. There hasn’t been much time for mirrors.  
 
   “You look about ten years older than when I last saw you,” Tarrant continues. “You hadn’t a grey hair then. Come on in. Thanks for leading the bay down. Most people would have ridden it.”  
 
   He tells a groom to make the horses comfortable then take Pike to the kitchen.  Pike has remarked on the way down that he is getting his feet quite nicely under the table at the Tarrants and that there is one of the housemaids, etcetera – he goes off with a grin on his face.
 
   Tarrant steers Jem into his study. 
 
   “I pulled you in here for a change of company for myself, someone to drink beer with, but also to tell you how the land lies,” he says. “Henry’s barely on the mend. The wound’s gone bad, and he’s not getting his strength back – lost a lot of blood on the way down.”
 
   “Elijah Wilson said Henry wasn’t himself.”
 
   “He’s right. I’m more concerned about his mental state than I am about the wound. He’s hurting badly over his responsibility, as he sees it, for his mother’s death and for the others. Something about the killing of his mother’s maid which seems to be preying on him too.”
 
   “Can Mistress Janet help?”  
 
   “God’s death, she’s making things worse. Sister Janet is being a thrice-damned nuisance nagging him over getting himself and their mother involved in Roger’s hare-brained scheme, when what he needs above is peace and quiet to recover. Abigail and I are trying to keep her off Henry but it’s a battle.”
 
   “And Mistress Anne?” 
 
   “Not doing as much to help as she might. She knows Henry ought to be left alone, but she can see where Janet’s coming from.” 
 
   “I can see her point of view,” Jem says. “She damned nearly lost a husband and her children’s father in that day’s work.”  
 
   Jem’s mind has been racing while Tarrant has been telling his tale. He will have to tread like a dancer to come out on the right side of this maze of personalities in conflict, and be careful what he tells and to whom. But something has clicked between him and Robert Tarrant. Though they have been almost strangers, he can sense that a new relationship has suddenly and somehow developed. He trusts the man, and he badly needs a confidant.
 
   “Master Tarrant,” he begins, when Tarrant stops him. “I’ve been watching you” he says, “and I can tell you’re a man with a lot on his mind. Now, Jem, tell me what you think you should. First of all, what’s happened to Roger? All Henry knows is that you left him in the house, either badly hurt or dead. And call me Robert.”
 
   Jem is taken aback by this breaking of barriers. He pauses before replying.  
 
   “Roger is alive,” he says, very carefully and quietly, “but officially he’s dead, and is being put to rest in the churchyard with the others tomorrow. Funeral’s set for midday. Four people other than myself were involved in getting him out of the house and into safety, and I have told Sir Michael Elyot.”  
 
   It’s Tarrant’s turn to be surprised. “Is he hurt?  Where is he?”
 
   “He is very bad and may not live,” says Jem, and pauses again, undecided whether or not to reveal Roger’s whereabouts. Then, feeling he has to trust Tarrant completely or not at all, “he’s with Eirlys, the wise woman who lives out on the down. He’s unconscious. At the moment he’s blind. His left arm is smashed and his left leg badly broken. There’s other damage. Even if he survives, he’s not going to be the Roger we knew.”  
 
   “Will you take advice?” says Tarrant.
 
   “Willingly.”
 
   “Tell the women Roger’s dead and leave it at that. Janet would say she has a right to know the truth but in fact she’s the last who ought to know. She’ll raise hell if it ever comes out, but she’s almost certain to tell that oaf Varney and then it’ll be all over the county. But Henry has to know.”  
 
   He pauses, thinking.  
 
   “Look, let’s do it this way. I slip you into Henry’s room and you can tell him all you need. While you’re doing that, I break the news of Roger’s death to the women. And make sure Henry’s quite clear what we’re up to. He can tell Anne later if he must, which means I’ll have to tell Abigail before she does – thick as thieves those two – but they mustn’t know until Janet’s safely back at Mere.”
 
   “Thank you – Robert.” Jem is relieved, more than he can say. Tarrant’s help with the family politics is an unlooked-for bonus. 
 
   “There may not be an opportunity later to say this, Jem, but you ought to know that there are more of us who think that Roger had the right idea in defending his own and not taking sides in this bloody war. The trouble was that you were out on your own, and you had that feud with Westerhead to complicate things. But we’re thinking of clubbing together – mutual support and that sort of thing. We’ll talk about it when we can.”
 
   Jem again gets the feeling of having stepped into another world. Tarrant is treating him as if he has taken over the reins of the Hawkens’ affairs, not just for the moment, but permanently.
 
   “When Master Henry’s better –” he begins.
 
   “No, Jem, I’m talking to you. Things have changed. Henry – well, he’s not the same. Treat him gently. You of all people know what he’s been through. Roger, even if he lives, will have to lie low. And I mean maybe years, not weeks.  Your idea to keep him dead?”
 
   “No, it was Dorothy who suggested it.”
 
   “Good for her. Bright lot, the Gosforths.  I’ll spell it out for you. You’re in charge at Abbot’s Down. You’re going to have to plan on staying in charge for a longish time to come. When Henry recovers, you’ll have to work out the details with him. Until then, think of your position as being the same as Roger’s was before all this. And the rest of us – the sensible ones that is – will back you. There’ll be some bloody fools but there always are. Good luck.”
 
   He shakes Jem’s hand, and leads him upstairs. “Henry’s room. The women are along here. Your turn to wish me luck.” They exchange conspirators’ grins. 
 
   Jem knocks at Henry’s door. A maidservant opens it. Henry is propped up pale on the pillows, a nightshirt hiding his bandages.  
 
   “We must talk,” says Jem. No preliminaries. Glowers at the maidservant, who looks at Henry. Henry gives her a nod and she goes out. Jem waits a moment, opens the door. The maid is still on the landing, busily doing nothing.
 
   “Go about your business,” he says brusquely, and stands in the doorway till she’s out of sight.
 
   He closes the door, locks it. Takes Henry’s hand.  
 
   Treat him gently.
 
   “My brother?”
 
   “Alive – just. Officially – dead. Yourself?”
 
   “What you see. I bled a lot. Wilson was a wonder. Tell me about Roger.”
 
   Jem gives him the same summary he’s given Robert Tarrant. He isn’t seeing the Henry Hawken he knows. As Roger had said, Henry might be the scholarly one, and look like the lawyer he is, but he there had been a lot of life in him. A wicked eye, an even more wicked sense of humour, and a driving ambition for himself and for the family that positively glowed from him. There’s nothing of this in the husk on the pillow.  
 
   Time is short. Robert will have told the women by now and no doubt is holding off a fusillade of questions he can’t answer. At any moment he or, worse still, Mistress Janet, will be hammering on the door. 
 
   “Listen Henry. What I’ve told you about Roger must go no further in this house.  Robert Tarrant knows the truth. He has told the women Roger is dead, and that his funeral is tomorrow at noon. Do you understand?”
 
   “Janet should know. She is his sister.”
 
   “Janet’s married to Lionel Varney. She, more than anyone else, must not know. Not, at least, till Roger is safely out of reach. We’re talking about your brother’s life here.”
 
   Henry nods. Jem can only hope he’s done right in telling him. You take decisions and you pass on. Henry’s problem right now is that he can’t. 
 
   “The other issue is funerals again. Sir Michael has told me that Lady Rosalind is to be buried at Easton.”
 
   “Janet won’t like that.” The bloody woman has her brother firmly under her thumb, thought Jem. He’s looking forward less and less to confronting her.
 
   “It’s Sir Michael’s right as her husband,” says Jem. And, a touch brutally, “never mind her, what do you think?  Do they know she was married to him?”
 
   “I haven’t told them,” he confesses. 
 
   Jem groans inwardly. This is a development he hasn’t bargained for. Talking to Robert , he’d assumed that the household was aware that Mistress Hawken wasn’t Mistress Hawken, and hadn’t been for the past two years. 
 
   “Perhaps you should.”
 
   “I don’t think I can. But I agree with you, she must be buried according to Sir Michael’s wishes. And that’s the lawyer speaking.”
 
   More than the ghost of a smile. A bit of the old Henry.  
 
   “You must get better. You know Dorothy and I will hold the fort as long as needs be. But you’re needed. Anne needs you, your children need you, and Abbot’s Down needs you. In the end, it’s up to you. You’ve got to want it. That’s what Eirlys is saying about Roger.”
 
   A peremptory knock at the door. The latch rattles.  
 
   “Time’s up,” whispers Henry, again with the smile. Jem crosses to the door, not hurrying. He unlocks it. In the doorway stands Mistress Janet Varney, behind her Anne Hawken and Abigail Tarrant. From the back Robert shoots Jem a look combining encouragement with ‘look out for squalls’.  
 
   Janet has inherited the Hawken stature and is nearly as tall as Jem. She has the overweening self-confidence of the more pompous gentry. And she has always lacked, Jem reflects, the sense of humour shared by her brothers.
 
   “Who locked this door and why?” she demands. She’s behaving, Jem thinks, as if she were in her own house, not a guest of the Tarrants. Keep it formal and polite. It’s likely to get rough later but no point in being the one to start it.
 
   “I did, Mistress Janet. I desired private conversation with Master Henry, and there were servants about.”
 
   “I would like to know what you wished to discuss with Master Henry that could not have taken place in my presence.” Jem begins to wonder whether Robert Tarrant has managed to inform the ladies of Roger’s death. Janet seems remarkably unmoved by the loss of a mother and a brother. The two sisters, however, are showing visible signs of distress, Abigail’s tempered by an obvious distaste for Janet’s arrogance.
 
   “I was informing Master Henry, as my employer, of his brother’s death, and enquiring as to what action he required me to take for the running of the estate during his indisposition.”  Jem is keeping it hyperformal.
 
   “My brother is in no condition to give any such direction. For the time being, my husband, Mr Lionel Varney, will take over the management of Abbot’s Down on behalf of the Hawken family. You will take direction from him.”
 
   “The hell he will.”
 
   Everyone turns to the figure in the bed.
 
   “I may not be myself, as you all keep telling me,” says Henry, “but I’m not dead yet and I’m damned if I’m going to die, particularly since I’ve talked to Jem.”  
 
   The smile again, in Jem’s direction, stronger now.
 
   “First of all, Janet, your behaviour is a disgrace. Our mother is lying dead three doors down the gallery. I know that Robert has just told you of your brother’s death. A little remorse might perhaps be in evidence, if only for hypocrisy’s sake.” 
 
   He pauses, takes couple of deep breaths and goes on.
 
   “On top of that, you are throwing your weight around as if you were at home at Maybourne, and not a guest in my wife’s sister’s house. And finally I have the utmost confidence in Jem’s ability to run Abbot’s Down without direction from anyone. If he needs advice, and I emphasize advice, I’m sure Robert here will be only too glad to help.”
 
   Robert Tarrant nods enthusiastically. Henry is obviously tiring, but rouses himself for one last effort.
 
   “What none of you here except Jem know, and it’s my fault for not telling you, is that my mother was married to Sir Michael Elyot of Easton for two years before she died. She revealed it on the morning of the battle. Sir Michael wishes her to be buried at Easton. As head of the family, I support his wish.”
 
   The nervous energy which has been supporting him is running out, and again he looks the pale-faced invalid Jem had seen when he first entered the sickroom. But not quite. Although near sleep, he is still smiling. Jem is enormously grateful. Henry has taken on himself what he had been dreading, and done it with an authority he, Jem, could not have mustered. He is still the nearest to the head end of the bed. 
 
   “Thanks,” he whispers. An eyelid flickers in what is undeniably a wink.
 
   Henry’s last bombshell has stunned the rest of them into silence. Janet, inevitably, is the first to recover. She draws herself up to her full, impressive height.
 
   “I shall be leaving immediately.” 
 
   “Thank God,” sotto voce, from Robert Tarrant. A dagger glance from Abigail.
 
   “Will you not be attending your brother’s funeral?” This from Anne Hawken.  
 
   “Certainly not. I blame him for all that has occurred. Please send for my maid, and order my groom to have the horses saddled.” She sweeps from the room.     
 
   “I suggest we adjourn to the solar,” says Abigail. “Come along, Mr Gosforth.  We will ring for the maid from there.”   
 
   In the solar, matters are quickly settled. 
 
   “Since Janet has bowed out,” says Anne, “it falls to me to represent the family. And I’ll be proud to do it. What’s done is done.”
 
   “I’ll come with you of course,” says Robert, “and we’ll put an escort together.” 
 
   Abigail is less than enthusiastic. “Anne, my dear, don’t you think it is too dangerous for a woman, even with an escort?”
 
   “If we were going beyond Amesbury I might agree with you, but Abbot’s Down should be all right. What do you think, Mr Gosforth?”
 
   “It was quiet when I rode down. I see no reason why it should be any worse tomorrow. Half a dozen riders should have no problem at all. You must realize that the Grange is a ruin, so we will provide refreshment at Low Farm.”  Jem is crossing his fingers against Dorothy’s reaction to his committing her, and thanking his stars that there will be no Janet Varney.
 
   “We must plan on being back before nightfall,” Robert, being practical.
 
   “And the same applies to me today” says Jem, seeing his opening.
 
   “Surely you will stay for a proper meal?” Abigail, the good hostess.
 
   “There’s nothing I would like better, Mistress Tarrant, but I have to confess that at the present time I do not like to be away from Abbot’s Down for one moment longer than I must. I promise to return very soon.”
 
   “You’ll need to,” says Robert. “There’ll be a raft of papers to sign once Henry starts being a lawyer again. Make you legal doing what you’re doing,”
 
   As Jem and Pike are leaving, Robert hands Jem a long package. “Lady Rosalind’s carbine. Been cleaned. We thought you would have more use for it than we do. Perhaps for Dorothy?”  
 
   They are away from the Tarrants’ while Janet Varney is still packing, to Jem’s relief. Bound to be some sort of scene, he thinks. Pike is singing the praises of the Tarrant farm in general and his young lady in particular, which passes the first part of the journey pleasantly enough. As they reach the high road he shuts him up. There is more traffic than in the morning, and they wait for a gap to cross without being noticed. No point in inviting trouble. Jem is starting to plan ahead, beyond the next day basis on which he has been operating so far.
 
   Sir Michael has suggested they can expect to be reasonably safe from interference for a day or two. Westerhead might divert on his way home from Newbury – that is, if Hopton releases him –  but having fought two battles his force is unlikely to risk a third. What seems a lot more likely is a visit from a Westerhead detachment charged with finding out what state Abbot’s Down is in. And if he only sends a platoon-sized detachment we can see that off.  Jem’s initial feeling that the only valid response to another Westerhead attack is to disperse the villagers is changing, the more so as abandoning Abbot’s Down will gift the lands to Westerhead. As long as we can fight, he thinks, we are bloody well going to fight. And that means you’re going to have to live up to all the compliments the Hawkens have been showering on you. Start by working out a defence scheme, soldier.   
 
   Of course, if Westerhead or one of his minions arrives and finds Roger dead, then that ought to be the end of the feud. Ought, but with Westerhead you aren’t working with a normal rational human being. He could well transfer his enmity to Henry Hawken, and resume hostilities. Or he might, and this was a very real threat, use officialdom to do his work for him. This is something to talk over with Robert Tarrant on the morrow; he would have to make time for it. At least a legal threat is something that Henry is well fitted to counter, and something he can work against even from a sickbed.
 
   As for the practicalities, he won’t try to put the Grange back in a state of defence, nor, for the moment, in any state of repair. The worse the place appears if Westerhead, or for that matter a Sheriff’s officer, comes to look at it, the better. Robert can carry this information to Henry. The house won’t take great hurt for a month or so, and by end October he’ll have the spare hands to weatherproof it for the winter. If he has to fight another battle, he’ll do it in and around the village, fighting from cover again. Work on that.
 
   Abbot’s Down almost looks like a normal village when they arrive in the late afternoon. ‘Almost’, because in normal villages in normal times the man leading a draught horse down the street does not usually wear a sword or have a pistol in his belt.
 
   “It isn’t a sham,” Dorothy tells him. “Everyone that’s fit has got back to work.  We’ve checked the stock. Westerhead’s men liberated a couple of pigs, and there are at a guess a score or so of chickens missing, but they didn’t have time for serious looting.” 
 
   “Horses are the worst,” says Jem,  “especially Mushroom. Westerhead’s done pretty well with her, and Bowman, and Henry’s horse.”
 
   “Good thing we got Tim’s horse away.  There was Alison’s pony too.  Means we’re down to six saddlehorses including our two and the cob.”
 
   “Changing the subject, you need to know about the funeral, and you may not be best pleased.”
 
   “Who’s coming?
 
   “Anne Hawken. Robert Tarrant’s squiring her. There’ll be an escort, of course.”
 
   “Lord, I hardly know them.”
 
   “You’ve met Anne before.”
 
   “Yes, but on best behaviour at the Grange, and in Salisbury. This is different.  But Robert Tarrant was nice when I was staying at Wilton.”
 
   “You’ll cope, you always do.”
 
   “Wish I could be so sure. And you should know that we’ve dug the grave.” 
 
   “Thanks. Has Aaron Gaunt checked in?”
 
   “Ah, Christian names now, is it? Yes. Shrewton villagers cut down poor Davy Paterson soon as Westerhead was out of the village, but they were too late, of course. He’s buried in Shrewton churchyard. You can talk to Gaunt tomorrow. And I’ve told Bunce to put on an extra barrel for the morrow, estate to pay.”  
 
   There’s a lot of baking going on and she has sent down a ham, a large piece of bacon and a bag of flour, from their own stock. She has also put a clean-up detail to work on those parts of the village likely to be seen by any visitors. And the Hardmans, Alison’s uncle and aunt, have left the village that day. Alison’s parents have sent a cart up from Woodford for their possessions.
 
   “God and His saints, you have really gone for it. And I thought I was having the hard time of it.”
 
   “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   “I will, later. Janet was a handful and a half. But I ought to go up and see Eirlys first.”
 
   Three days after the fight, Roger is still deeply unconscious and starting to waste under his bandages.  
 
   “Bandages,” she says. “He’s still bleeding and although I’m washing what I’ve got, I need more. I think he’s bleeding internally but not a great deal, otherwise he’d be dead.”
 
   “He seems to be smelling a bit.”
 
   “There’s a little rot starting but the maggots should keep it under control. What really worries me,” she says, suddenly confidential as if she is guarding against her patient, against the odds, being able to hear, “is that if he comes through this he’s going to be so different he won’t really know himself. While he’s unconscious his body’s running by itself. It won’t give up. It’s when he gets back to consciousness and sees what he is. Then he may decide to quit.” 
 
   “Doesn’t sound like the Roger we know.”
 
   “Let me say it again. We may not get back the Roger we know. Now, practicalities. I need food and wine – I’m trying to get broth into him through a tube and he is managing to swallow a little – and salt. The amount I’m using on him would have anyone awake crying for his mother, but it’s keeping the wounds clean.”  
 
   “Tell me straight, Eirlys. What are his chances?”
 
   “Still odds against, but every day he survives improves them.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   The weather is holding, and the funeral day is clear and bright. Jem and Dorothy, for some shared and some separate and personal reasons, are both anxious to see it over.  Dorothy has conscripted the Grange servants, headed by Sarah, to put on a suitable spread and to improve on the usual homely appearance of Low Farm, but she admits to herself that she’s more than a little nervous. To be entertaining Anne and Robert at Low Farm will be a new experience. Well, if it goes with being acting farm manager and her new assumption of responsibilities, she’ll give it her best shot. She has invited Parson Gaunt to join the party, to provide one familiar face at least.
 
   Jem for his part, wants to get the funeral out of the way and give the village the fresh start that it needs. It’s becoming more and more apparent that whatever the future may bring, an era has ended. He wouldn’t be human if he does not see himself as taking some sort of leading role in the next stage, whatever it may bring. There is a lot to be done; he is anxious to get on and do it.  
 
   The party from Wilton, five escorts in addition to the gentry, arrives soon after eleven by the church clock, and rides on to Low Farm to freshen up. They stay in their travelling clothes for the service, though Anne has added a black mourning veil to hers. Parson Gaunt meets them at the churchyard gate. Scrubbed and shaven for the occasion, Gaunt looks, Jem has to admit, quite impressive. The Cavaliers’ mound with its solitary cross stands raw in the noonday sunlight. In the chancel, the eight coffins stand on an assortment of trestles, stools and tables. Anne and Robert head for the Hawken box pew, Jem and Dorothy for their usual place in the first of the open pews, then Anne changes her mind.
 
   “This is not a day for hiding away,” she says.  
 
   Anne and Robert join the Gosforths. Behind them sit the whole of Abbot’s Down – that is, the whole community less those on duty. Like the Scottish Covenanters, Abbot’s Down goes to church that day with armed sentries to protect it. But every one who can walk or be carried is there, Bill Greathead and Annie Marston on their stretchers, George Adams sitting with his brother.  
 
   It’s a sad occasion, but tinged with defiance. Death and wounds have touched the community at all levels, from the highest to the least. Anne Hawken’s gesture is understood by all; Abbot’s Down is presenting a united front to itself and the world.  The gallery band puffs and scrapes a worthy approximation of Mr Gibbons’ and Mr Tallis’ musical intentions, the congregation sings its collective heart out. Parson Gaunt, catching the mood, preaches on ‘unity in adversity’. 
 
   With eight coffins to move, every man in the congregation, Jem and Robert Tarrant included, takes his turn as bearer. They rope the coffins into the common grave, Gaunt pronounces the words of the committal. Then Tom Adams’ voice rings out.
 
   “Sentries, form firing party – move!”
 
   The eight men trot in and form line, facing the coffins.  Tom, unbidden, has been doing some rehearsing.
 
   “Hawkens – make ready!”
 
   They are armed with an assortment of weapons, calivers, dragons, Pincher’s notorious sawn-off.
 
   “Hawkens – ready – present – give fire!”
 
   A close, crisp, volley, with no misfires.  
 
   “Hawkens – recover your piece.”
 
   A tribute, thought Jem, to training, to what Roger, and Claes, and perhaps he himself, had achieved to make so much out of such small beginnings. And, with a pang – would this be the last time that the ‘Hawkens’ command would ever be heard?
 
   When seven villagers and an anonymous stranger have been laid to rest, Dorothy reflects that three of the bearers at least are aware of the subterfuge. As the last words are said, she reminds herself that whoever is in the eighth coffin, he had been a fellow human being even if he’d nearly killed Roger, and he was doing a soldier’s job. Glancing round surreptitiously, she sees that everybody is at least being suitably grave, but thinks that Anne Hawken, standing next to her, might be more affected, even if Roger is only her brother-in-law. Then she catches a whisper.  “Henry told me.”
 
   Jem is organising the party.
 
   “Dorothy, d’you think you might take the ladies back to Low Farm, while Robert and I do our stuff at Bunce’s?”
 
   “The women and children will be at Bunce’s – even if they aren’t allowed inside – and Mistress Anne might like to speak to some of the villagers.” Dorothy is being dragon-lady. 
 
   “I’d like that,” says Anne. 
 
   Dorothy sends up a silent prayer that Sarah has everything under control at Low Farm, and they walk up the village to Bunce’s establishment.  
 
   “Village looks nice and tidy,” says Robert Tarrant.
 
   “Don’t forget they left the village alone,” Jem replies. “Roger’s direction again. You get a large force coming in, you scatter the people, so we only held the Grange. Towns in Germany, they have smallholdings in the forest, new villages to move into. Only stand and fight if you can beat what’s coming at you.”
 
   “So why?”  Robert is asking the question that still hurt.
 
   “Because,” says Jem slowly, “because the Grange wasn’t normal villagers and soldiers. Because it was personal. Westerhead wasn’t interested in the usual – food, horses, women. Because it was this damned lunatic feud. Roger wanted to end it, wanted closure, Henry and Lady Rosalind wanted it, and the rest of us were with ’em. Whatever. Bread and salt, or something. Then Westerhead makes it our quarrel too, by claiming the lands for the Crown – meaning Francis Westerhead.”  Damn it, he’s trembling at the recollection, and his eyes are moist. Dorothy sees it and grips his arm.
 
   “You’re right about Rosalind,” says Robert. “Last thing she said to me – ‘the fucker never got close enough for me to shoot him’. She talked straight, did Rosalind.” 
 
   The gathering at Bunce’s is solemn to start with, but rapidly deteriorates under the twin influences of strong beer and rowdy children. As ever, there’s a moment to leave – too early and be thought stand-offish, too late and Pincher Martin will tell you his life story, at six inches range. Jem catches Dorothy’s eye, signals, and rescues Robert from that same fate. Robert’s men have brought the horses to Bunce’s door, tankards hastily hidden as they emerge. 
 
   At Low Farm, Dorothy realizes that there is nothing to worry about, and she’s able to walk straight in and assume command. Sarah and the other Grange staff bob and simper while Anne tells them how glad she is they are alive and well. Parson Gaunt has been awaiting their arrival and has accepted a glass or two of sherry-sack from the staff to pass the time, so is suitably relaxed and gracious while accepting compliments on the running of the service. Gaunt’s being there, Dorothy feels, has its upside and its downside. The visitors would want to leave not long after three o’clock, and it was gone half past one already. Jem has told her that he had urgent matters to discuss with Robert Tarrant. She herself wants to have private words with Anne Hawken – Jem will in any case want to know how much Henry has told her.  
 
   On the other hand, Gaunt’s presence makes it a social occasion rather than a council of war, and a social occasion is what they all need after the pressures of the past week. She knows Gaunt’s habits well. He is likely – certain – to have one or two more glasses than are good for him, particularly with a little encouragement. His custom then is to sit quietly in a corner and go tidily to sleep. He’s already on the way. She has a nodded conversation with Jem on these lines across the room, then starts to enjoy herself.
 
   Not only is this the first social gathering since the battle, but also it’s the first time that Dorothy and Jem have sat down to anything like a proper meal together. They’ve been taking on the hoof or at the kitchen table. They haven’t stinted themselves – she has made Jem eat even when he didn’t want to – but all of them need this touch of normal times.
 
   Anne, Dorothy can see, is glancing at the mantel clock, and as soon as is decent Dorothy takes her off to her little drawing room. The men they leave at the dining-table with their pipes and a decanter. Plan A works. Parson Gaunt slides gently away while remaining perfectly balanced on his chair. For safety’s sake, Jem and Robert leave him there and take pipes, decanter and glasses into the garden. 
 
   “I wouldn’t quarrel over any of that,” says Robert, when Jem has finished. “When you get around to the repairs I’ve got a couple of good tradesmen I’ll lend you.” Jem thanks him, and asks after Henry.
 
   “He’s tired today. That fracas with Janet took a lot out of him. On balance, though, he’s the better for it.  
 
   “I’ve brought a purse with me for running expenses. Henry’s aware you won’t be taking much to market for a week or two. And he’s doing something about the documents you’ll need now you’re the master here – letters of authority, and so on. Got the Salisbury office working on them. Did you manage to save the barley?”
 
   “Yes,” says Jem. “It’s in stack here. They didn’t seem to realize that Low Farm’s where most of the farming business happens. They fired the barn at the Grange but what was in there was mostly domestic – the wheat and a bit of barley for the house. It looks bloody awful but there’s quite a lot left.”
 
   Robert looks thoughtful. “It strikes me that you need to keep a very close guard on Low Farm. If anyone wants to hurt the Hawkens, they could do more damage with a couple of rick-burners than all they’ve done to you so far.”
 
   “Yes, but they’ve – we’ve – got a lot in reserve. We could ride out a year of not selling the barley crop. And it’s safe. You know Roger’s obsession with banking.  He made Henry put a lot of it offshore.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Robert laughs. “Roger and the van Daams. Many a time I’ve sat and listened to him preaching at Henry. Mind you, I believed him. I’ve got a bit with them myself. Doesn’t do to keep all your eggs in one basket.”
 
   “Have you heard anything from Sir Michael?” Jem asks.
 
   “Longish story,” says Robert. “I sent to Easton the day after Lady Rosalind died. Remember, we didn’t know then that they had been married and there were other things to think about, more important, we thought. By the time my man got there, Sir Michael was with you, and getting the full story direct. My man left his message and didn’t stay for a reply, which was a bit stupid of him, but Sir Michael’s steward had said he’d pass on the message and that, he’d thought, was enough. Anyway, the upshot is that he is coming to collect Lady Rosalind in three days’ time – Monday – and take her back to Easton. It’s a good thing Henry blew the gaff yesterday – I assume you were going to if he didn’t?” 
 
   “Yes, and I wasn’t looking forward to it. How was Mistress Varney’s departure?”
 
   “Couldn’t do justice to it. Needed one of your blood and guts playwrights – Middleton or Fletcher. It’s as well you were away by then. Look, I hate to break this up. It’s been good to talk with you, and better still to see you smile a bit, but I want to be back well before nightfall.”
 
   “Shall we see what the ladies are up to, then?” says Jem.  
 
   Dorothy and Anne have been covering much the same ground as the men, Anne has been pressing Dorothy for more details of the battle and its aftermath, and particularly for all that she can tell about what had happened to Roger. As Dorothy says later to Jem, she seemed to care a lot more about her brother-in-law than did his own sister. She is silent while Dorothy recounts how Jem and Pincher had crept back into the cellars of the Grange, with Westerhead’s men still in residence, to retrieve Roger.  
 
   “We knew we owed him much,” she says, “but not how much. And to you, taking him out to the wise woman’s place. That was so brave, when you didn’t know what you’d meet on the down. How do you feel, dealing with Eirlys?”
 
   “It’s strange. I used to find her scary. Apart from anything else, her not wearing clothes is a bit unsettling. Now I’m part of her get-Roger-well team, with Pincher, and it’s the most natural thing in the world. She’s like a sister.”
 
   “Pincher?”
 
   “Pincher Martin. Village poacher. Smells as for polecat, die for Roger, close to it for Jem. Pure gold.” Dorothy is starting to like Anne. 
 
   So, as happens on these occasions, time for departure arrives and goes, so farewells have to be rushed through and not enough is said that ought to have been said.  But Robert Tarrant finds time for a little speech.
 
   “We’ve come through a difficult time, and it’d be foolish to think that there won’t be more bad times ahead, but today has been a little oasis on the journey, and we’ll be able to look back on it for a bit of comfort and encouragement. And it will mark the establishment of what I hope (Anne nods vigorously), we hope, will be a long friendship.”
 
   And with an amount of wiping of eyes and blowing of noses, the visitors finally take their leave and clatter down the lane in the afternoon sunlight. Gaunt stays, sleeping off lunch. 
 
   Apart from moving a dog into the rickyard, Jem doesn’t rush to beef up security at Low Farm; Westerhead will need a week or two to start anything. Dorothy sends the Grange servants off with profuse thanks, steering them down to Bunce’s to see what’s left over. Checking her stocks, she thinks that if they find nothing at all left at Bunce’s they still won’t have done too badly on the day. That makes her think of the Grange cellars – a pity to leave what’s there for the rats. Sarah can do the inventory and she will ask – no, tell – Gaunt to organize a distribution to the village.
 
   With prying eyes out of the way, she makes up a parcel for Eirlys. Salt is going to be a problem if they go on using it at this rate. She’ll cover the excess by getting in her needs for the winter salting early. A few pounds extra won’t cause raised eyebrows. As dusk falls, Jem rides out again to Eirlys, while Dorothy gives the children their evening meal and settles them down for the night. They’ve been edgy and unhappy since the runup to the battle. Johnny, at five, is old enough to know that things are wrong but not old enough to cope. Now, with both mother and father out of the house more than in it, they need every moment she can give them.  
 
   Jem returns with no bad news, but not much good to report either.  
 
   “Eirlys says he’s no worse at least, but he’s showing no signs of waking up.  She took away the brazier with the poppy for a full four hours today and he didn’t come up. On the other hand, she can do things to him which she’d hate to do if he were in the land of the living. Like taking his eye.”
 
   “Oh Christ.”
 
   “It was suppurating and she was terrified of it spreading to the other. And she’s been able to set the leg. She’s happy about that, but the arm’s in about six pieces. It may have to come off, and even if it doesn’t he’ll never have a dagger hand again.”
 
   “What is worrying me,” said Dorothy, “is how long we can keep him on the down. The weather could break any day, and the longer he’s there the more likely it is that he’ll be discovered. We have to support Eirlys as best we can. But we have also got to start thinking, right now, of what next.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Jem gives the men a close inspection at muster.  His is looking for the right man for a slightly delicate operation. Dorothy needs salt, Jem needs intelligence.  His idea is that the man who goes into Amesbury to buy the stores can also hang around the taverns to hear the gossip. He needs someone bright enough to make sense of what’s being whispered across a bar, and preferably one not suffering from the after-effects of the battle. George Marston seems to be the ideal candidate on both counts, and he sets off on the pony that normally pulls the trap, as the least conspicuous mount they can raise.
 
   George is to purchase a quarter of salt, making a suitable remark about his mistress starting to buy hers early before prices go up, then to spend a couple of hours looking and listening, and buying the odd pint. In particular, he’s to try to find out if there has been a battle and its outcome if there has; and secondly, whether there are any of Westerhead’s troops lying wounded in Amesbury. He isn’t to advertise the fact that he’s a Hawken man, but is not to deny it if challenged. And he is to travel over the down to the high road west from Amesbury, not use the Avon valley road.
 
   Marston leaves around half-past eight, and Jem spends the morning on paperwork around Low Farm. He has a feeling that today could be the day on which the outside world breaks in on Abbot’s Down, and doesn’t want to find himself at a disadvantage by being out in the fields if anything happens. He is not at all surprised when the runner from the urchin patrol at the bottom of the village, a small Adams, scurries into Low Farm at about eleven to report three riders coming up the road.
 
   “What sort of riders?” Jem asked the boy.
 
   “Uniforms, Sir. Too far off to tell what sort when Arthur told me to run to you.”
 
   “Right, William. Now I want you to run down to the crossroads and direct them up here to Low Farm. Well done, lad.”
 
   Three riders sounds like officialdom, not a raiding party. No need to stand the village to, but he rings for a servant and tells her to send to Mistress Dorothy, who is out in the twenty-acre, to come into the farm, but not, repeat not, with any appearance of haste. He will require a tray of refreshments in the farm office, and need Barley in half an hour’s time to go up to the Grange.
 
   As Jem has more than half-expected, the riders are Daniel Hobbes and his escort. He waits until they have pulled up their horses in the yard, then goes out to greet them.
 
   “Good day to you, Mr Gosforth.”
 
   “Your servant, Mr Hobbes. Welcome to Low Farm.”
 
   Hobbes dismounts, pulls off his gauntlet, and shakes hands. He and his escort are wearing back-and-breasts, their helmets slung on their saddles.
 
   “Will you take some beer?”
 
   “I had not looked to do more than pause here on my way to Abbot’s Grange. I am here to have words with Sir Roger.”
 
   Jem does not reply for a moment. Hobbes is puzzled.
 
   “Is there some problem?” he asks.
 
   “There is indeed. Sir Roger was killed in the fight, and lies in the churchyard here. We buried him yesterday. Lady Rosalind was killed and Master Henry was wounded, both while escaping. All told, we lost eleven killed and four seriously wounded. Everybody else got some sort of scrape.”
 
   “Lady Rosalind?” Hobbes is obviously puzzled, in addition to shock at the news.
 
   “We learned on the day of the battle that Mistress Hawken had been secretly married to Sir Michael Elyot, of Easton, these past two years. Have you not been in contact with Master Henry Hawken? He is with Mr Robert Tarrant at Wilton”.
 
   “We knew that he and Mistress – Lady Rosalind – were with the Tarrants, that she was dead and Henry wounded. None of our people has spoken to Henry Hawken. We thought it better to come direct to Sir Roger.”
 
   Yes, thinks Jem. And you’ve got Roger down as the ringleader. Today’s visit might have been intended to end with a polite request to accompany. Surprise, surprise.
 
   “Perhaps we should talk about this in more detail,” he says. “Again – will you take some refreshment?”
 
   “Gladly.  We had an early start.” Hobbes is obviously adjusting his thoughts.
 
   “I think you know where everything is,” says Jem to the escort riders. “Will you come with me, Master Hobbes?”
 
   Jem’s office-cum-study, is a room for men to hide in as well as a place of work.  Hobbes will take small beer only, ‘on duty you know’, and Jem joins him with relief, but remembers that on his previous visit he had been happy to drink a glass or two of sack. Hobbes is being more than civil, but Jem is suspicious of law officers being friendly. He’ll need to keep his wits about him. But his news has put Hobbes at a disadvantage, and the man’s tone is becoming more conciliatory.
 
   “This is a bad business, Master Gosforth. The High Sheriff is most concerned. He is inclining to the view that the Hawken family has been conducting a private war against a legitimate force in the King’s service. I warned you of this on my last visit.”
 
   Take this slowly, Jem thinks. Get to facts as soon as possible.
 
   “I think,” he says, very deliberately, “that the worst thing we or anybody can do is to hang names like that on what has happened here. But I could say that another way of putting it is that the commander of that force used the King’s soldiers to pursue a private quarrel with the Hawken family. Lord Westerhead attacked the Grange, not the other way about, with a vastly superior force, having made a very large detour from the direct route to Newbury fight, where his orders required him to be. And the Hawken family has suffered grievous loss in this matter. Lady Rosalind and Roger Hawken dead. Henry Hawken wounded and will take long to recover. Eleven dead. And Abbott’s Grange partly blown up and burned. If there has been offence on the part of the Hawkens, and I would dispute this, it has cost them much.” There’s no harm, he feels, in rubbing in the facts.
 
   “Touché,” Hobbes replies. “It would be best if you tell me the story as you see it.  Then I’ll take you up on what I think is in dispute.”
 
   “You know about Roger’s views on war in general and this one in particular?” Jem asks.
 
   “That he had announced he would defend his lands but declare for neither side.”
 
   “And you also know that he charged with Prince Rupert at Edgehill. That hardly indicates disloyalty to the Crown. Don’t forget that this was Parliament country at the beginning.”
 
   “I could hardly forget. Doing my job was been difficult until the last few weeks.  Trying to work with the Parliamentary authorities was impossible. ”
 
   “We had to tread warily ourselves, even with Henry Hawken’s connections. But it was after Edgehill that Roger made that declaration.”
 
   “Something happened to him at Edgehill, then?”
 
   “Several things. First and foremost, he was taken prisoner by the Parliament Army. Gave his parole. So he couldn’t fight any more for King Charles and he wasn’t going to fight against him. The other thing that happened was Gretta being killed.”
 
   “Gretta?”
 
   “Girl soldier. His bodyguard. Been with him since ’35. No, don’t go there, they weren’t.” Crosses his fingers mentally at that; true in the main, but something, he didn’t know what but could guess, had happened between Roger and Gretta on the journey the two old soldiers had made to Longtreavie in Scotland, just before Roger married Lucinda. Gretta had been dead set against the marriage. She’d left directly after with barely a farewell, not to return until the war clouds loomed. He goes on:
 
   “But Roger had a thing about people close to him dying. Blamed himself. Final thing was, he formed the opinion that the Royalist cause was doomed. So he went back to what he’d been preaching and teaching from the beginning.”
 
   “You mean self-defence.” 
 
    “Yes. When it began to look inevitable that war would come, Roger told us what war had meant for villages and farming communities in Germany and the Low Countries. Told us that small raiding and foraging parties were more of a menace for ordinary folk than the big armies, because the raiders were everywhere but the big armies visited only rarely, and some places not at all.”
 
    “He was right about that,” says Hobbes. “That military refuse is the bane of my life.”
 
   Jem went on. “Roger said that foragers are interested in easy pickings and if they come up against an organized defence they go elsewhere. What he planned to do with Abbot’s Down was put the place into a state of defence based on the Grange, which had been designed originally as a defensible house. And that’s what he did. He armed us and trained us so that we could see off anything up to a troop of horse. Which we did, as you know. It was only when he became aware that Lord Westerhead was seeking to escalate the personal feud into a private war – I’m using your expression, Master Hobbes – that he improved the defences and turned the Grange itself from a comfortable manor house into a stronghold. I’ll take you up there shortly and show you what I mean.”
 
   “Are you a fighting man yourself, Mr Gosforth?” asks Hobbes.
 
   “I have been in one battle – what Roger would have called ‘an intense small unit engagement’ – five days ago, and the odd skirmish you know about before that. I found that I could function effectively, both fight and command. And I hope to God I never have to do it again – but if I have to I will.”
 
   “You are in full charge here now?”
 
   “Yes, until Henry Hawken recovers. Henry is, of course, the sole owner of the Abbot’s Down lands and everything on them.”
 
   “I know that,” says Hobbes.
 
    “And you probably know that Henry isn’t interested in farming. Roger was, and Roger’s position here was as owner in everything but the title. That didn’t worry him; Roger wasn’t one for possessions, and in any case he was quite comfortably off in his own right. Henry gave him complete freedom of action. You must know he was an innovator.”
 
   “The whole county knew. A lot of people laughed at his Dutch ideas, but I believe they worked.”
 
   “Not all of them,” Jem admits. “Some of them will go better in the East of the country. They don’t do so well on the chalk – need heavier land. But we’ve done well with the roots, in a quiet way. Actually, Roger’s father was already doing quite a lot that people put down to the son – the old man just didn’t advertise.  
 
   “Anyway, I was bailiff, backstopping for Roger. We got on very well indeed. Two minds with but a single, you know.”
 
   Jem pauses, wondering if he is giving away too much of himself, and indirectly of Roger, to this official. Probably too late to change tack now, he thinks. This man is trained to notice a switch in the middle of someone’s story.
 
   “When it came to defending Abbot’s Down I was starting from scratch like the others so I wasn’t as effective a second-in-command as I was on the farm. But we had time, and I hope I learned enough. Seemed to work on the day.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “Henry has said that I am, in effect, to take over Roger’s role on the lands. He’s put the paperwork in hand to make this official – I don’t know what form of words he’s going to use. For the moment Dorothy, my wife, is acting as bailiff and running the farms. We’re still only working at half speed. But we’re getting back to sort of normal – slowly. You must realize that the whole community has had the sort of upheaval it hasn’t seen since the Black Death.”
 
   “Thank you for that,” says Hobbes. “Useful background.  Ought to visit the Grange now, and you can tell me how the battle went.” 
 
   Jem rings for the horses to be brought round, puts on his buff jerkin and sword belt. “Don’t take chances round here these days,” he said in answer to Hobbes’ raised eyebrows.
 
   “Even on your own lands?”
 
   “Particularly on our own lands,” replies Jem grimly, picking up a pistol and checking the priming.  
 
   Dorothy rides into the yard looking wind-blown and business-like. Hobbes is even more surprised to see that she also is armed with short-sword and pistol.  It doesn’t stop him producing suitable gallantries. 
 
   “On our way to the Grange. Probably come back by the valley track and the village.
 
   “Will you take luncheon with us, Mr Hobbes?” asks Dorothy. There’s enough left over from yesterday, she thinks, to make a presentable table.
 
   “Be delighted to do so, but I’ll have to set off straight afterwards.  I need to reach Devizes by nightfall.”
 
   They take the downs road to the Grange. 
 
   “If you look back at Low Farm, Mr Hobbes,” says Jem, “you’ll see how it sits in its own little valley. Or rather, you won’t see it. Called the Pig Trough. Gives us shelter from the winter wind and cover from view as well.”
 
   “So Westerhead left Low Farm alone?”
 
   “He didn’t know the area well and didn’t know Low Farm. Put a cordon round the Grange but left Low Farm outside it. Roger thought the Grange would be the honey-pot that would attract the wasps, and left Low Farm undefended – we couldn’t find the men to hold both. Turns out he was right.”
 
   They come up to Abbot’s Grange from the southeast. From a distance, the old house looks as it has always looked, braving the winds on the high down, sheltered by its windbreak plantations. The East side of the house on its cliff is undamaged, but as they draw closer Jem marks Hobbes’ reactions as he makes out the blocked-off windows, and the timber fire-platform overlooking the little River Bourne and the valley track. Up the North wall of the enclosure, past the wrecked ladders Westerhead’s men had used to get into the vulnerable angle between the North run of the perimeter wall and the end of the North wing. 
 
   “That’s how they did for us,” he says, pointing them out to Hobbes. “They got in there and we couldn’t get enough fire on them. Then there was an accident with a grenade. Started a powder fire and the North Wing burned out. We lost four dead there. Next they set light to the barn and our fire plan went with it.”
 
   Round the northeast corner of the enclosure, keeping clear of the ditch with its thorn bushes burned away, leaving the Swedish feathers they had concealed exposed to view. A barely suppressed exclamation from Hobbes as the front of the Grange comes into full view. Seeing it in the company of a stranger gives Jem something of a shock too.  With the roof of the North wing gone, the blackened stonework, the collapsed state of the kitchen area where the petard had done its work, the granary barn a half-burned ruin, fire and bullet scarring the old stone walls, the old house makes a pitiful impression not lost on Daniel Hobbes. Although Jem has hoped, planned for this, he feels a little ashamed at his deliberate playing for sympathy.
 
   “Lord Westerhead did this.” It’s a statement, not a question.
 
   “We made him pay for doing it. Roger had to admit that Westerhead caught us with our breeches down.”  
 
   “How so?”
 
   “He had his cordon in place before it was light, and before his main body arrived. And there were far more of them than we’d bargained for – with the cordon he must have had at least two hundred and fifty men. We had sixteen men and seven women inside the Grange, and two of the women shouldn’t have been there but there was no getting ’em out once the cordon was in place.”
 
   “What did you plan to do?  There was no way you were going to win.”
 
   “Not quite. Roger knew we had two chances. One was to make Westerhead bleed so much that he’d decide it wasn’t worth it and give up, go on to Newbury. That would have been a win. The other was to keep the battle going until nightfall, which would give us a chance of getting away through the cordon.”
 
   “You had a way out?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t press me on the details. Roger also thought that if we made it sufficiently hard work for Westerhead’s assault troops he’d have to reinforce by thinning out his cordon. That’s what happened, which is why a lot of us got away.”
 
   Jem tells the story of the battle. Roger’s offer of single combat to settle the quarrel between Westerhead and himself, and Westerhead’s contemptuous refusal. How the Royalist force had taken far longer than it ought to organize its first assault, and the casualties it suffered. Hobbes has heard of fougasses but never seen one used. Jem shows him the misfired one of the pair covering the main gate, still loaded but with its primer removed, and the sites of the others.  The damage the bowmen had done, and of the tragic accident with the grenade. Then he walks Hobbes through the wreckage of the house.  
 
   “We held them outside till gone half past four, and it was another three hours before they drove us out of the house and into the cellars. There were gaps in the fighting when we thought they’d given up. They weren’t liking the close quarters stuff, and we were better equipped for it than they were – better swords, better armour, the right guns. Roger wasn’t called Weaponsmith for nothing. Then they’d come back at us – but I think there were only a few that Westerhead could rely on by then. And there was the Nathaniel Merton business.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Nathaniel Merton was a professional soldier – officer – in Lord Westerhead’s service. Westerhead killed him, just after the first assault. Saw it happen, through the glass. Day after, we found him dead at what we thought was Westerhead’s headquarters. Run clean through, three hundred yards clear from any fighting. I’d lay odds Merton was for breaking off and marching to Newbury, and Lord Westerhead disagreed. Sir Michael Elyot’s seen the body and doesn’t quarrel with my assessment. Certainly fits the way our fighting went in the later stages.”
 
   “I find that interesting,” says Hobbes. “Of course, it’s all speculation, but I won’t be forgetting it. Something may surface later – there might be other witnesses.”
 
   “We’ve got seven prisoners in the village. Two like to die, three not much better but may survive. There’s two I’m planning to turn loose in a day or two but they seem too thick even to know what they’re doing here. You could have a word with them on the way back. Parson’s keeping an eye on them.”
 
   “Thanks, I will. Tell me how it ended?”
 
   “We fought back to the kitchen area. I’ll show you.”
 
   They pick their way over fallen timber and stonework and the developing mess of an abandoned house, through the Great Hall to the kitchen and the pile of fallen stonework under which they had found the false Roger’s body.
 
   “Roger had made it the final redoubt – the water supply was there.” The wrecked pump and sink. “It was growing dark by now. I’d been thinning out – Roger was in the thick of the fighting and I was running the battle – getting the wounded and the spare hands into the cellar – yes, there’s a way out from there. We’d lost a lot of people, only thirteen of us left, we thought, three of them badly wounded. In fact two of the upstairs men were still in business and roped down from the fire platform into the river – fifty feet down a rope in the dark.
 
   “Roger and Henry are on their own, they’ve sent me down. Henry has the last of our houseguns – manstoppers, and he fires that, recoil takes him down the steps but it gives Roger time to slam the cellar door – it was a huge one, and bar it.  He’d put in drop bars and struts and for one man to do all that took time. We were on our way out when we heard the explosion.
 
   “Westerhead probably knew about the cellar door, lots of people knew the Grange. They must have had the petard ready. They blew the door and collapsed the lintel and everything above it. I think the petard set off some reserve powder. We found Roger under the rubble. Goosefeather was six inches from his hand.”
 
   “Goosefeather? Oh yes, that sword of his. I’m not surprised Westerhead didn’t want to face him.”
 
   “I have her at Low Farm. You can try her when we return, if you like.”
 
   “Her?”  Hobbes is having a lot of puzzlement that morning.
 
   “Every sword he made was a she. Even mine, though I never gave her a name.”
 
   “May I?”
 
   Jem draws his Weaponsmith sword. He had lied when he denied her a name, but a sword called Dorothy is something of a secret between a man and the blade itself. Hobbes hefts her.
 
   “Heavy, but the balance is good.”
 
   “They all are heavy, even Dorothy’s and Lady Rosalind’s short-swords. He was a genius, in many ways. Wait till you handle Goosey.”
 
   Jem shows Hobbes the collapsed back stairs, brought down when they had realized that Tom and Pincher were cut off on the upper floor, then they inspect the outbuildings, the stables intact with their growing pile of salvaged material, the half-burned ruin of the granary barn.
 
   “Horses here during the fight?” Hobbes asks.
 
   “Four. Westerhead took them. Spoils of war. Lady Rosalind’s hack and her maid’s pony, Roger’s and Henry’s. Lady Rosalind should have ridden out before the battle but was caught by the cordon. I for one was damned glad to have her along.  She was a wicked shot. The rest of the horses, draught and saddle, were at Low Farm. The stock we dispersed over the lands. We have a lot of byres and shelters.”
 
   “Master Gosforth, I could spend the rest of the day talking through the battle with you. Perhaps we can speak again at some later date. But we must move on. I remember you saying we should return to Low Farm through the village.”
 
   They make their way down to the valley, past Henry’s getaway track. Hobbes doesn’t ask and Jem doesn’t offer, not wanting to be drawn into volunteering more unnecessary information. If pressed, he’ll say events of the night are still too close and heavy for comfort.  Fortunately, Hobbes too is wrapped in his own thoughts. Jem isn’t surprised. The state of the Grange discourages idle chat. 
 
   At the top of the village the mood lightens. Then at the church Hobbes is again shaken, this time by the sight of the Cavaliers’ grave mound, and the common resting place of the village’s eight dead.
 
   “Roger Hawken with them?’ Hobbes asks.
 
   “Seemed appropriate,” Jem answers. “There were practicalities.”
 
   Gaunt is hovering.
 
   “The registers, please.” Gaunt produces the documents with a calm efficiency that surprises Jem. He raises an eyebrow at Gaunt who mouths “Mistress Dorothy” behind Hobbes’s back. Jem grins to himself.  The bloody woman’s getting too good.
 
   “Everything in order,” says Hobbes briskly, stepping back from the register. “My compliments, Parson. Very efficient.  Seems as if we were expected.”
 
   Jem has to say it.  “Dorothy, I’m afraid.”
 
   “You’re a fortunate man, Gosforth.  Before long you’ll be able to put your feet up in front of the fire and let her do the lot.” He laughs, a pleasant, unforced laugh.  “Shall we go and see what your paragon has put up for our luncheon?”
 
   “You said you wished to see the prisoners.”
 
   “So I did.  Getting forgetful – advancing years.  I remember you telling me that parson here is looking after them.”
 
   “I oversee them,” says Gaunt. “They’re being cared for by Margery the village midwife-cum-vet. She’s organized some of the other women to spread the load. They’re in the meeting room.”
 
   ‘Meeting room’ is a rather grand name for the next cottage to the church. Fallen empty, it had been stripped out to provide an alternative to the church for small gatherings, and a store for communal bits and pieces.
 
   “Could turn two of ’em loose in the next day or so,” Gaunt volunteers. “Pity in some ways, they’re helping look after the others. The rest – well, Margery reckons a couple are going to die. Both got blood poisoning and she can’t do anything about it. She’s bled ’em but she can’t take any more out. The other three’ll probably mend.”
 
   “Did you not bring in a doctor?
 
   “Jowitt, Amesbury doctor, sickroom’s his limit.”
 
   Gaunt is showing surprising confidence.  
 
   “Show him a farm accident, let alone these poor boys, and he goes white as a sheet. We’d have to send to Salisbury, and to be honest with you, most of us here, poor Sir Roger as well, would trust Margery before they’d trust a doctor.”
 
   “Sir Roger?”
 
   “Wife and baby son died, year and a half back. Doctor didn’t help.”
 
    “I remember now. Had his share, hasn’t he?” says Hobbes.  
 
   The two walking wounded answer Hobbes’ questions readily enough, but apart from the basics of name and village they are, as Jem has found, too dim to provide anything useful.  The five more serious cases on their straw beds are even less helpful.
 
   “If you get any more from them, particularly about the Merton business, you’ll let me know?” asks Hobbes when he’s finished.
 
   “Of course,” says Jem.  “If you’re through here, shall we?”
 
   They ride up the lane to Low Farm.
 
   “A pleasant contrast with the Grange. What are your plans for the rebuilding?”
 
   “Taking it by stages,” Jem replies. “First job is make the place weatherproof. Hope to get that done by the end of November. Then it’s up to Henry what he wants to do with it. He may not want to rebuild, or not as it was. Thing with the Hawkens, they tend to go forward rather than back.”
 
   “So there might be a totally different house here in a few years’ time?”
 
   “Could be. So much depends on the war.”
 
   “Ah yes, the bloody war.”
 
   After lunch Dorothy makes to withdraw. Hobbes stops her.
 
   “This has been a most pleasant occasion,” he says, “but I don’t have to remind you that I am here on serious matters. I think I am judging the two of you aright in thinking that anything I say to Master Gosforth will immediately be shared with Mistress Gosforth. So, to save Jem the trouble of repeating it and to make sure that you, Dorothy, get the right story, I’d like you to stay. So make it three glasses.
 
   “First and foremost, you have to remember that I am a peace officer and effectively I work to the High Sheriff. What you must appreciate, is that he and the Lord Lieutenant are at present faced with a nearly impossible task. With a civil war in progress and exploding in minor skirmishes all the time and everywhere, with a good big battle or siege happening as often as maybe, the High Sheriff is still charged with keeping the King’s peace in this county of Wiltshire. And it’s my job, and that of my very few colleagues, to do our best to see that that peace is kept. So when I’m approaching your matter of five days back, that’s where I’m coming from.
 
   “The bottom line is that the Hawkens and Lord Westerhead were involved in a grievous breach of the peace – you described it to me, Jem, as ‘an intense small unit engagement’. That is war talk, pure and simple. It doesn’t go down very well at Devizes. But this is where pressure of events and pressure of work come in. The Sheriff and his dogsbodies such as myself haven’t time for long and complicated cases fought out in court. We need what we call ‘a result’, and in this case it means a tidy solution that will enable life to go on. And a result isn’t necessarily the same as justice, and almost certainly not the same as equity. Am I making myself clear?”
 
   “I think I can see where this is leading,” says Jem. “Go on.”
 
   “This will probably hurt, but speaking for the High Sheriff, the best part of the situation here is that Roger Hawken is dead.”
 
   Dorothy stifles a cry of protest, but Jem nods grimly. Hobbes goes on.
 
   “Roger Hawken is dead, so our view is almost certain to be that the quarrel between Lord Westerhead and the Hawken family, which was in the first place a personal matter between His Lordship and Sir Roger, must be allowed to die with him. I will recommend that the Sheriff or the Lord Lieutenant speak to Lord Westerhead along these lines. He will, I hope, add some comments which will indicate to Lord Westerhead that his stock does not stand high with the King’s officers in this county. Your remark earlier about misuse of the King’s forces is well made, and the state of his troops when he joined the army at Newbury will, no doubt, have excited comment. And there is the matter of the death of Nathaniel Merton. Lord Westerhead will hear, whether formally or informally, of our interest in that, and in his possible involvement.
 
   “But there is another side to the medal. I made some mention at the start of our discussion of ‘a private war’ and I have also talked about ‘a grievous breach of the peace’. Were Roger still alive, he would be called upon to answer for his part in the affair, and I have to say that the Hawkens don’t have the influence that Lord Westerhead can command. An investigation would certainly also involve Henry Hawken, and Henry, as is well known, openly tends to the side of Parliament.  However, with Roger, whom we will regard as the main instigator, dead and buried, I would expect that my masters will not pursue Henry’s part in the matter. There is also the fact the their mother died in the affray.  She was greatly respected in the county, as of course is Sir Michael. That will also carry some considerable weight.”
 
   “So where does that leave us?”
 
   “As far as your responsibility in these events is concerned, you have nothing to fear. You were carrying out your employers’ directives in very difficult circumstances. For the future, you should just carry on as you are doing. You’ll need to be extra careful for the next week or two. There’ll be a lot of stragglers around from the battle.”
 
   “The battle? What have you heard?”
 
   “Courier arrived last night with the bare bones. We don’t yet have a full despatch, but there has been a battle at Newbury. Indecisive, unlike Roundway. The King’s forces seem to have come off best, but I suspect that if we’d had a despatch from the other side that’d tell different. And before you ask, we have heard nothing of Lord Westerhead’s part in the affair. As far as I am concerned, the best news is that the King’s authority in this part of the world is still secure, and we will be able to do our job properly.
 
   “Now that just about concludes our business for today, at least, and if all goes according to my way of thinking, I won’t be troubling you again – though I hope that we may meet on some less formal occasion. I shall speak with Henry Hawken when he is a little more recovered from his wounds. I’ll advise him to stick to his legal activities and to keep a low profile, which will leave you very much to your own devices. I suspect that may not be unwelcome?”
 
   Jem nods assent. “Henry isn’t interested in the running of the lands, as I told you. As long as things are tidy, and we’re showing a profit, he’ll be happy to play the townsman.”
 
   “I have to say it has been a pleasure meeting you both, and my thanks for your excellent hospitality, Mistress Dorothy. It really is time for me to go – I have to be in Devizes by evening – but Jem, you said you’d show me that sword of Roger’s.”
 
   Jem lifts Goosefeather from the chest where she lies, cleaned and oiled, in her battered back-harness. As always, her weight takes him by surprise, but not so much as it does Hobbes.
 
   “God’s teeth, man, did he actually fight with this?”
 
   “Remarkable, isn’t it? If you want to heft her we’d better go outside. She’s apt to take control.”
 
   They move into the garden where Hobbes takes a few tentative swings.
 
   “It’s – she’s like nothing I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Roger used to describe her as an extra long falchion. Apparently, if you’ve ever seen a Scots broadsword being used you’ll have an idea of how she works.  Roger could use her with a single hand grip but I can’t control her with one hand.  He was enormously strong in the arms – he had smith-strength and archer-strength. He wanted a weapon that would cut through plate and break a rapier.”
 
   “Why did he call her Goosefeather?”
 
   “Part joke – ‘light as a’ – part the shape. Like an arrow-flight. Half a grey goose feather.”
 
   Hobbes looks at the round of the blade and nods slowly..
 
   “A most interesting man, Roger Hawken. I did meet him on a number of occasions. But I must be on the road. Would you be so good as to send for my horse?”
 
   When Hobbes has mounted, he leans down to shake Jem’s hand.
 
   “Thank you again for your help, and for being so open with me. Please remember, the last thing we are looking for in this matter is a witch-hunt.”
 
   He smiles, turns the horse and clatters out of the yard, followed by the escort. Jem hopes his face hasn’t given anything away.
 
   “Come inside, my dear,” he says to Dorothy. “We need to talk.”
 
   “He said what? Do you think he knows Roger is with Eirlys?”
 
   “I think Daniel Hobbes makes it his business not openly to know the full facts of many matters of which he is actually quite well aware. But this is strange. When he arrived he said he’d come to see Roger. I thought he was genuinely shocked to hear he was dead, and I still think he was.”
 
   “He may just be a good actor.”
 
    “With a twisted mind. I don’t recall saying anything that might have given the game away. It’s possible he thinks our story is a bit too pat – fits his purposes rather well – and he’s looking for alternatives. Perhaps we’re more cheerful than we ought. Thinking on his feet.”
 
   “Which is what he’s paid for.”
 
   “I think he’s developed some suspicion while he’s been here that Roger is still alive and in hiding. Somewhere close by, and of course he knows about Eirlys. But he made it perfectly clear he prefers Roger to be dead. I’m sure he doesn’t intend to look too closely himself, but if anything comes out he’ll have to act on it. He’s left here with a story that stands up, and provided his superiors accept it that’ll be the end of the matter, the result, as he called it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was tipping us the wink.”
 
   “To move Roger to somewhere safer?” Dorothy pauses, frowning. “He’s still very weak. You should ask Eirlys what she thinks when you go up with the salt tonight.”
 
   “He was in much worse case when we first took him to her. He’s had nearly a week of mending. But where could we take him? Certainly not to the Tarrants.”
 
   “Just a moment. Hobbes warned us to look out for stragglers from the Newbury battle. Over the next few days the whole country’s going to be full of all sorts of soldiers, and a lot of them’ll be wounded looking for help.”
 
   “You don’t mean bring him in here, do you?”
 
   “No, although you know the one about the darkest hiding place. No, I’m thinking Easton. There could be more than a few people heading West from the battle, like the King’s Cornishmen, and Easton’s more on a direct route West from Newbury than we are. What if Sir Michael were to take in a badly wounded officer – perhaps a kinsman?”
 
   “Oh well done, my clever one – again.  I think you’ve got it,” says Jem. “And one of us at least is going to have to go over to Easton in the next few days for the funeral. It may not be the best moment, but I think Sir Michael will take Hobbes’s hint on board.”
 
   “Robert Tarrant said that Sir Michael would be collecting Lady Rosalind’s body on Monday.” Dorothy is counting on her fingers. “That’s the twenty-third. We should expect to hear something from Easton within the next couple of days. Sir Michael will probably give us two days’ warning, which puts the funeral on the twenty-fifth. That’s ten days after our battle.  It’ll take another couple of days at best to organize moving Roger. He’ll have been with Eirlys for nine days by then.”
 
   “That’s too long to keep him on the down. We ought to find a way of tying Roger’s move in with that of Lady Rosalind’s body.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s going to be a serious operation to move him. We’ll need escorts, and a plan to make it appear Roger is coming from Newbury or thereabouts. But I just feel that using the Elyot procession as cover for at least part of the journey makes some sort of sense.”
 
   “I can see what you’re driving at, but I can’t see yet how we can do it. And it means moving him on the twenty-third.  Eirlys’ll go berserk.”
 
   “I’ve been wondering about these dates,” said Jem. “I know Sir Michael’s often done Easton to here and back in a day, but if he’s bringing a carriage he’ll be a whole lot slower.  That Marlborough road is badly rutted. It’ll be a full day’s journey and I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t want to go straight back the following morning.”
 
   “It isn’t a nice thought, but they’re keeping poor Lady Rosalind above ground for an awfully long time,” said Dorothy, pulling a face.
 
   “They’ll’ve had her embalmed. But if I’m right, he’ll be going back on Wednesday for the funeral Thursday. Eirlys will have had him nine days before the move, and we’ve got three days to get him ready.” 
 
   “I think we could just move him safely by then, if she really splints him up for the journey, and knocks him out with those concoctions of hers,” says Dorothy. “But what worries me is who is going to treat him once he gets to Easton. A regular doctor won’t take to what Eirlys has been doing. The eyes in particular.”
 
   “I think we have to dream up an idea of how to keep Eirlys with him, at least till the bandages are off his eyes, and if anyone can do that, you will.” Jem laughs. “You’re the one with the ideas round here.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
   George Marston returns from Amesbury in the late afternoon full of beer and the consciousness of a job well done. The money Jem had given him has run to an extra stone of salt – prices are down for some reason so he’s taken advantage of it, though the pony isn’t pleased, and is more than happy to be off-loaded and unsaddled. There had been a lot of rumour of the battle near Newbury but a shortage of facts. Most of the buzz is that the King’s troops have won, but he, George, doesn’t put too much faith in it. Folk are worried about how far the debris of the battle would spread and are in fear of marauding stragglers and deserters.
 
   “Good stuff, George. Glad you don’t take gossip as gospel. Anything about wounded from Lord Westerhead’s squadron?” 
 
   “Nothing you could be calling proper facts, Master Jem, Sir. There’s certainly no talk of wounded soldiers being left in what you might call ordinary houses, or in the inns or ale-houses where they might have dropped ’em off. But you know there’s one or two big houses in Amesbury itself and around, and one bloke I talked to said that he thought Lord Westerhead had a friend or distant kinsman or something like that at Cholderton – that’s another five miles or so on the Andover road. That’d make sense, wouldn’t it? Leave ’em with someone he knows well.”
 
   “It’s a fair old march from here though. He can’t have taken any seriously hurt people that far – unless they were really important. Anyway, Cholderton’s too far for us to be poking about. And it’s too small. We’d only draw attention to ourselves.”
 
   “Sorry I didn’t get more for you, Master Jem. Feel I was drinking your beer under false pretences.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that. You’ve done well, George.”  
 
   And I think I’ve got myself a natural spy, Jem thinks.  George is the sort of man who tones with the background, and seems to have the intelligence for the job.
 
   “You can read and write, can’t you, George?” 
 
   “Aye, a fair bit. Can read my Bible and do a bit more than sign my name. Why that, Master Jem?”
 
   “Just thinking. I’ll probably send you into Amesbury again in the next day or two.  Same business. You’ve done well. Oh – and the gossip was right. The King’s troops did win.  We’ve had a visit from the Sheriff’s Officer.
 
   “Is that bad or good, Sir?”
 
   “Didn’t go badly. Off you go now. My respects to Sarah, and if you’re looking in on Annie give her my best and tell her either the mistress or I will look in tomorrow. And again well done.”
 
   “Thank you Master Jem. Matter of fact, I enjoyed myself.” 
 
   George plods off home down the track. Jem finds Dorothy in the little drawing room with her boots off, wriggling her toes in a pair of extremely unglamorous woolly stockings.  There’s a fire laid in the grate, but not lit, for the warmth has not yet gone out of the day.  Jem sits down opposite her. There isn’t enough time for this sort of thing at the moment, he thinks.
 
   “When I volunteered to take on this job I hadn’t bargained for what it would do to my feet,” says Dorothy. “How did Marston get on?”
 
   “Nothing very definite, but I still think he did a good job. The town’s got the rumour that the King won at Newbury. Interestingly, George said he took it with a pinch of salt. I think we got the right man for this sort of job.”
 
   “I was thinking you’d send Pincher.”
 
   “Pincher’s too well known in Amesbury. Been up in front of the beak too often.  George did come up with one lead which makes a lot of sense.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Westerhead’s got a friend or a distant relative, owns one of the big houses in Cholderton. He could’ve got walking wounded that far without too much trouble.”
 
   “They would have slowed him down.”
 
   “Yes, but he wouldn’t have to keep them with the main body,” countered Jem, “though I can’t see him taking any serious cases that far. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone were to find a body or two in a ditch fairly close to here. Don’t forget he left us with seven.”
 
   “He is a very unpleasant man.”
 
   “Yes indeed, and whatever our friend Hobbes says, I don’t think he’ll leave us alone, or the Hawken family. I don’t like wishing ill on anyone, but I wouldn’t be at all sorry if something unpleasant happened to Francis bloody Westerhead. Anyway, if he did leave any of his people at Cholderton, they’re way out of our reach, and I can’t see Hobbes risking a confrontation to get at them. I don’t think he works that way.”
 
   “So we lay that idea to rest.”
 
   “I don’t think we’ve any option. I’ve warned George I’ll probably send him into Amesbury again in the next day or two. We badly need to keep an ear to the ground.”
 
   “I’ve stood the kitchen staff down,” says Dorothy. “I’ll do our supper and put the pack together for Eirlys. It’s a good thing Roger isn’t eating a lot, or there might be comment in the kitchen.  Perhaps it ought to be rumoured I’m eating for two again. What does Eirlys live on, I wonder?”
 
   “Terribly healthy natural things she grows and gathers. You know the rest – her customers leave her the more solid stuff. One fortunate miscarriage, a month’s loaves delivered to her drop.”
 
   “I feel I ought be going up more often myself, but tonight I’ve got to spend some time with the children. And if I’m going to do the farm job properly, I’m going to have to have more living-in help.  Marian can’t do everything out of hours on her own. I really need a children’s maid – someone sensible – and another pair of hands to help Marian. That could be one of the day servants living in, or one of the Grange staff. We can find the room. And Sarah Purvis can come in most days now that there’s nothing for her at the Grange.”
 
   “Where’s she living?”
 
   “With Margery. Propping her up. Taken Noah’s death hard, Margery has, specially as it was right at the end of the fight. The Grange livers-in have all found somewhere. Not your problem.” 
 
   Jem’s been expecting something like this, and kicks himself for not suggesting it earlier. Fortunately, Dorothy is being practical rather than aggrieved. He offers a small prayer of thanks and agrees. Apologizes (being a sensible man) for not having brought it up himself.  
 
   “Something else I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned,” he says. “You’re running yourself ragged around the farms. We’ve got to appoint an under-bailiff.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been too busy to stand back and see how I might make myself less busy.  You like the job?”
 
   “I’m serious. We’ve got to take account of these mad times, but we’ve also got to look to how we’re going to operate when things calm down.  Not ‘get back to normal’, can’t see that happening for years, if ever.”
 
   “Any thoughts on who?”
 
   “Well,” says Jem. “I think as things stand, the front runners are Adams and Marston.  I’m beginning to be quite impressed with Marston. Did a good job in Amesbury today. And he can read and write – I checked.”
 
   “So can Adams. Best thing for the time being is to give each of them more responsibility and see how they cope with it. It’s a big decision and we need to take more than a week or two over making it.”
 
   “Right. They’re both dependable, and either of them could do us well.  I think Marston’s the sharper one, and more ambitious, but Adams more of a leader.  We’ll go with the flow, and do as you say.”
 
   “Do you intend to talk to Eirlys about moving Roger?” Dorothy asks.
 
   “Not looking forward to it, but I don’t think there’s any alternative. More I think about the move the less I like it.  It’s a hell of a long way and dangerous from more than one point of view.”
 
   “Will you take my advice? Don’t tell her what we think should be done. Tell her what Hobbes said and our suspicions of what he meant. Then ask her for her ideas. She’s supposed to have the Sight, isn’t she? She may come up with something we haven’t been able to see for looking.”
 
   Eirlys’ first reaction to Hobbes’ parting shot is as Jem expects.
 
   “Not a chance. He’s in no state to be moved.”
 
   “How’s he doing?”
 
   “Actually, he’s coming on very well.  He’s about a quarter awake at times.  I don’t want to hurry him, but I think we’ll be making contact in a day or two.”
 
   “And the injuries?”
 
   “Better than I feared.  The bones’ll take time, of course.  Eye socket looked clean when I changed the compress today.  The wounds are healing nicely and I’ve got the mucky bits under control.  The splinters are working out, with a bit of help.  It doesn’t hurt that he’s the cleanest man I’ve ever met at close quarters.”
 
   Jem laughs.  Roger’s cleanliness fanaticism is a standing joke.
 
   “It’s all the fault of that surgeon they had in his company in Germany. Roger always said they had the lowest sick rate of any unit he knew. Strange name. Abeille. Means ‘bee’.”
 
   “I know,” says Eirlys. “He used to come up and talk to me, particularly after Lucinda and the baby died. All kinds of things.”
 
   “But what about moving him?  I hear everything you say but if they find him here he could be looking at a death sentence. Hobbes wants to look the other way but we know people who don’t, and if Roger turns up alive the authorities will have to take notice. The plan to put most of the blame for Abbot’s Grange on a dead man only works if he stays dead.  And it could go hard with you as well.”
 
   “Leave me out of it. I’ve lived with that sort of threat before and come through it. It was very bad for the likes of me under old King James. Mind you, I’ve usually got away with it by vanishing.”
 
   “And that you can’t do this time. Any ideas?”
 
   “At the moment, I can’t think of any alternative to staying put here other than moving him to Easton, if Sir Michael will accept us.”
 
   “Us? You’d go with him?”
 
   “Yes. Devoted family servant. Dress as a man if necessary. But I’m desperately unhappy about thirty miles on the road. The broken bones are bad enough but we can see what’s happening there, and I can keep him doped so he won’t feel too much. No, it’s the bleeding, outside and in. I’ve stopped the outside and I’m pretty sure he’s all right inside at the moment, but that distance on a wagon bed… No, not good at all.”
 
   “Thirty miles? It’s not thirty miles to Easton.”
 
   “But you’re going to have to take him the long way round if you’re pretending he’s come from the battle. You’ve got to come in from the East. And to be sure, you ought to arrive at Burbage crossroads from the Hungerford road, not come up from the South and do a smart left turn. You’ll have to go over the down from Collingbourne.”
 
   Jem smiles to himself. She’s on to the practicalities so she’s accepting that Roger will have to go, whatever the medical risks.
 
   “One question, above all. When’s the absolute earliest you could have him ready to move?”
 
   “If he can have another three days here at least I will be a bit less unhappy about it.  A day’s warning to pack up here and get him ready. I’ll need help.  Sarah or Pincher. Sarah’s as strong as any bloke.”
 
   “I think I can give you the three days. I want to get him to Easton under cover of the move of Lady Rosalind’s body. Slip him into the house while they’re all busy with the funeral. As far as we know, Sir Michael’s travelling down on Monday to collect Lady Rosalind. With luck he won’t be turning straight round and going back on Tuesday.”              
 
   “That might just work. Now don’t be surprised if the next time you come up Roger’s awake. Could you take this for Dorothy?”
 
   She hands Jem a small package.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “Girls’ business, none of yours.”
 
    
 
   Jem rides home feeling that things have gone better than expected. Eirlys has accepted the realities and moved on to the practicalities. They now need to bring Sir Michael into the plan–
 
   Something, someone grabs Barley’s bridle and drags the horse to a halt. Someone else at his left, trying to pull him out of the saddle. He makes a futile attempt to draw his sword. His assailant is ahead of him and has a hand clamped over the hilt. In a moment of ludicrous clarity, Jem thinks he has never met a human being that stinks like the one wrestling with him. Somehow he manages to stay in his stirrups. Gives up on the sword, finds a dagger, and thrusts blindly at the centre of the smell. The man grunts, relaxes his grip, and at the same time there is a curious bubbling noise from the area of Barley’s head. The horse shakes himself free. Another sound, a man blundering away in the dark.
 
   “Pincher?”
 
   “Yes, Master Jem. If you’re going to ride abroad these nights, stay awake.”
 
   “You been shadowing me?”
 
   “Yes. Someone has to babysit. How’s Master Roger?”
 
   “Mending well. Still unconscious, but starting to come up. And Pincher –“
 
   “Yes Master Jem?”
 
   “If I say thanks, I mean it.”
 
   “No trouble, Master Jem. I’ll clear up here. Compliments to Mistress Dorothy, and watch your back.”
 
   And from now on, Jem thinks, I’ll wear a back scabbard and risk the caustic comments. Roger never gave advice for fun. 
 
   He dismounts on the track outside Low Farm and leads Barley quietly round the yard off the cobbles to his stall, unsaddles him by touch, and settles him down for the night. He will have to solve the problem of putting on a proper night guard while keeping freedom of movement for himself – if, after his experience, it’s still safe to ride the Plain by night. The attack has only been an accident, he’s sure – carried out by vagrants, deserters, the human wreckage which is becoming one of the by-products of the war.  As he finishes in the stables, he finds he’s shaking, with the smell of his assailant hanging foul in his nostrils. He lets himself quietly into the house. Dorothy is still up, sitting in her drawing room reading. The fire is lit, and the room reeks of domesticity. Dorothy rises, a smile of welcome on her face, and makes towards him. Then she stops dead and backs away.
 
   “God’s name, have you been fucking a polecat?”
 
   “Actually, I’ve just been trying to kill one. Pincher got the other and I suspect he finished mine off as well. Sends his compliments.”
 
   “What – no, you can tell me later. Down to the wash kitchen with you and get that lot off. I’ll sort it in the morning.” 
 
   “I need a drink first.”
 
   “No you don’t. I’ll pour one for when you get back. And wash yourself as well.”
 
   “All right. Eirlys sent this for you. Wouldn’t say what it was.” He hands her the package. Ten minutes later he returns, clad only in shirt and stockings. The candles are out, the firelight making the room a place of moving shadows. A voice says “it’s on the mantelpiece,” and he drains the glass at one gulp. He’s expected sherry-sack, but it’s a generous brandy. He chokes, gasps and wipes his eyes with his shirt-cuff.  
 
   The voice again. This time he locates it. There is a long chest set against the back wall of the room, covered by a rug. The firelight dimly illuminates a white shape.
 
   “Jeremiah Gosforth, you have been failing in at least one of your duties.”
 
   He bristles. “What are you talking about. I’ve been –“
 
   “Shut up. Take off that shirt and come here.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day is Sunday. The church full for morning service, the need for the village to hold together still having its effect.  Parson Gaunt doesn’t preach a sermon. Instead he asks Jem to bring the congregation up to date with what has been happening since the funeral.  
 
   Jem has intended to do just this, with or without an invitation, and has his speech ready.  Formal speaking isn’t his strongest point; some matters have to be kept quiet, but he wants to give the full story on everything he can.  Being careful makes him sounding less than inspire, but at least he isn’t giving away anything about Roger’s.  He tells them what he knows about Newbury fight, and the threat from the flotsam and jetsam from the battle.  He speaks of Hobbes’ visit and his indication that the authorities aren’t likely to trouble Abbot’s Down over the backlash from their own battle.  On the other hand, there may still be trouble from Lord Westerhead.
 
   “So we may still have to defend ourselves, whether it’s against small gangs of thieves who are really just looking for something to eat, or possibly, against an organized attack. Master Hobbes reckoned it isn’t likely that Lord Westerhead will have another go. I am not so sure.  I’m expecting he’ll send a detachment to find out what state we’re in.
 
   “So we’ve got to remain on our guard. We might have a raid on Low Farm by an organized team of rick-burners, and I’m going to increase the guard.  As far as the village is concerned, what we’re most likely to see is men who are little more than vagrants – but armed and dangerous vagrants.
 
   “This is what Sir Roger prepared us for when he first put the village in a state of defence. So we’ll keep the same arrangements. We’ve fewer people to do it with, but for now I’m not going to try to guard the Grange.  We start work there once the root harvest is in, to keep out the worst of the winter weather. Then it will be up to Master Henry to decide what he wants to do about rebuilding.
 
   “Finally, I want to thank you all once again, both for myself and on behalf of the Hawken family, for all that has been done here in the past week. It won’t be forgotten.”
 
   Jem sits down. To his amazement, the congregation – and even Parson Gaunt –applaud.  When the hubbub dies down, Gaunt announces Old Hundredth as the closing hymn.  The congregation gives it their best, a best to be reckoned with.
 
   Outside the church, Gaunt takes Jem by the arm and asks him to wait a few moments.  Dorothy wants to call in on Annie Marston and Bill Greathead, the two seriously wounded from the Grange fight, so Jem waits by the side of the porch until the last of the parishioners have left.  All, that is, except George Marston, Tom Adams, and Matthew Pike.
 
   “I think,” says Gaunt, “that we might take a stroll round the churchyard.  “The country looks so attractive with the turning leaves, does it not?  I so love September, even though it does bring home to us the passing of the years.”
 
   They round the back of the church and Gaunt stops.
 
   “Now, Master Jem,” he says. “It’s time for some straight talking from you and from us. To come straight to the point, how long d’you think you can keep a secret in a village like this, and how long d’you think you and the mistress can go on carrying the load on your own?”
 
   Jem thinks for a moment before replying.
 
   “I suspected more people than Pincher and Sarah had an idea of what’s going on.  If I haven’t taken more of you into my confidence, it isn’t because I don’t trust you to keep secrets. I simply thought it wasn’t fair to put the burden of knowing the full truth on any more shoulders than knew already.  Now, I need to know what you reckon you know.”
 
   Gaunt has obviously been appointed spokesman.
 
   “We know, and it isn’t because of gossip, and we’ve all taken care even among ourselves not to know too much – we know that Sir Roger is still alive, and that Eirlys is taking care of him.”
 
   Well, thinks Jem, you knew this was likely to happen. You can’t put it back. Go with the flow.  
 
   “First, I’ll say I’m not totally surprised. The next thing is, there’s even more need for secrecy.”  And he explains Hobbes’s comments, and his parting shot.  
 
   “If Master Roger is discovered, then he’s like to hang, and it could go hard with the rest of us as well. And if Lord Westerhead can use the authorities to help him achieve his aim, he’ll be delighted to do so. 
 
   “This means we’re going to have to move Sir Roger, and sooner than we’d hoped.  I don’t yet know the where and when.  But with the four of you on board, whatever we do will  be one whole lot easier. I won’t say any more for the moment for the time being –  because I don’t know myself. Now, is there anyone else besides you four who actually knows Master Roger’s whereabouts?”
 
   “There’s a general feeling around the village that he’s alive, no more’n that,” says George Marston. “Annie and Bill know for certain – they were both awake when you and Pincher were wheeling him down on the dead cart. But they don’t know he’s with Eirlys.  For the rest – well you know yourself, Master Jem, a lot of people don’t want to know the whole truth.  Dangerous.”
 
   Yes, thinks Jem. Dumb ignorance, the safety net for the poor with no other protection. But George’s ‘general feeling’ has somehow, he is sure, already reached the ears of the Sheriff’s Officer. Perhaps the Hardmans, Alison’s uncle and aunt, had picked up the rumour before they left, and carried it to Woodford. They are going to have to move faster than he has anticipated if they are to ensure Roger’s safety. 
 
   “I think we ought to break up now. People notice other people clustering in corners and talking quietly. Thank you for bringing this up.  And can I say it again – I didn’t take you into my confidence was because I didn’t want to put any of you further into harm’s way.  There’s been enough of that already.”
 
   “Just remember we’re on your side, Master Jem,” says Matthew Pike. “Trust us.”
 
   “I will. Now I wonder if we can all slip into Bunce’s before Mistress Dorothy finishes visiting the sick?”
 
   “It’s wonderful, but it’s awful as well.” Dorothy’s reaction to the news of Jem’s churchyard meeting is the same as his own. “The lid’s off the pot and there’s no way we can put it back.”
 
   “We have to get Roger away as soon as possible.” 
 
   “There’s no way we can bring it forward from the timings we’ve already planned,” Dorothy replies. “But I’d feel a whole lot happier if we had a go-ahead from Sir Michael. We are asking a lot of him, at a bad time.”
 
   “Problem is how to broach it. He’s supposed to be at Wilton tomorrow to collect Lady Rosalind’s body. I could ride down, but it’s the wrong place and time. I need to get him on his own.”
 
   “He’ll have to pass by the road end at Lake. You could wait for him on the valley road.”
 
   “Ambush him? Not a good idea. And we don’t know when he’ll be passing.”
 
   Dorothy has her thinking face on.
 
   “I think we’re underestimating Sir Michael. He hasn’t been here since the second day. Do you think it’s likely that he will pass by our road end without making some kind of contact? He’s bound to get in touch. He’s given you that verbal invitation to the funeral.  Leave it to him, and you won’t run the problem of pushing in where you may not be welcome.”
 
   “Which would be a relief. I’m never quite sure where I stand with Sir Michael.”
 
   “Right, let’s get some ideas as to how we go about this.” Dorothy is doing brisk.  “The fundamental point, and the fundamental difficulty, is to turn Roger Hawken, casualty of this parish and outlaw, into Captain Thingummy, wounded Cavalier, arriving at Easton for tender loving care. As Eirlys says, he’s got to arrive from the Hungerford direction.”
 
   “The basics of that are easy enough. He goes in the two-horse wagon.”
 
   “Wouldn’t a single horse cart be less conspicuous?”
 
   “I’ve thought about that,” said Jem, “and it’s a serious point. But remember what I said about the state of the Marlborough road? The heavy wagon’ll even out the bumps and be more comfortable, or less excruciating, and with the state of the roads two horses are better than one. Then there’s that hill up from the Shears.”
 
   “Why that way?”
 
   “I’m thinking about getting on to the Hungerford road East of Burbage crossroads.”
 
   “So you’re planning to go up to Everleigh on the Marlborough road, sidestep through Collingbourne Ducis, then over the top from the Shears Inn? God’s teeth, it’s a long way round, but I can see the logic of it.”
 
   “Yes. We use the cover of the Elyot party as far as Everleigh and then the wagon leaves it. We ask Sir Michael to pick us up at Burbage.” 
 
   “But Jem, how do we explain attaching a wagon with a badly injured man in it to Sir Michael’s party? Yes, the gentry are safe, but the servants will talk. It’ll be out and about in no time.”
 
   “What I am thinking about is your word ‘attaching’, and how close that attachment has to be. What we need is the protection of the Elyot group, but not its close company.  Roger doesn’t actually have to be a part of it.”
 
   “But what if someone from the group gets curious about the casualty and starts poking about. Discourage them, and you make ’em more inquisitive.”
 
   When she’s thinking hard, Jem tells himself, she looks about twelve years old.
 
   “How about this?” Dorothy speaking very slowly, and for her, diffidently. “We need to discourage anyone, however well intentioned, from getting too close to Roger. We want, in fact, to keep him completely out of sight. Have you thought of – a coffin?” 
 
   Jem looks at her in amazement. 
 
   “Make it a bit oversize, pad it up, and Roger will be at least as comfortable as rolling around on a wagon bed. We put two women on the wagon box – looks inoffensive. That’s Eirlys and Sarah.”
 
   “Right. Sarah can drive a pair. I’ve seen her.”
 
   “What’s more,” says Dorothy, “her family comes from Oxenwood. Right direction.  Could help if there’s explaining to do. One man leads the horses.”
 
   “Pincher. Likes walking and fights dirty.”
 
   “The master’s lent them the wagon to take dear old what’s-his-name back to his village to rest in peace. They’ve fallen in with the Elyot party and begged protection. People do tend to be respectful of a coffin. And if we put something in with Roger to smell a bit, then they will be even less inclined to pry.”
 
   “We have to change him from a corpse into a living casualty before we meet Sir Michael or his men again. Looks like there’ll have to be a transformation scene at the road junction.”
 
   “Jem, what about escort for the wagon from Everleigh onward? You can’t be detaching anyone, even yourself, from the Elyot group. The people with the wagon, they’re supposed to be strangers. But you can’t let them do the whole journey the long way round from Everleigh to Burbage without someone to keep an eye on them.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that,” Jem came back, “and it’s the weakest part of the plan. And there’s another point. Roger’s got to arrive from wherever he’s coming from with some sort of escort himself – one that looks reasonably soldierly, and also one that isn’t known to the Elyot men.”
 
   “So what this means is that we are going to have to find another couple of riders  and arrange for them to link up with the wagon somewhere between Everleigh and Collingbourne.”  
 
   “I’d prefer three, if we can mount them.”
 
   “It will have to be two. We’re a riding horse down since the fight, two if you count Lady Rosalind’s. Think about it. Apart from Barley and Clara, we’ve only got three capable of carrying an armed man, and the cob. And you’re not having Clara. I can’t run the place without her, and she’s sidesaddle schooled.”
 
   “All right, needs must. You realize that the coffin plan means Josiah will have to be brought in on the secret.”
 
   “Can you think of anyone in the village you’d trust more than Josiah? We’ll have to persuade him to work here. Can’t have another coffin being trundled through the village – just a minute, one of those prisoners is going to leave this world very shortly, according to Margery this morning. Josiah could start work early.”
 
   “Right, I’ll go down and give him instructions. I’ll ride up to warn Eirlys tonight. I think we’d do best to move the wagon and the whole party up to Eirlys last light on Tuesday.  We’ll camp out, and crack off at first light Wednesday.”
 
   “If you’re going out tonight I want you to take an escort.”
 
   “All right, I’ll warn Pincher.”
 
   “Do that, but I’m coming with you. Marian can hold the fort here.”      
 
    
 
   Not only is Eirlys expecting them, but she’s anticipated the decision to move Roger on the Wednesday. Roger is now semi-conscious and should, she thinks, be fully back in this world by the time of the move. She is still worried about how he will stand up to the journey but immediately latches on to Dorothy’s idea of the coffin. 
 
   “Couldn’t be better. If I pack him up good and tight and we lash the box down properly, he won’t bounce around, which was the main worry.”
 
   “I told Josiah to make it big,” says Jem. “I told him to put in a bit of extra room for things we don’t want to have in the open on the wagon – like your lotions and potions, Eirlys.”
 
   They look in on Roger who is muttering unintelligible sounds and trying to twist and turn within his splints and bandaging. Eirlys isn’t worried.
 
   “I think he’s fighting the battle again. When he gets to the end and the roof comes down on him he’ll probably think he’s going to die – and he’ll wake up, just as we all do when we have that kind of nightmare.”
 
   “How long?” asks Dorothy.
 
   “Not very. I’d say a day at the outside.”
 
   Eirlys is unimpressed with Jem’s plan for the Tuesday night.
 
   “I think we’d do a lot better to brazen it out. The move itself is risky, so a bit more risk won’t hurt. Might as well get things set up in comfort. Send Sarah or Pincher – no, send both of ’em up Tuesday morning. Bring the wagon up here Tuesday afternoon. Load up here in daylight. I’ll be needing a board stretcher for Roger. Overnight at Low Farm. Get everything packed and everybody sorted on firm ground, and no having to go back for what’s been forgotten.”
 
   “All right,” says Jem. “But if we do it this way, I’m coming round to thinking that we might as well make the whole operation noisy.”
 
   “Noisy? What do you mean?” asks Eirlys.
 
   “Sorry, that was Roger-speak. Means we don’t try to sneak around and not be noticed. If it all goes well, Roger’ll be clear away on Wednesday and a bit more rumour around the village won’t hurt. So Abbot’s Down mobilizes to see the master on his way. No bugger’s going to poke his nose in without getting it bloodied, even King’s men.”
 
   “Have you been on the Old Strumpet?” demands Dorothy. “This isn’t cautious old Jem. What’s got into you?”
 
   “To be honest with you, I’m getting fair pissed off with all this skulking about, and I think a lot of the village are beginning to feel the same way. A week ago, we gave a bloody nose to a troop of horse with a company of foot in support, and we can still see off anything less than a full strength troop. In fact, Abbot’s Down is still probably the strongest single fighting unit for ten miles around. I want to get their tails up again – I hope not to fight, but to make ’em feel they can if they have to. Call it an exercise if you like.”
 
   “What if it’s King’s men?” That was Eirlys.
 
   “We say ‘sorry pardon, thought you were a bunch of deserters. Having a lot of trouble with ’em, you know’. And if it’s after nightfall we’ll get away with it.
 
   “So this is what we do. We lay on cover round here from the time Sarah and Pincher come up, and Tuesday night we guard Low Farm like it held the Crown Jewels. Wednesday morning, we range the wagon at the Lake junction with the two escort riders ahead of it, a lookout on the Salisbury side. Elyot party rolls into view, escort and wagon kick off. Escort opens out to a quarter mile in front. Anyone asks, it’s a distant point for the Elyot group.  
 
   “At Everleigh, the two of them turn right, go down to the junction just short of Ducis, and wait for the wagon. They link up, through the village, left at the Shears, over the down to the Hungerford Road. Unload Roger, ditch the coffin, Pincher and Eirlys on the box, Sarah in the back. Just short of Burbage crossroads, Sarah drops off the back. Elyot party meets the wagon – I’ll try to be part of it. We bring an Elyot vehicle, could be the carriage. We lift Roger into the carriage and take him to Low Hall.  
 
   “The wagon and escort heads back towards Hungerford, picks up Sarah, waits till the coast is clear and comes back down the valley road to the Collingbournes. They’ll have to stay out overnight, but there’s plenty of inns – they could stay in Burbage if necessary. I rely on Pincher to talk them out of any trouble. God willing, they’re back here Thursday afternoon. Pike and I will bring the Wilton lot back on Friday.
 
   “You’ll be taking Pike?”
 
   “I’d like to. He’s the best horseman we’ve got, he’s impressive to look at, and he’s getting used to big houses. But you have first refusal if you want him here for riding guard.  How do you feel about it?” 
 
   “I think I’ll be all right. As you say, Pike’s the best choice for you and I’ve got plenty of help here. Who do you think for the wagon escort?”
 
   “Elijah Wilson for a start, but this is where it gets more difficult. Tom Adams would be the best. It’s a responsible job, but he’s also the best deputy for you. Can you manage with Gaunt and Marston?”
 
   “To be honest, I’d rather keep Adams. The wagon’s got Eirlys and Pincher.  Wilson’s a safe pair of hands. What about Tim Greathead? He can ride and shoot well, and he’s sensible with it. Or you could take Marston.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to take Marston away, either from the farm or his listening job,” says Jem. “Young Greathead did well at the Grange and before that in my little punchup.  He’s been doing his brother Bill’s job and his own since the fight and Bill’s wound. Time to give him a run out on something different.” 
 
   “Thanks for that, Jem.”
 
   “I think I’ve got all I need from you for now, and it’s time you were getting home,” says Eirlys. “For what it’s worth, I don’t see anything going vastly wrong between now and Wednesday – doesn’t mean we can relax but the signs are favourable. I can’t see anything beyond that.”
 
   Eirlys doesn’t often volunteer information based on the Sight, thinks Jem. Assume she’s doing it to keep our spirits up. Plan for the worst, hope for the best. They ride home in the last of the daylight, not talking much.
 
   “Someone’s watching us,” says Dorothy, after one of the longer silences.
 
   “Pincher. That’s why we’re not hurrying. He’s on his flat feet.”  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Dorothy’s intuition is right, again. If it were not so important, it would be irritating, Jem thinks. Around noon next day, an Elyot messenger arrives at Low Farm. Sir Michael’s party is travelling down to Wilton and will be returning on Wednesday. Sir Michael would esteem it a favour if Mr Gosforth will meet him at Lake road junction in an hour’s time and ride with him as far as the Tarrant farm. Lady Rosalind’s funeral being set for Thursday, perhaps Mr and Mrs Gosforth would care to travel with Sir Michael to Easton on Wednesday.
 
   “You have to go, but I can’t,” Dorothy said. “One of us ought to be at the funeral, but I am simply not going to leave the children overnight, not with things as they are at the moment.”
 
   “Yes, and I’d better write a formal acceptance even if I am going to see him.”
 
   Jem pens a note to Sir Michael. Mr Gosforth will be honoured to accept Sir Michael’s invitation. Mr Gosforth will meet Sir Michael as proposed and accompany his party to Easton. Mrs Gosforth regrets that she is unable to attend the funeral, given the difficult security situation. Mr and Mrs Gosforth wish to record their sincere condolences on the death of Lady Rosalind. Mr Gosforth will be attended by one riding servant.  
 
   “Can you send for Pike while I get myself ready. If I’m going to be down on the valley road in an hour I’ve got to hurry. And I’m sure this young man wouldn’t say no to a bite and a sup of something. What’s your name?’
 
   “Crocker, Master Gosforth, Sir.
 
   “Well, Crocker, take your horse round the house to the left and you’ll find the stable-yard, and there’s a door into the kitchen. Put your head in there and there’ll be something for you.”
 
   “Are you going all the way to Wilton with Sir Michael?” asks Dorothy.
 
   “Have to see how it goes on timings. I’d like to get back here before full dark, but I also would like to see how Henry’s getting on and bring him up to date with what we’re doing. I haven’t seen him since last Thursday.”
 
   “You haven’t a lot of time. Make yourself presentable while I get hold of Pike. Try and take a minute or two to get your thoughts in order before you see Sir Michael. And we ought to make arrangements for guarding on Tuesday.”
 
   She’s right, of course. “We don’t want to advertise what we’re doing until we have to. Warn Adams and Marston that we will need four men up covering Eirlys’s from ten o’clock, Elijah Wilson in charge, but not to detail anybody till morning muster. The rest we’ll do in the morning.”
 
   It turns out that there’s time in hand, and when Jem, Pike, and Crocker arrive at the junction where the road to Abbot’s Down meets the main route down the Avon valley there is no sign of Sir Michael’s party, and no marks of their passing. 
 
   As they wait, Jem reflects that this is the first time in more than a week when he’s been able think of doing nothing at all, without the nagging feeling that there’s something important demanding his attention, now. Yes, Parson Gaunt had been right when he drew Jem’s attention to the beauty of the autumn countryside, even if he was play-acting. Down here in the valley of the Avon the trees grow thick, and the colours of the turning leaves are running riot. There are mare’s tails in the sky – the spell of fine weather is breaking. It would be nice, he thinks, if one day the madness would have run its course and there’d be time to stand and stare again, and occasionally, as now, do nothing, and do it with a clear conscience.
 
   It ‘s about ten minutes before two horsemen round the bend in the road to the North, the right hand rider bearing the Elyot guidon on his stirrup-iron. They are followed by a two-horse closed carriage. Sir Michael is riding alone behind the carriage, then three more escorts.  Jem makes his bow.
 
   “Good,” says Sir Michael. “Crocker found you all right. You’ll ride with me, Jem.”  It was a statement rather than an invitation or even a question.
 
   “Thank you, Sir Michael. A quiet journey, I hope.”
 
   “Yes, thank you. We saw a few small parties of shady looking characters, but we must have looked too strong for any of them to risk a fight for the sake of a horse or two. Have you been troubled at Abbot’s Down?”
 
   Jem has been working out what to say to Sir Michael, and how to say it. From his own perspective a great deal has happened since they last met, two days after the fight for the Grange. Most of it, though, wouldn’t seem important to an outside observer.  For Abbot’s Down, each day has seemed both full of events and long. What is really important comes down to three matters.  
 
   First, Roger Hawken is almost certainly going to survive his wounds and is appreciably on the mend.  
 
   Second, Abbot’s Down is functioning effectively again, both as a farming community and as a self-defence unit. The only incident worthy of note has been his own encounter with the two footpads.  
 
   And finally, there is the matter of the politics of the Abbot’s Grange fight as spelt out by Daniel Hobbes. These lead to the overriding necessity of keeping Roger safe from discovery, coupled with Jem’s reading of Hobbes’ reference to witch hunts. 
 
   “So, Jem, what do you think we should do?”
 
   “Sir Michael, I fear there is nothing more I can do within my own resources. I deeply regret having to burden you with the responsibility at this of all times, but I have no alternative to asking for your aid in this matter.”
 
   “And what form would you see this ‘aid’ taking?”
 
   “I see two courses open only. The first is that with your knowledge and wealth of contacts, you might be able to advise me as to where and with whom Roger may be kept hidden until he is well enough to travel. Then, with your help, we would wish to smuggle him out of the country – to the United Provinces, where he has friends and assets. The second is a specific case of the first. Could you yourself take him in?”
 
   Jem has grown used to the fact that Sir Michael is not one to come back with an immediate response on any important matter. In this case he’s taken aback when the knight replies, after the briefest pause:
 
   “There is no question but that he must come to Easton. I assume that is the answer you were hoping for – no, don’t try to apologize, you’ve done wonders already keeping him safe this far. I also assume that you and that clever wife of yours have been doing some hard planning on the assumption that I would agree – I’d think less of you if you haven’t.”
 
   “That is so, Sir Michael.”
 
   “Then tell me.”
 
   Jem outlines the plan that had been hatched at Eirlys’ hut the night before.
 
   “Eirlys was in on the planning, was she?”
 
   “Most certainly. I have to admit that most of the ideas in this have come from the ladies.”
 
   “Well, that information reinforces my own view that it’s about the best plan you could have made in the circumstances. Eirlys and I go back a long way, you know. I’ll be glad to have her under my roof as well as Roger.”
 
   Jem looks at Sir Michael and could swear there was the ghost of a wink from the old man.
 
   “So, as I see it, what you want from me is that Roger’s wagon is allowed to form part of our convoy on Wednesday, and that you will find two men over and above Pike and yourself as the wagon’s escort. They will ride as our advanced guard as far as Everleigh then take the wagon on. Then, soon as we arrive at Easton, you will need a vehicle, which could be the carriage or another flatbed wagon, to pick up Roger at Burbage crossroads.”
 
   “The carriage would be the better solution if you can spare it. Roger will be arriving as a wounded Cavalier gentleman and should appear as such.”
 
   “Front door and no skulking, eh?”
 
   “Just that, Sir Michael. And although I’m perfectly happy that Pike and I should be the escort, it will look better if two of your men could take part.”
 
   “Agreed. But you should take charge, on my behalf. Once we arrive at Easton I will be giving my thoughts to the original purpose of this journey.”
 
   “I entirely understand, Sir Michael. There is one more matter on which I would appreciate your advice.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “We will need an identity and a story for Roger once he comes to you, or possibly more than one. It may be that he should initially be the wounded Cavalier, and then be transformed into someone else. But it is my view that he should go straight into his long-term identity.”
 
   “In other words, Jem, you want my advice on developing a legend for Roger.”
 
   “I entirely appreciate that this is another imposition, Sir Michael, but you are far better equipped than I to do it.”
 
   “You’re becoming quite the court flatterer, Jem.”
 
   “Far be it from that, Sir Michael. I am deadly serious.”
 
   “Very well, and you’re quite right, I am in a better position than yourself. I will invent some distant cousin, and will let you have the details – probably on Wednesday as we ride. Now if you will excuse me?”
 
   Sir Michael withdraws into his own thoughts, and Jem pulls Barley away from the old man. Pike is passing the time renewing acquaintance with the Elyot men. Jem gives him a mental good mark for doing this – they may have to fight alongside these characters in the near future – and does the same. Rudd, the lead rider, he knows already from his visits to the Grange and Low Farm. A solid, dependable NCO type. Crocker he has just met – young and enthusiastic, with a streak of intelligence. Foster the guidon bearer, another youngster, not as bright as Crocker, he thinks. Mather, Johnson, Plowden. Men who look and sound as though they’ll reliably do what they’re told but not a lot more.
 
   It has been only four days – Thursday to Monday – since Jem was last at the Tarrants’ farm at Wilton. I’ve changed a bit since then, he thinks. Robert and Abigail welcome them, pressing Jem to stay over, but he fights them off, pointing out that he will be away two nights at Easton later in the week and that there’s much to be done before the outward journey on Wednesday.
 
   “There’s a lot I have to tell you, and it isn’t the sort of thing I can fairly cover without sitting down with you and talking it out. Once you have settled Sir Michael, can we have a quiet quarter hour in a corner somewhere and I’ll give you a straight tale. Most importantly, how is Henry?”
 
   Henry, they say, is mending steadily but slowly, out of bed but still keeping mostly to his room. Anne Hawken is at the Castle Street house, but they are keeping Henry at Wilton for protection – against well-meaning visitors in the interests of peace and quiet, but also against the possibility of less friendly interruption.
 
   “It would be best if we all meet in Henry’s room,” Robert suggests. “We don’t want ears at keyholes, and Henry’s room’s well away from servant traffic. Say half an hour? Jem, if you wait in my study you’ll find what you need there. Make yourself comfortable – I’ll give you a call.”
 
   Henry is dressed and sitting in a chair by the window. He doesn’t look good. The sword cut was deep and has bled a lot, but at nearly a week after the fight he should, Jem thinks, be in better shape. Bill Greathead took as bad a cut and a broken head but is already starting to make himself useful around the village. Henry’s bandage is covered, but there’s a stain on the shirt, and even to Jem’s non-medical eye the colour says something’s wrong.  But most serious is Henry’s general appearance. He looks drawn and old, as on the previous Thursday before summoning the energy to give Janet her dressing down. Henry’s first remark after the usual greetings doesn’t surprise him.
 
   “I won’t be joining you at Easton for my mother’s funeral. I have thought long and hard about it, but I can’t ride yet, and twenty miles each way in a coach is something I can’t consider at present.”
 
   Eirlys’s remarks about the will to recovery. If I were Henry, he says to himself, I’d be making the effort, if only for the fresh air and change of scene. The bloody man’s wasting away in here – not got enough to do, and too many people fussing over him. Get Roger to Easton, he thinks, and then come and sort this other Hawken out. After all, he reminds himself, he is my boss.
 
   Robert, good solid old Robert, nudging him, breaking in on his thoughts.
 
   “Come on Jem, tell us what’s been going on up-country.”
 
   Jem stresses the implications of Daniel Hobbes’s visit, the necessity of getting Roger away sooner rather than later, and the plans for the journey on Wednesday. They treat his bald account of his own brush with the unpleasant human debris now being found on the Plain with all seriousness, the more so as the party for the return journey from Easton on the Friday will be weak as compared with the Elyot cortège.
 
   “I can only raise two men who can ride and shoot, Brown and Carpenter,” said Robert. “With you and Pike that gives us five armed men. Anne will insist on taking her maid, and Anne herself ain’t a Lady Rosalind or a Dorothy Gosforth when it comes to using any sort of weapon. So we’ve got two women to protect. Only thing going for us is we can go at horse speed. No coaches or wagons.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re right about Anne,” Abigail puts in. “I don’t want to run my sister down, but an Amazon she isn’t.”
 
   “There’s another thought here, Robert.” Robert’s mention of wagons has given Jem an idea. “At the moment I’ve got the wagon party making for home at best speed once they have handed Roger over at Burbage. But there aren’t enough of them for comfort if they bump trouble either. If we can hold them in the area for another day, then link up, we’d be eight men plus Sarah Purfitt, who’s a good hand in a scrap herself.”
 
   Robert is enthusiastic. “The wagon’ll slow us down, of course, but on balance I think it’s all plus. D’you have any ideas about where they could hole up for the day?”
 
   “Well, if the worst comes to the worst, there’s a lot of woodland around there where they could lie up. Sir Michael might be able to suggest a place – even give it his blessing.  Also, Dorothy reminded me Sarah has family in Oxenwood.”
 
   “That’s all very well, Jem,” says Henry. “But she can hardly turn up to visit her old mother with a couple of armed men in attendance. Think how people talk.”
 
   It’s nice to find Henry taking an interest, Jem thinks. Trust a lawyer to find a hole in a plan. Mind you, when it comes to making a plan, it’s a different story. 
 
   “It looks to me,” he says slowly, “that we’ve got a highly desirable way out of a difficulty, but the way out has got its own difficulties. We haven’t talked about the problems of linking up the two groups. But there’s so much to gain that we ought to put a lot of effort into trying to make it work.”
 
   Nobody claims the credit, but they find they’ve agreed that the best suggestion is for the wagon party to base up in an outlying barn or cattle shelter on Sir Michael’s estate.
 
   “We’ve got umpteen buildings like that all over Abbot’s Down,” says Jem. “Where we put the stock during the battle. Party’ll have to provision for a longer stay out, but no problem. Now I must get back to Low Farm tonight. There’s a monstrous amount to be done before Wednesday morning, and I didn’t have time to put much in hand before I left.  Fortunately, we got Josiah working on Roger’s coffin yesterday.”
 
   “What can we do here?” Robert asks.
 
   “Can you get Sir Michael to agree with what we’ve just discussed? I don’t think I should break in on him before I leave.”
 
   “Absolutely right on that,” says Abigail. “I think he will be sitting with Lady Rosalind all night.”
 
   “Leave it to us,” says Henry. “There are three of us here who can actually contribute very little, while you and Dorothy are being run ragged. We’ll talk to him. Is there anything else we can do?”
 
   Give Henry something to get his teeth into and he lights up.  
 
   “I asked Sir Michael to give some thought to Roger’s identity and cover story, what he calls a legend. If you could keep him up to the mark on that, I’d be grateful. Robert, arms and equipment. Everybody needs to be as well-furnished as they can be. The more impressive a party looks, the less likely it will be attacked.”
 
   “We’ll do what we can, Jem, but we’re not quite the arsenal that Abbot’s Down was.  If you could bring some extra pistols I’d be grateful. And a couple of helmets.”
 
   “Helmets are a good point if you’re trying to look fierce from a distance.” Henry being sensible again.
 
   Abigail breaks in.
 
   “We’re talking practical matters that we don’t need to discuss behind locked doors.  Jem, you say you need to get back, but this time you are not going to leave this house without some food inside you, or I’ll not dare face Dorothy again. So let’s go downstairs and I’ll organise something to eat. Kitchen grub, and we can go on talking.”
 
   “I’ll join you.”
 
   They all look at Henry.
 
   “Well, If you think you’re going to leave me out, forget it. Time I made the effort. Happens when Jem’s here – he makes me realise I can’t sit looking out of a window for ever.  I’ll need a hand, though.”
 
   Abigail bustles off to annoy her kitchen staff while the two men manoeuvre Henry down the stairs and into a small room next to Robert’s study. It’s furnished as a simple dining room, but with a pair of comfortable chairs either side the fireplace.
 
   “We call this the winter room, because it’s easy to heat, but we eat in it all the year round. Near the kitchen, next to my study, and just convenient. Sack, gentlemen?”
 
   Abigail returns.
 
   “Just as well you agreed to stay a bit longer, Jem. Your man Pike’s set for a good hour with what’s on his plate. I dare say he didn’t object to riding with you today?”
 
   Jem laughs. “Doubtless I’ll get the full story on the ride home. He seems very taken with the young lady.”
 
   “She’s a good girl, Joan. I’ll be sorry to see her go – unless?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to part with Matthew Pike without a very good reason. But we’re a bit away from anything like that, I hope.”
 
    
 
   Dorothy waves goodbye to Jem knowing that his insecurities will vanish as soon as he has something to keep his mind occupied. Sir Michael’s messenger has interrupted a day she had set aside for catching up on estate business. With the ledgers in Salisbury, she’s only running a daybook, but even that hasn’t been looked at for more than a week. She could probably get away with not going up to see Eirlys, but if today’s the day when Roger surfaces from his coma, perhaps she ought to make the effort. As a first priority, she needs to see how Josiah Greathead is getting on with making Roger’s travelling coffin.  
 
   She is surprised to find Josiah positively enthusiastic. Yes, he had a fair inkling that Master Roger weren’t properly dead, take a lot to kill that one. No, he hadn’t known he’s with the witch, but he’s not surprised to hear it. Sounds like a good place to mend him. Get Master Roger away in a coffin, well that’s an idea, to be sure. Put a false bottom in the coffin, upstands to contain the bedding, yes. Rope loops for lifting him in and out without disturbing the splints. Breathing holes where they won’t be obvious. Space under the false bottom for Eirlys’ stores. Separate compartment at the foot for the smelly. Be a big box, but folk are always surprised by how small coffins look. Not to worry about not being able to measure him, bad luck to measure a live customer.  
 
   The box will be ready Tuesday morning, or sooner if Mistress Dorothy requires.  Tuesday will do nicely, she says, but she’ll need the internal stretcher early on Tuesday, the main box later in the day. She’s trying not to tell too many people the exact timings for Roger’s move, but some leakage is bound to happen. She reminds Josiah that the coffin is supposed to contain a goodman, not one of the gentry, so he’s not to get carried away and make it look too smart.   
 
   The books are less of a mess than she’s feared, so she decides, after all, to go up to see Eirlys and Roger. Around two o’clock she sends to Pincher that she wants to see him in an hour’s time, and at three sets off for the high down with her watchdog in attendance.
 
   Eirlys is in a state of high excitement. But how old, tired, she’s looking, Dorothy thinks. Nobody knows Eirlys’s age, but before the battle there had been a vitality in her that made age seem irrelevant.  Now, almost overnight, she has aged.  
 
   “Mounted patrol, six or seven, passed about an hour ago heading West. My fire was out, so they didn’t see me. I did not feel eyes upon me.”
 
   It’s disconcerting, dealing with people as certain sure of their abnormal powers as Eirlys.
 
   “Sure they’re gone?” she asks.
 
   “No doubt about it. They had a strong aura – not to mention the fact that they smelt like soldiers. Both the aura and the smell have gone.”
 
   Dorothy laughs. Eirlys is another one, like Roger, who has strange ideas about cleanliness. These days there’d be fewer village boys spying on her at her ablutions than twenty years ago. 
 
   “How is he?” 
 
   “Sort of awake. Not connecting properly but you may get through. Come along.”
 
   Roger’s eye bandage is still on so there is no way of knowing whether the good eye is open or closed. He hears them.
 
   “Who’s there?” Nothing wrong with that, Dorothy thinks.
 
   “It’s Eirlys, of course. I’ve got Dorothy Gosforth with me.”
 
   “Dorothy Gosforth. Need to talk to Jem Gosforth. Jem, they’re into the kitchen corridor, need more pistols – where’s Henry –“
 
   “Steady, Roger, steady, steady. It’s over. You’re safe. No more fighting. No more.  Ever.” Eirlys patting his free hand, stroking it.
 
   “What he actually needs is a good cuddle, but he’s so splinted and strapped I can’t get at him to do it. Say something to him.”
 
   “Roger, it’s Dorothy Gosforth. You are all right. Jem’s all right, but he isn’t here.  The fighting’s over. You beat them.”
 
   No harm in stretching a point, if it does some good. 
 
   “You’ve taken a dreadful beating, but you’re going to get better.”
 
   “It’s full dark, we could have got them away earlier.”
 
   “Roger,” says Eirlys, “your eyes are bandaged, that’s why it’s dark. It’s a week on.  The battle was a week ago. I say again, the battle was a week ago. Leave it. Come back to us, now.”
 
   “Eirlys.”
 
   “You’ve been with me since the battle. You were blown up and half the Grange fell in on you. You ought to be dead, but you aren’t because I wouldn’t let you die, and now that you’re still alive a lot of people are going to a lot of trouble to keep you that way. So for fuck’s sake come back and help.”
 
   Eirlys’s blunt words are belied by the tears.
 
   “Roger bloody Hawken, I have looked after you since before you were a mucky-minded eight year old spying on me taking a bath, with your equally mucky-minded brother and your evil friend Pincher. So now that you’re almost back in the land of the living –“
 
   She turns to Dorothy.
 
   “I need him back well before we move him. Normally I’d’ve let nature take her course, but I’m going to hurry things up. What I am going to do now I usually do in private.  I want you to stay, because if you are what I believe you are you can help. All right with that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I will want your mind to follow mine. I will be controlling you. Together we double the power. Still want to help?
 
   “I do.” She is transfixed, by a mix of curiosity and fear. No way will she leave now.
 
   “It would help if you would remove your clothes.”
 
   The request seems totally normal. She complies.
 
   “Now don’t even think of trying to remember the words. Get ’em wrong and the results might be startling.”
 
   She feels the stirrings of powers outside her comprehension – excitement coupled with guilt at being into matters undoubtedly outside the general run of things, and further outside the law.
 
   Eirlys kneels by the bed and puts her hand under the covers.
 
   “What are you doing?” Dorothy asks.
 
   “Getting a firm grip on things. Hope it doesn’t hurt him, he’s still got a few splinters in it.  Kneel down here and take hold. Room enough for two. Now keep absolutely quiet until I say different.”
 
   A heavy silence envelops them. Later, she swears to herself she could hear the silence. There come sounds in the silence, words, jagged words that she cannot understand, which nevertheless have a kind of incomprehensible familiarity. She looks at Eirlys, who seems to be saying nothing, yet the words march on through her brain. She feels disconnected from the normal world – hot with an unfamiliar but familiar heat, and with a mounting excitement, which the part of her brain that is still thinking rationally tells, her can’t be what she thinks it is, but it is.
 
   “Right, that’s it,” says Eirlys briskly, as Dorothy gets her breath back. “In a minute or two I think we’ll have him. Thanks. Two witches are better than one. You helped a lot. I should apologize for tapping your power. Enjoy it?”
 
   “Yes, but, well –”
 
   “So did I. You have to ration the number of times you use that one. It’s too much like fun, and there’s a price. Dorothy, my dear, I’ve always suspected you were on my side of the fence. So far it’s come out as making you a very, very bright operator in the normal world.  Luckily, you are married to a man who appreciates your qualities. Many – most – would resent them. You may be much better off staying just as you were, but the power in you has come out and you may not be able to. It has a habit of finding you, not you finding it. Now you’d better put your clothes on. Pincher’s around somewhere, even if Roger can’t see you.”
 
   “Eirlys?”
 
   The voice from the bed is clear, no rambling, not at his usual strength, but familiar, .
 
   “In the name of all the powers that I’d rather not talk about, what did you do then?” 
 
   “You’re right. Things you’re better not knowing about. You stick to your power, I’ll stick to mine. Welcome back, my love.”
 
   Dorothy looks from Eirlys to Roger, and back again, registering the feelings passing between them. ‘My love’ had been no throwaway remark. There are matters here leaving her behind, a feeling that she is trespassing in an orchard heavy with forbidden fruit. She remembers Jem saying that Roger’s skills with metals go far beyond those of normal smiths, and that when men in the Low Countries and Germany spoke of him with awe as der Waffenschmied – the Weaponsmith – they crossed their fingers behind their backs. Jem himself had joked about Roger being old Wayland Smith come again. Eirlys has indicated pretty clearly that she, Dorothy, is on the same side of a divide. Now, it seems, there is more emerging, in the revelation of some disturbingly close relationship between the sorely wounded man on the makeshift bed and his witch nurse and doctor.
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “What can you remember? I’ve been trying to tell you things for the past week in what I thought were your more lucid moments. Dorothy and I have just given your brain a belt of power. It seems to have brought your mind back. Has it helped your memory?”
 
   “Dorothy. Dorothy Gosforth? Is she one of us as well?”
 
   “She didn’t know until now. Don’t push it.”
 
   Roger is remembering. Whatever they have done, and at what cost Dorothy does not know, has undeniably worked. The words are clear.  
 
   “There was a battle at the Grange. Westerhead. We lost, but we gave them a hammering. We lost a lot of people, but we got those who were left into the cellars. Then there was a hell of a bang and I lose it. Somehow I’m alive. I didn’t think I was. What happened after that?”
 
   “Jem Gosforth and your brother Henry got out everyone that was left. Henry took your mother, her maid and two men and made for Wilton. They hit just about the last stop that Westerhead still had out. They killed them all but your mother was mortally wounded in the process, her maid was killed, and Henry took a bad sword cut. He’s still with Robert and Abigail Tarrant, recovering. He’ll mend, but it’s taking time. I haven’t been able to get to him.”
 
   “My mother’s dead?”
 
   “No point beating about the bush. She’d just dropped a Westerhead rider. Stray bullet.”
 
   “I told her to go.”
 
   “She was a grown-up. She fought on her own account. You’re absolved, my dearest.”
 
   “The others?”
 
   “Jem got the rest down to the village then came back with Pincher to the house to pick you up. The following day Dorothy and Pincher brought you up here and you’ve been with me ever since. You also need to know that you’re dead.”
 
   Dorothy’s turn.
 
   “A body from the Grange, one of Westerhead’s men, is in a coffin with your name on it in a common grave in Abbot’s Down churchyard. We buried him and seven more from the village last Thursday. The authorities accept that you are dead, which enables them to draw a line under the whole affair. But we suspect that Westerhead may not want to let you lie. What that means is that you can’t stay here. Several of the village folk know you’re here, more of them know you’re alive. We trust them all not to give you away deliberately, but accidents happen.”
 
   “The way you’re talking, you have a plan.”  
 
   Dorothy is astounded at the change in Roger from helpless casualty to active participant. Eirlys responds.
 
   “We move you to Low Farm tomorrow. We pack you in a very comfy coffin and take you to Easton. I am coming with you and will stay on at Easton, where you will be a Cavalier casualty from Newbury fight. You’ll want to know that the King’s men won that one, more or less. There’ll be more detail but I am not going to bother you with it now. You may not believe it but you need to sleep – and this time it will be proper sleep. I’m going to set Dorothy on her way before dark, then I’ll settle you down. Back soon, my love.”
 
   Dorothy squeezes Roger’s good hand and kisses him lightly on the forehead above the eye bandage, then followed Eirlys out.
 
   “How do you feel?” asks the wise woman.
 
   “Drained. As if – well, you know – only more so.”
 
   Eirlys chuckles, earthily. Then, more seriously, “Power’s gone out of you, and you pay for it, every time. Remember what I said in there. Now that you know, I can tell you why he’s still alive.”
 
   Dorothy looks at her.
 
   “I knew he was dying under that pile of stone. I found him and held him in his body.  I held him until I could reach him and could do the physical, the medical things to keep him alive. At the same time I was putting out a drawing spell, to bring him to me, to make one of you realize it had to be done. You picked it up, and so did Sarah Purfitt. I’ve always suspected that there might be more to that one than meets the eye.” Eirlys grinned. “It’s old country round here, and there are some very old habits dying hard.”
 
   “You mean people taking out insurance with both sides?”
 
   “Yes, and not whom you might at first expect. Aaron Gaunt’s predecessor and I used to have long chats of which his bishop would not have approved, and Gaunt’s more open-minded than you might think.”
 
   “But you yourself,” says Dorothy. “You look desperately strained since Roger came here. I put it down to the load of looking after him on your own, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Yes. I’ve given myself away so far, I might as well complete the tale. There are rules in this business of mine, or I should now say ours. One knows what they are and how far one can go. Last Sunday I didn’t break any rules, but to do what I did then, costs.  Essentially, if you do what I did – had to do – then you pay with a part of your own life. I didn’t have much left anyway – dammit, I’m sixty- well, plus. So when I leave for Easton on Wednesday I’m not planning on coming back. I will if I can. I don’t know how long I’ve got, the Sight can be merciful that way. But I know I’ve cut it short. No regrets, though.”
 
   “You gave him part of your own life? What is he to you?”
 
   “There are things which you ought to know and there are things which it’s best you don’t. There are two facts about Roger which only I, and one other person still living know.  The first is that I am his witch-mother. Where a child is born with one witch parent only, another witch is appointed to stand in place of the other parent. That’s the first.”
 
   “And the second fact?”
 
   “That I will only tell you in part. I can say that my father was Roger’s grandfather.  I’m bastard, but witch both sides. And let me say that I feel no rancour towards my father.  He acknowledged me where it mattered, and I have never lacked for anything I needed.  Mind you, my needs may not rate the same as yours.” They both laugh.
 
   “I think you will know without having to be reminded that what you have learned, seen, and yourself done today is under seal of secrecy, but I will tell you what you may not know. Any breach of that secrecy carries with it punishment that makes anything the world of men can inflict seem trivial in comparison. That is why we tend not to talk under torture.”
 
   Dorothy catches her breath. She hasn’t bargained for the way the day has gone, nor for the implications.
 
   “I may be able to tell you more of these matters when we meet again – not at Abbot’s Down, no, but we will meet later, of that I am reasonably certain. There are other persons who must be consulted before I can say more. Those persons may also decide on matters affecting your future.  
 
   “One thing I must stress is that you should not attempt any guesswork on the basis of what you have learned today. Nothing is necessarily what it seems. And now, Pincher, you can come out from behind that bush. If I don’t want people to hear what’s being said they don’t hear it.”
 
   “Sorry, Mistress Eirlys. I think Mistress Dorothy should be getting home. Be dark soon. How’s Master Roger?”
 
   “Awake, and properly awake at that. I think he’s probably strong enough to see you.  Come on. Don’t shake his hand too hard, he’s still fragile.”
 
   “You owe this rascal a lot,” says Eirlys. “As do we all,” Dorothy adds. “He makes a habit of saving people’s lives. Saved Jem’s two nights back.”
 
   “If they’re telling me you’ve become a reformed character, Pincher, I won’t believe it. This man was teaching me bad habits as soon as I was old enough to set a snare. Thanks, old mate. And don’t change.”
 
   “Don’t intend to, Master Roger. Good to see you back in your old self. I’ll fetch Clara, Mistress Dorothy.”
 
   “The whole village has been quite wonderful, but that man has been something special,” says Dorothy. “He’s going to be your close escort on Wednesday. Leading the wagon.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to hearing more of the plan, but Eirlys is right. I’m tired. I’d be yawning if it didn’t hurt to yawn. I think I’ll try to sleep without any potions.”
 
   “No harm in it. Give me a call if you can’t. Good night again – ,” and she uses a word which reminded Dorothy of those she had heard in her near trance. 
 
    
 
   Despite Jem’s efforts to get away, the light is starting to fade as he and Matthew Pike start back from the Tarrants, and it is nearly full dark when they arrive at Abbot’s Down. Thanks to Pincher’s nagging, Dorothy has made it back to Low Farm in daylight, with time to compose herself before Jem’s arrival. For the moment she’ll push the afternoon’s events into the background, but Eirlys and Roger arriving tomorrow is going to bring it all back. 
 
   “Sir Michael’s happy with the plans. Party comes through Wednesday morning.”
 
   “That’s nice, but tomorrow is going to be busy. Josiah’s been wonderful. And the big news is that Roger is back with us. Came round when I was up there this afternoon. Problem’s going to be stopping him taking over.”
 
   “Moving him?”
 
   “Everything’s on track. Pincher takes Sarah Purfitt up to Eirlys on a one-horser soon as Josiah delivers the stretcher. I’ve told Tom Adams to ready the wagon. They help Eirlys pack up, then bring her and Roger here during the afternoon.”
 
   “You haven’t missed me, then.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
    
 
   Tuesday dawns grey and cool, a hint of rain in the air. And more than a hint of tension. As the people of Abbot’s Down go about their morning business, those that don’t know what’s in store are picking up the feelings of those who do.
 
   Josiah arrives at Low Farm shortly after eight with Roger’s stretcher on his handcart, under a piece of sacking to discourage prying eyes.  
 
   “Funny thing, Master Jem,” he says as they load the stretcher onto the wagon. “This village is full of nosey buggers, but I passed ten or more folk with this on the cart and not a one so much as asks me where I was off to, let alone what this lot was.”
 
   “Two things, Josiah, and they’re both working for us. First, people trying to help.  Second, a lot don’t want to know what might be bad for them. We win both ways.”
 
   “Ah, I see. I hope this is how you and the mistress wanted it.”
 
   “Damned near perfect, as far as I can see, Josiah. Thanks, and see you later with the box.”
 
   “That’ll be right, Master Jem.”
 
   “I know it will.”
 
    
 
   Wilson and his protection party follow Pincher and Sarah up to Eirlys’s.  Dorothy and Pike have persuaded Jem they should take only one horse with them for emergencies, and that to be led. Jem has to admit that they’re right. Wednesday will stretch the saddle horses.
 
   Jem calls in Adams, Marston, and Pike to arrange the thickening up of the guard and to ready the Easton party. After dinner, they’ll thin out the men with the stock and build up the armed presence around the village. 
 
   Adams works up the guard rosters, Pike checks over and services the heavy wagon and fusses over his horses. Jem puts together the weapons and equipment for the travelling party. He is worried about leaving Dorothy and Tom Adams short of weaponry, while having enough to equip the Easton group for a possibly dangerous return journey. Robert Tarrant’s request for additional arms doesn’t help. Although Robert is right in saying that Abbot’s Down is an armed camp compared with his own farms, providing enough for both commitments is going to be a headache.
 
   George Marston and Dorothy are planning another Wednesday market day foray into Amesbury. With Sarah away, Marian will do the shopping. George will go with Marian in the pony trap to repeat his trawl for information around the alehouses. George admits he enjoyed mixing business with pleasure last time; the Gosforths are agreed they can trust him not to overdo it, but he raises objections to travelling in the trap with Marian.
 
   “Two things, Mistress Dorothy. First is, everyone knows the trap, everyone knows it’s Abbot’s Down. The other day, I found that people didn’t recognize me on my own.”
 
   “And the second?”
 
   “If I go on the cob, I’m not tied to Marian. If I need to get back early with some hot news, I can do it. Or t’other way, if I’m on to something and need to stay over. You see, Mistress Dorothy?”
 
   Dorothy does see.
 
   Soon after three o’clock the wagon makes its way slowly down the track. Everyone relaxes. They carry Roger into the back room where Eirlys had fought for his life and Dorothy had kept the watch, a pistol in her lap. Pincher cross-loads a mass of assorted bundles of Eirlys’ belongings into the two-horser ready for the morrow.  
 
   “He’s all right,” Eirlys announces, coming out of the back room. “Go in and say hello.” 
 
   Jem finds a man who might still be a casualty with a long way to go, but is most emphatically the Roger Hawken he knows.
 
   “It’s Jem, isn’t it?”
 
   “How can you tell?”
 
   “Intelligent guess and the tobacco. How are you doing?”
 
   This is all wrong, Jem thinks.
 
   “Just a minute, Roger. I should be the one doing the asking.”
 
   “Me? Much better than I deserve in the circumstances. A week ago I thought I was dead. Now I can breathe without anything more than a twinge, I’m eating and drinking, I’ve one good arm and leg, and Eirlys says the other two will work well enough in time if I don’t do anything silly. And she’s confident I’ll be able to see in a week or two.”
 
   “See she’s got you flat now. Last time I saw you, you were still propped on your right side.”
 
   “Yes. Got the arm and leg free. Can’t do sword exercise yet but I can wiggle everything. She’s going to try sitting me up tonight – unhitch the top of the long splint. Can’t wait.”
 
   Jem is astounded. Dorothy has said that Roger had been remarkably bright for a man who had just surfaced after a week’s unconsciousness. Nevertheless, he wonders just how much he should burden Roger with at this stage. Roger needs to concentrate on driving his own recovery, and it’s not fair to involve him in anything else – particularly as he is shaping up as if, given half a chance, he’ll start directing operations himself. Prioritize, he tells himself, as you did with Sir Michael yesterday
 
   “There’s a lot we have to talk about. The important things you should know is that Abbot’s Down is back in business in all senses, though we haven’t got anything to market since the fight. All being well, we’ll be doing that next week. We haven’t had any serious bother from marauders, though I got jumped a couple of nights back, and we have heard nothing of Westerhead. The biggest worry is that the County officers have been taking an interest in our doings, which is why you are having to stay dead.” 
 
   Jem tells him the tale of Daniel Hobbes’ visit.
 
   “And Dorothy told me that she and Eirlys have filled you in on the plan for tomorrow.”  
 
   There is a knock at the door, and Eirlys sticks her head into the room.
 
   “That’s enough for now. I don’t want you wearing him out, he’s hardly stopped talking all day. I’ve told him all I know about tomorrow so there’s not much point in you repeating it. Anyway, he’s got a visitor, who can’t stay long. He’ll need a chair.”
 
   “Who the – God’s blood! I didn’t think you could – come in and sit down.”
 
   “Who is it, Jem?”
 
   “Your brother.”
 
   Eirlys bristles. “Yes, and a fine mess he’s in. I want to have a long and serious look at that arm.”
 
   “I’ll leave you two alone,” says Jem.
 
   Jem finds Robert Tarrant in the study, halfway through his second glass of sherry-sack, and being kept company by Dorothy. Eirlys has disappeared, he presumes to prepare for an instant treatment of Henry’s arm. Jem’s attempt at a traditional welcome is overridden by Robert’s apology.
 
   “Most unfair of us to drop on you like this, but he was unstoppable. He’s right, he isn’t up to making it to Easton, but he’s a new man since yesterday. What is it you do to him?”
 
   “Don’t know, but I’m more than pleased I do. What’s so important to him?”
 
   “D’you remember when you came down to Wilton last week and I said he was wound up over being responsible for their mother’s death, and over that maid – Alison – well, he opened up about it on the ride here. It was the fact that he overrode your advice to change the plan and take everyone down to the village, which resulted in the two deaths – he knows it was a bad call and he hasn’t been able to rid himself of it. I think he’s come to Roger for absolution.”
 
   “He doesn’t have Roger’s ability to make a decision and live with it – not where lives are concerned,” says Dorothy. “For the record, Jem, I think you fall somewhere between the two of them. Probably makes you easier to live with. Robert, you’ll take something to eat before you go back; I know Eirlys will insist that Henry does, so you may as well set him a good example.”
 
   “Thank you, I will, but something simple, please.”
 
   “Damn right it’ll be simple.  As far as we’re concerned, there’s still a war on, but I still think we can do a bit better than bread and cheese. I’ll go and fix. You too, Jem?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Were you able to find some more bits and pieces for my people tomorrow?” asks Robert.
 
   “Yes. We’ll bring them down on the wagon in the morning, though if you’d like to take an extra pistol with you now, I’ll dig one out.”
 
   “That could be a great comfort on a cold night. Thank you.”
 
   When Jem returns with the pistol and ammunition he finds Henry with Robert in the study. Henry is looking more relaxed than Jem has seen him since the Grange fight. Behind him Robert nods to Jem.
 
   “Jem, would you please come in and see Roger with me,” says Henry.
 
   “I’m hoping this looks like a smile,” Roger says to the two of them, “but if I try to do any more it tends to hurt a bit. I’ll let Henry do the talking. It’s lawyers’ stuff, so he’s the best to lead.”
 
   “Jem,” Henry begins, “the first thing to say is that between yourself and Roger I’ve had a load lifted from my mind in the last twenty-four hours. You by making me move myself off my arse and my brother by being his usual no-nonsense self.” He smiles at Roger who takes the voice cue and does his looks-like-a-smile back. 
 
   “Come to the real point,” said Roger.
 
   “Yes, the real point. Well, the real point is that Roger and I are not likely to be able to spend much time together in long family discussions in the near future or for any foreseeable time. So we have had a brief talk in which we have both found that we had independently arrived at the same conclusion.”
 
   “God’s death, Henry, you do go on.”
 
   “Goes with the job. In short Jem, we feel that what we both owe to you and Dorothy calls for some appropriate recognition.”
 
   “Hell’s teeth. He’ll be another ten minutes getting there if we let him. Jem, we want you to have Low Farm. Yours. Freehold. Heirs and successors and all that. Henry keeps the rest of the lands. You get the original Lovell land and work the rest on Henry’s behalf. That say it, Hen?”
 
   Henry looks aggrieved. “It does, but more than a little improperly. There are quite complicated details to work out.”
 
   “Bugger the details. That’s what you’re supposed to be good at. Let’s shake hands on it, now I’ve got a good hand to do it with. Jem, this makes you family now, like it or not. I couldn’t be more pleased. I wonder if Nursey will allow me a mouthful of sack on the strength of it.”
 
   There is a less than perfunctory knock and Eirlys enters, bearing a small tray with four glasses on it.  
 
   “Sack, sack, small sack, large brandy. Little one’s for you, Roger, special treat, Henry; you’re the brandy. You’re going to need it in a minute or two when I get to grips with that arm of yours.”
 
   “How did you know?” asks Henry.
 
   “An awful lot of what I do is just intelligent anticipation – occasionally inspired.  Cheers. Congratulations, Jem.”
 
   “Again, how the?”
 
   “Oh, inspiration. Drink up, Henry. For what you are about to experience may you be grateful afterwards. Roger wants to talk to Jem, alone.”
 
   Eirlys shoos Henry out of the room leaving Jem alone with Roger.
 
   “In all that, I haven’t been able to begin to say thank you, and I scarcely know where to start. I don’t really understand why the two of you have been so uncommon generous, so I’ll simply say thank you, with all my heart, and hope I can work it all out later. And I really ought to tell Dorothy before one of the others gets to her.”
 
   “Yes, but, Jem, before you do, there’s one thing more.”
 
   “More? I’m not sure I can cope.”
 
   “You still have Goosefeather? Will you bring her to me, now.”
 
   Jem goes to the study, and opens the chest where Goosefeather lies in her battered scabbard. As he lifts her out, Dorothy appears in the doorway.
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   Her voice falters.
 
   “Of course. What is wrong, my love?”
 
   “I feel things happening round me, whirling out of control. You know me. I like things orderly.”
 
   ‘I know what you mean,” says Jem. He pauses. “The Hawkens have just given us Low Farm. I’ll say it again, slowly. The Hawkens have just given us Low Farm. I can’t keep up either.”
 
   “Oh, Jem. Good things do happen, don’t they? Where are you going with Goosey?”
 
   “Roger’s asked for her. Wants to say goodbye, I think. Asked to see me alone. I’ll let you know.”
 
   “Food’s in the dining room when you’re ready. Robert’s tucking in. Eirlys has got Henry in my sitting room and I think that’s another private matter. I heard a yelp as I came past.”
 
   Jem carries the sword carefully to Roger’s room.  
 
   “You’ve got her? Let me have the hilt.”
 
   To Jem’s amazement, the sword slips into the sick man’s hand and he is able to lift her, not with his normal dexterity but less clumsily than could Jem with his full strength.
 
   “As I thought. It’s still there, but it will never come back in full. This is something else I want you to have.  She should go to someone who can appreciate her, and will use her.”
 
   “But no one can handle Goosefeather except – damn it, Roger, I don’t have your arm strength.”
 
   “Take her.”
 
   Jem took back the sword from Roger, heavy in his hand. The sick man puts his own hand over Jem’s on the hilt.
 
   “I give Goosefeather to you, Jeremiah Gosforth, and her power. You’ll carry her for me tomorrow, and from now on.”
 
   There are more words, in a tongue Jem doesn’t recognize, then a tingling, almost a vibration, in his right hand. Roger takes his hand away, and Jem feels Goosefeather come alive for him – still a heavy sword, a Hawken sword, but now hardly more difficult to handle than the sword called (a pang of remorse at his disloyalty) Dorothy.
 
   “Roger, this is all going too fast for me.”
 
   “Everything is changing, old friend, and things are moving on for you as they have been doing ever since you made the decision to leave Red Row. Now remember, Goosey’s an edge weapon. You can use the point, but she’s not intended for polite fighting. I find the backhand swing to the right side of the neck the most effective attention-getter. The other thing is, she’ll break any sword that tries to parry her, or that you parry. Can be useful. Now I want you to do two things for me.”
 
   “Anything. What?”
 
   “First, I want you to send a note to Parson Gaunt. Would he be so kind as to retrieve Quill from the vault and bring her to me. I’m afraid she’s all I will be able to handle from now on.”
 
   Quill, the boy’s sword lying on the tiny coffin.
 
   “Of course. What’s the second?”
 
   “Pay me for Goosey. One shilling, please. A sword’s never a total present.”
 
   Eirlys comes back, bringing Dorothy and an armful of pillows.
 
   “Now we’ll see if you still bend in the middle,” she says, untying the splint bindings round Roger’s chest.
 
   “How is Henry?” he asked.
 
   “I have a lot of sympathy for your brother, though he probably wouldn’t believe me after what I’ve just had to do to him. I don’t know where they found that doctor, but I wouldn’t trust him with a stray dog.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Oh, the usual. Stitched up the cut without looking to see what was inside. I’ve opened it up, scraped out some bits of rotting shirt and doublet, but I can’t be sure I’ve got the lot. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I didn’t have much option. Dia be praised it’s still daylight and I could see what I was doing. Dorothy, help please. Right, up you come, you fraud. Pillows, Jem. How do you feel, Roger?”
 
   “More than a little light-headed.”
 
   “Good. If you didn’t, I’d be worried.”
 
   “Is Henry fit to ride back to Wilton, or should I put a bed up for him?”  asks Dorothy.
 
   “The problem is,” says Jem, “that Robert needs to get back by nightfall, to see that Sir Michael’s party’s properly on the road in the morning. How do you feel about it, Eirlys?”
 
   “I’d be a damned sight happier if Henry didn’t have to ride tonight. But if we keep him here, we’ll still have to find an escort for Robert.”
 
   “Well, we know who that will have to be. Try and stop Matthew Pike if there’s a trip to Wilton. And overnight too. He can come up with the main body tomorrow.”
 
   “There’s no reason at all why Henry can’t stay here till Friday, and link up with Robert and Anne for the last leg back to Wilton. I’d enjoy the company, and it’ll give us a spare horse here. I’ll go and pass the word for Matthew.” Dorothy, back in charge, bustles out. Jem follows, to write the note for the parson.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
    
 
   Jem is awake before another grey dawn. He is nervous about the next couple of days. It’s the social side that’s worrying him, much more than the difficulties of the journey itself. He has only been to Easton on one occasion, as bag-carrier for Roger and Henry, when his place had been distinctly lower than the salt. He isn’t quite sure just where he will stand this time among the county society. Then he remembers that Robert Tarrant will be there, and can give him a steer in these unfamiliar waters. His respectable best black and some equally respectable linen are packed in his saddlebags. He will at least look the part of minor gentry. And provided that he behaves with decorum, appearance is, Jem appreciates, three-quarters of the battle.
 
   He has shared his worries with Dorothy the night before and she’s been, to his relief, supportive. As they say their goodbyes, she says, very simply: “Remember all that you’ve done in the past week. Just nine days ago you went into battle. Since then, you’ve been squire of Abbot’s Down in everything but name. You’ve faced things that most of those people could only have bad dreams about. And now you are going to be master of Low Farm in your own right. I’m very proud of you.”  
 
   And she gives him the sort of kiss that makes him think seriously about putting off his departure for half an hour.
 
   The little cavalcade sets off at half past seven, to meet up with Sir Michael’s party at the Lake road junction at eight. Abbot’s Down turns out en masse to see Roger Hawken on his way, and to hell with security. Roger insists on being propped up until they are clear of the village. Jem crosses his fingers that the cheers don’t carry to anyone who might draw the wrong, or the right, conclusions. After they clear the village, Eirlys bullies her patient into lying down and throws his supports into the ditch. She also persuades Roger into taking a drink, after which a nod and a wink to Jem confirm that they might expect peace and quiet from then on. With Roger bedded down and the coffin lid fastened, they drive gently down the track to the Lake junction.
 
   As they wait for Sir Michael, Jem reviews his resources. He has concentrated on leaving as many longarms as possible in the village, and arming his mounted troops with their heaviest pistols, two each for his three riders and himself. Pincher, leading the wagon and looking the picture of innocence in a labourer’s smock and a broad-brimmed hat, has his sawn-off hanging under his right armpit. The smock also conceals a buff jerkin, the short-sword on his back, and his dagger.  Eirlys is wearing a leather jerkin of her own under a shapeless outer garment, and Sarah, for whom they had not been able to find a buff garment to fit, is puffing inside a back-and-breast, also concealed.  
 
   On the wagon, under various bags and covers, are two of the houseguns and a single caliver, Jem’s sole concession to long-range firepower. There are two dragons and four pistols under the box, and in the back of the wagon the additional arms and equipment requested by Robert, which they offload at the junction. And I hope it’s enough, he prays, beset, like all commanders, with the knowledge that it never is. With Goosefeather in her battered scabbard across his back, Jem has carried out a personal act of over-insurance: on his saddle, for old times sake, and in case, he tells himself, there is a social occasion where swords were required, rides the sword called Dorothy. He reaches behind his head, feels for Goosefeather’s hilt, and again senses the tingle in his hand and arm. No, it hadn’t been an illusion.
 
   They have been waiting about twenty minutes when Sir Michael’s column comes in sight. Jem nods Wilson, Tim Greathead, and the wagon crew on their way. Two armed riders, looking very much like Jem and the Abbot’s Down men, lead the party, Rudd being one and Foster, carrying the Elyot guidon, the other, followed by Sir Michael’s coach with two men on the box. Sir Michael himself rides behind the coach, followed by Robert Tarrant and Anne Hawken abreast, Anne’s maid behind them. At the rear come another six armed escorts and Matthew Pike. Four of the six are identical with the leading pair but two are wearing leather jerkins only, one of them leading a packhorse carrying a small trunk either side. Well, thinks Jem, we’ve certainly improved the fighting power of this little lot, even though they look very pretty on a dull autumn morning.  The ones in jerkins must be the Tarrant men.
 
   As the cortège draws level with Jem he doffs his hat and bows as the coach passes. Jem bows again to Sir Michael, mouths words of respect and condolence, and drops to the back of the column after a brief greeting to Robert and Anne. Pike and the two Tarrants pull up, Pike taking the packhorse.
 
   “Brown and Carpenter, isn’t it? There’s the gear,” says Jem, indicating the bags by the roadside. “Quickly now. A pleasant night, Matthew?”
 
   “No complaints at all, Master Jem, sir.”
 
   “I should think not.” They both laugh.
 
   The two Tarrant men dismount and change into the buff coats and helmets salvaged from Westerhead’s casualties. The stains don’t look too bad from ten yards or so and the new owners don’t seem to be bothered. The two men now at least look like well-furnished soldiers.
 
   “Lash the bags on the packhorse, you two,” Pike orders. All four trot off in pursuit of the main body. As this is travelling at wagon speed, it doesn’t take long to catch up. Jem slips Barley in alongside Anne and Robert.
 
   “Sorry to be a little abrupt earlier, but I had to get Brown and Carpenter dressed up as quickly as possible. Time to talk now.”
 
   “Many thanks, Jem. They look like soldiers now.”
 
   “The really important point is that all the escort look very much of a piece. Anne, I ought to apologize for kidnapping your husband last night, but Eirlys was most unhappy about his travelling. Before you ask, he slept well. He was still asleep when we left.”
 
   “The wound?”
 
   “Eirlys dug out a lot of cloth last night and changed the dressing this morning. She’s happier, though there’s still some muck coming out.”
 
   “Who will look after him now?”
 
   “Margery. I trust her totally. Remember Lucinda? With Eirlys gone, Henry couldn’t be in better hands. Eirlys has taught her a lot. And Dorothy will see to his feeding and watering. I’m sure he’ll be ready to move on Friday.” 
 
   So Jem passes the first quarter hour of the journey talking quiet pleasantries with Robert Tarrant and Anne Hawken. The state of the roads: “I started in the coach,” Anne says. “And I was glad to get out and on to a horse.” The funeral: Janet may or may not attend.  There is a suspicion she may send Lionel to represent her – “which God forbid”, says Robert. Sir Michael has not been very forthcoming on other attendance, but he has come up with an identity for Roger. 
 
   When two or three people start a conversation quietly there is an automatic progression to greater volume. Sir Michael has obviously overheard the last remark, and signals for Jem to come up alongside him.  
 
   “Before anything else, Mr Gosforth, may I congratulate you. Henry took me into his confidence before he left for Abbot’s Down last night, on what I have to say was a most unwise excursion. I am very glad he is remaining at Low Farm. Do I understand that he is in better order this morning?”
 
   “That is correct, Sir Michael. He had a good night’s sleep. Eirlys cleaned out the wound, and he was still sleeping when we left.”
 
   “I don’t normally eavesdrop, but the three of you have woken me up to my responsibilities. Roger’s legend. Tell me what you think you need to know now. Keep it simple, and we will tie up the detail at the Old Hall.”
 
   Remember your rules on talking to Sir Michael, thought Jem. Stick to what’s important, keep it simple and straightforward, go straight to the point.
 
   “First, a name. Second, relationship to yourself. Third, where has he been since the battle. As you say, the rest, the back story, we can embroider once he’s safely under your roof.”
 
   “Right. One of the things I like about you, Mr Gosforth, is your directness. It makes you easy to deal with. Surname Elyot. Christian name Richard. It’s his – father’s and his son’s. He shouldn’t complain. He is my third cousin. I’ve a first cousin, father’s side, lives near Leeds in Yorkshire. He has a grandson, Christopher. He’s just acquired another.
 
   “You also need to know where Richard Elyot has been laid up since Newbury fight.”
 
   “That would help, Sir Michael.’
 
   “I have a friend at Lambourn, Sir Evelyn Wood. His house is called Woodlands, his wife is Lady Penelope, and their steward is called Stephenson. I think that should be sufficient collateral to get him there. As for what comes after that – well, I can’t fault the analysis you gave me on Monday morning. We have to get Roger out of the country, and the United Provinces it has to be. Now, is there anything else?”
 
   “Yes. I do not like having to burden you further, but did Henry and Robert speak of a place to hide up the wagon and its crew until Friday?”
 
   “My apologies. Yes, of course. About three-quarters of a mile East of the Old Hall there is a good track running South off the high road. A mile up that is a field barn with cover round it and a spring.  I – used to hide out there myself when I was a boy.” The old man gives a surprisingly conspiratorial chuckle. “I wasn’t always Sir Michael Gravitas, you know. Now, I’d like to be left alone with my thoughts, so if you three chattering monkeys would drop back a bit further I’d be grateful. One more thing, though.  I would like you to command the escort today. How do you think we look?”
 
   Jem lowers his voice.
 
   “We don’t look too bad. My three have got one and a bit battles under their belts, and your man Rudd’s been around a bit. Crocker’s a good lad. The rest – I don’t know. Got to make sure they’re told what to do until they get the hang of it for themselves. Best battle is the one we don’t have to fight, and that’s where looking fierce comes into it.”
 
   Amesbury is busy with market business as they ride through.  Nevertheless, the Elyot procession attracts glances and more from the crowd in the streets, and the odd head thrust out of windows. Even so, it makes sense, he thinks, to go straight through the town on the main road and cross the Avon by the bridge, rather than risk attracting attention by sneaking round on tracks to the northwest, fording the river, and wasting an hour doing it.  Fortunately the through road avoids the marketplace and the main press of people.
 
   They come out of Amesbury, pick up the Marlborough road, and head North over the Plain. The road is in a poor state; despite the recent fine weather there had been enough rain earlier in the summer for it to become a mass of ruts, and the sun has baked these to rock hard. Their progress is slowed to a walk by the coach; the riders are finding the going easy on the edges of the route, but Sir Michael’s coachman is insisting on sticking to the rutted centre, or near it.  The wagon is actually making better speed by following the edge of the road, and gradually opens out a distance ahead of the main body, preceded by Wilson and Greathead.
 
   There isn’t a lot of traffic on the road.  Despite it being market day in Amesbury, it’s obvious that folk are not willing to travel across the wilder part of the Plain unless they have to.  They see nothing that could be taken as a raiding party; sixteen riders, a wagon and a coach are too much of a force for even the most ambitious of outlaw bands.  They run into one Royalist patrol, as they are approaching Everleigh, a sergeant and three half-sections of troopers.   The patrol shakes out into a reception line across the road, the sergeant raising his hand in an unmistakable gesture to halt.  Wilson has slowed his pace on seeing the troopers and the column closes up on itself so that the two point riders are only fifty yards clear of the wagon, and the latter a bare twenty ahead of the main group.
 
   Jem eases his horse forward alongside Sir Michael’s, and with an interrogative eyebrow asks if he should act as mouthpiece.  The old knight nods, and Jem canters Barley forward to meet the sergeant.
 
   His newly acquired soldier’s eye assesses the patrol as not being particularly well found.  The horses are of reasonable quality, but both they and their riders look tired and battle-stained.  It looks as if they’ve been put out on this detail without any time to recover from some serious fighting.  His mind goes back to the way he had felt in the aftermath of Abbot’s Down, which gives him a stirring of sympathy for the weary men in front of him.  No harm in getting this in first.
 
   “Good day to you, sergeant.  You look as if you’ve been having a hard time of it.  Newbury?”
 
   “Aye, and Roundway before that.  That was a hard enough fight not to want to do it again in a hurry.  Our horse got knocked about a bit, but the foot pulled it out of the fire, even though it hurts to say it.  Now we’ve been sent straight out to gather up deserters and any Roundheads we can lay our hands on.  You don’t look like either, but I have to ask you who you are, and what is your business.”
 
   “A melancholy one, and I would be grateful if you do not trouble us too closely.  The guidon is that of Sir Michael Elyot of Easton.  In the coach is a casket containing the body of Lady Rosalind Elyot, his late wife, being taken to Easton for burial.  Sir Michael is riding immediately behind the coach, but I ask you most sincerely not to question him.”
 
   “The wagon?”
 
   “On a similar sad duty to ours.  One of the estate servants, taking her brother’s body to Oxenwood to be buried.  She begged the protection of our party.”  
 
   “And your name?”
 
   “My name is Jeremiah Gosforth.  I am farm bailiff for Sir Michael’s family.”  And that is almost the truth, thought Jem if not quite the whole truth.  
 
   “My name is Mason.  Sir Ralph Hopton’s own regiment.  You look like a soldier, Mr Gosforth. Been in any fighting?”
 
   “I was a couple of years in Germany with a free company – the Montecuoli company.  After that, I’d had enough war for a lifetime.”
 
   I’m pushing it a bit, perhaps, thinks Jem, but I’ve got enough Montecuoli company stories from Roger to bluff for Britain if I have to.  And ‘enough war for a lifetime’ is nothing less than the truth.
 
   “Well, Mr Gosforth, if you change your mind, you’ll be welcomed with open arms by any regiment in the King’s army.  Good soldiers are hard to find these days.  On your way, and keep your wits about you. I don’t think you’ll be troubled, but nothing’s certain in these times.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant Mason.  Luck, and go well.”
 
   The Cavalier patrol forms into column of half-sections and rides past Sir Michael’s party, the sergeant saluting the carriage and Sir Michael as they pass.  They may look a little second-hand, thinks Jem, but they’re proper soldiers all the same.  If the King’s got enough like them, he could win this war.
 
   He signals to the lead riders to move on, wheels Barley, and falls in alongside Sir Michael.
 
   “No problems, Sir Michael.  Poor sods have come straight from Newbury on deserter patrol.  The sergeant seemed a decent sort.  Tried to recruit me for the King’s forces.”
 
   “How do you rate them?”
 
   “Tired. Battle was indecisive. That means both sides were pretty evenly matched so both lots will have been knocked about. Certainly our friends back there have had a hard time. But underneath, those lads look pretty sound. Couple of days’ rest and decent food and I reckon you could do a lot with troops like those. Made most of Westerhead’s look like a bunch of ploughboys.”
 
   Sir Michael doesn’t speak, but his look is a question.
 
   “Lord Westerhead tried to rush us by force of numbers and his men paid for it. Mob tactics don’t work if you’ve got Roger Hawken running things. Westerhead had a few good men, perhaps thirty at the start, but I don’t think he had any more left than twenty who would actually face us inside the house. Hence, I think, the Merton incident.”
 
   “Did you mention that to Daniel Hobbes?”
 
   “I did, and he was interested. He sees it as a means of putting pressure on Lord Westerhead, something that will encourage him to wind his neck in. My own feeling is that it will need more than suspicions and veiled threats to stop the noble lord from making a nuisance of himself.”
 
   “From my own knowledge of Lord Westerhead, which is, to my infinite regret, greater than yours, I entirely agree with you. Mind you, those papers you found with Merton are most interesting. I must make time to discuss them with you before you return on Friday. But everything still indicates that Roger must leave the country as soon as possible.
 
   “Now, to change the subject to something more agreeable, we are nearly at Everleigh, there is a reasonably decent inn there, and in my reckoning it’s well past noon. I think we should stop and see what the landlord can do for us.”
 
   Everleigh is one of the highest lying villages on the Plain. It lies on a South-facing slope, broken up by small coombes sheltering the houses, with more protection from the worst of the winter winds provided by thick-growing woods.  
 
   The Crown Inn stands at the crossroads. There is a hardstanding for short stay visitors in front of the inn. The stables are at a lower level, reached from a side road.  
 
   As Sir Michael’s party pulls into the hardstanding, Prosser the landlord, scenting better trade than normal, and a couple of ostlers come out to make them welcome. The wagon has turned off the road and stopped about thirty yards short of the inn itself, letting the main body overtake. Pincher and Sarah unharness the horses and lead them to the water trough. Wilson and Greathead are doing their best not to seem part of the main body. By the time the coach has pulled up they have already watered their mounts. Greathead is holding both horses at the top end of the yard by the crossroads, and Wilson is inside the inn, organising food and drink for the two of them.  
 
   “Good day to you, madam and gentlemen – it is Sir Michael Elyot of Easton, is it not?  Welcome, Sir Michael.”
 
   “Not as clever as it sounds,” growls Sir Michael in Jem’s ear. “We were here only two days ago.”   
 
   “Your private room, Prosser, some decent wine if you’ve got anything better than you served me on Monday, beer for the escort, bread, meat, pasties for all.”
 
   “At once, Sir Michael.” The man scurries off, leaving the ostlers.
 
   “With your permission, Sir Michael, Robert,” says Jem, dismounting and handing Barley over to one of the ostlers to be watered. Wilson emerges from the inn door with a couple of tankards and a package. He and Greathead quickly drain their beer, remount, and ride quietly off to the right at the crossroads. Jem catches Wilson’s eye and nods a ‘well done’ as they go.
 
   “Pike, Rudd, the two Tarrant men – to me. Remainder dismount. Do not unsaddle. Loosen girths only.”
 
   “Matthew, Brown goes with you. Quarter mile down the Andover Road there’s a strip of wood, gives you a view over the approach from the Collingbournes. You keep watch from there. You see anything coming, you send Brown here fast as he can to me here. You stay and watch till I join you. When I say ‘anything’ I mean anything, even a farm cart or a pedlar. Rudd with Carpenter – find a place West of the church where you’ve cover and a good view and do the same. Someone’ll spell you in twenty minutes or so and you’ll get something to eat and drink. Move now.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’re getting a bit over-anxious, Jem?” asks Robert.
 
   “I simply don’t want anything to develop here that we don’t know about in advance.  It’s only fair on Sir Michael and the rest of you.”
 
   “What about the Marlborough road?”
 
   “Well, if you ride to just over the crossroads you can see straight up it. And that’s what I’m going to do in a minute or two. Could I ask you to have the landlord send some beer over and a bite of something?”
 
   “We’ll see to that.” Anne. “You’re a very different man these days, Jem Gosforth.”
 
   Jem tells off the relief shift of watchers, then joins the wagon crew and passes on the basic details of Roger’s new identity. Leading Barley, he crosses to the end of the Marlborough road. There’s a mounting block by the roadside, and he finds that sitting on this he not only has a clear view up the side of the wood where that road runs, but can also see parts of the Andover road as it leads down to Collingbourne. No harm in having a backup.  Despite the worry of leaving Abbot’s Down and his concerns about the stay at Easton, he has to confess that he’s enjoying the day and acting as Sir Michael’s deputy. Though the sky is grey, it is still quite warm. It’s good to be able to spy the land, but he wishes he had time to scout the wagon’s route.  
 
   A boy from the inn brings a tray bearing a jug, tankard, and a plate covered with a quite clean linen cloth. Jem had been thinking all he wanted was the beer, but at the sight of the food his stomach reminds him that it has been a lot of miles and a lot of hours since a fairly hurried breakfast. And Prosser has done him very nicely.
 
   As he finishes the food, a clatter from the inn draws his attention. The relief watch turning out. Jem is impressed, as there is no evidence of the gentry having taken a hand in getting them on parade. Girths tightened and checked, the men mount, and trot off to their respective posts. A few minutes later, Pike and Rudd come in with their respective messengers and make their way into the Crown, probably muttering as to whether there’s anything left.
 
   Jem smiles contentedly and picks up the tankard. As he raises it to his lips something catches his eye to the East where the Andover road crosses a small hump in the down and comes into his line of vision. He looks squarely at the spot, about a mile away. Much as he doesn’t want to believe the evidence of his eyes, what he can see is undeniably armed men, and more, many more, than a sergeant’s patrol. Roger’s perspective glass is on his saddle.  Troops, definitely. Horse. Distant about a mile, moving at the walk, and a not very quick one at that. Which might mean foot with them, or it might simply mean tired horses. It also means that the column will be on top of him in fifteen to twenty minutes.
 
   Hooves on the road. The messenger, Foster.
 
   “Right lad, I’ve seen ’em too. Into the inn, tell my man Pike and the rest that we’ve got company. All men outside ready to mount in ten minutes, but they’re not to drop everything – get their food and drink down. Next, inform Sir Michael. Tell him I’m going down to the wood for a closer look. Then up to the church and call Mather and his mate in.”
 
   “Very good, Master Gosforth.”
 
   A proper soldier would finish his beer before galloping off in all directions, Jem thinks, and does so. A proper soldier would also take certain other precautions; the mounting block receives an unexpected baptism. He tightens Barley’s girths, catching the horse by surprise for once before he has time to blow himself out, and mounts. Once in the saddle, he reprimes the pistols. He can’t expect to fight the force coming up the road, there probably won’t be any need to, but it seems another proper thing to do.
 
   He kicks Barley quickly up to a canter. At that pace there’s time to think. They shouldn’t think about fighting, and they can’t think about running, there isn’t time. The way to handle this situation is a bigger version of the confrontation with the patrol on the Plain. A noble gentleman taking his wife’s remains for burial would be treated with courtesy by any Royalist force, and by most Roundheads. He must ensure that Sir Michael’s party looks quietly competent and not to be trifled with, and either speak for him as before, or this time let the old knight speak for himself. Much will depend on the rank and quality of the commander of the oncoming force, which he can see much more clearly as he reins in beside Sir Michael’s man Crocker at the wood edge and raises the glass to his eye. Horse followed by a number of foot. A banner. He twists the tube to get the focus sharp.
 
   “Shit,” says Jem. “Oh, shit.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
   He snaps the glass shut, stows it, backs Barley and turns him.
 
   “Finished here, Crocker. Back to the inn. Ride!”
 
   No gentle canter this time. They come into the inn yard at full gallop, only just managing to avoid riding down Robert Tarrant, who has rushed out at the urgent sound of two horses in a breakneck hurry. Jem dismounts.
 
   “Sorry Robert. Where’s Sir Michael? It’s Westerhead.”
 
   Sir Michael hurrying down the steps from the front door of the inn, followed more slowly by Anne and Audrey, her maid.
 
   “Why the haste, Jem?”
 
   “The force coming up the road. It’s carrying the Westerhead banner. About a hundred and fifty, horse and foot. They will be here in ten to fifteen minutes.” 
 
   If Sir Michael is surprised by Jem’s news he is giving no sign of it.
 
   “Does this alarm you?” he asks.
 
   “I would have thought,” says Jem, “that Lord Westerhead was the last man on earth whom you would have wished to meet today of all days, with or without a hundred-odd soldiers at his back.”
 
   “You are absolutely right, but it would appear that I have no alternative but to do so.  We cannot fight a force that size. We do not have time to effect a dignified withdrawal. And we have the wagon and its cargo to consider. So I will confront Lord Westerhead, assuming he is with this troop.”
 
   Robert Tarrant intervenes.
 
   “We could possibly drop back down the way we came. There’s cover about half a mile that way.”
 
   “And then have to sit there all afternoon, even if we reach it unobserved? I would be most surprised if the Westerhead troops do not seek to avail themselves of Prosser’s wares.  They could be here two or three hours. Lady Rosalind has suffered more than a sufficiency of indignities already at the hands of this gentleman, and I am not going to permit any more.  And it won’t look right for the wagon to join us in a scuttle back.  
 
   “No, our position in this matter is that we have paused at this pleasant inn for refreshment on our journey, and that when Lord Westerhead arrives, Sir Michael Elyot and his party will be about to make an unhurried departure. There is a lady present and numerous witnesses. My feeling is that we may be in for a difficult few minutes, but we will rely on good manners as our first defence. So let us make ready for our departure.”
 
   “You do not think we are in any danger, then, Sir Michael?”  Anne has been listening to the conversation with an increasingly anxious look on her face.
 
   “There may, perhaps, be some threats uttered. I think that will be the limit. Of those present I suspect that Mr Gosforth may be the most likely recipient. I am sorry, Jem.”
 
   “Not a problem, Sir Michael.”
 
   “Right. What do you propose to do with the wagon?”
 
   “As soon as we are mounted, Pincher sets off and turns down the Andover Road.  Chances are everybody will be looking at you, Sir Michael.”
 
   “Carry on, then.”
 
   “Listen out, all of you,” shouts Jem. “The troop coming up the road are Westerhead men, and Lord Westerhead himself is probably with them. Now what I don’t want to do is give the impression that we’re formed up as a reception committee, but at the same time I want to be prepared if there’s a bit of pushing and shoving, as I think there might be.
 
   “So when I tell you ‘mount’, I want us to end up in a solid column of fours.  Coachman, up on your box now and line the carriage up for departure. Rudd, I want you and the guidon bearer – Foster, isn’t it? – mounted now and dress off in your usual position in front of the carriage. When I give the mount order, you drop back level with the carriage horses. That’s the first four.
 
   “Directly behind the carriage, left to right, Master Robert Tarrant, Mistress Anne, Sir Michael, and myself. Next rank Carpenter, Audrey, Brown with the pack horse, Pike.”
 
   Which gives me Matthew watching my back and a nice comfortable feeling.
 
   “Rear rank – Crocker, Mather, Johnson, Plowden. What is it, Brown?”
 
   “Begging your pardon sir, I’m left handed. Can I swap with Charlie?”
 
   “Of course. Well done for asking. Now you and Carpenter help Mistress Anne and Audrey mount.
 
   “Finally, if it looks like there’s going to be trouble I will, with Sir Michael’s permission, order ‘draw swords’. You’ll draw and go straight to the slope position and hold it there. If you have to use them, use the flat or the back, NO edge or point unless it develops into a proper fight, in which case I don’t have to tell you that we are in real trouble.
 
   “If it does come to that we go like the hammers of hell for the crossroads, and swing right, down the Andover Road, NOT the Marlborough. Got that, Rudd, Foster? It’s downhill and we’ll make better speed. The rear rank forms a rearguard with Pike and myself, if we have to. The remainder, no damned heroics, just go. But we’ll all try to outrun them. I think we’ve got better horses than they. Sir Michael?”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Gosforth. I would merely say to all of you that Mr Gosforth’s instructions have my complete agreement, and that although he is absolutely correct in preparing us for the worst, I will be surprised if we have anything more than words to contend with. Now, everybody keep calm.”
 
   Jem wanders down to speak to the three on the wagon, or as it turns out, four, for Roger is awake, and gives them their instructions. There’s a muttered approval from inside the coffin.
 
   “Now above all,” says Jem, “if the main body has to make a run for it, you don’t. You ease into the side of the road and let the hue and cry go past. Odds are it won’t come to that. Understand?”
 
   The party gets ready to leave while trying to give the appearance of having not a care in the world, as the noise of the approaching troop fills their ears. Jem’s aim is to have about half his people mounted and the remainder able to be in the saddle at a few seconds’ notice, whatever they may apparently be doing at the time. Anne and her maid are settled in their side-saddles, the coachman and his mate are on their box, Rudd and Foster the guidon bearer are ready mounted, as is Robert Tarrant, acting as close escort for his sister-in-law. Sir Michael, Jem, and the rest of the escort except Crocker are still on the ground, but each is either holding his horse’s bridle or is close by as another holds it.  
 
   As the head of the Westerhead column appears round the corner beyond the crossroads, Jem takes Barley from Crocker and mounts, signalling to Pike to do the same.  Sir Michael is standing between the carriage and the road, and Jem leads the knight’s horse up behind him. Pike follows nonchalantly into his position. They stand as if in a tableau, awaiting Lord Westerhead.
 
   The head of the column, a dozen or more, is well-equipped men on good horses, but tired and over-ridden. Heads are hanging low and at least a couple are being ridden beyond the state of lameness where good horse management would have had the riders off and leading their mounts. These are the housecarls, Jem thought, the cocky bastards that we hammered. A week ago they’d been congratulating themselves on how they’d walk over the Hawkens and then do the same to Essex’s Roundheads. They look less cocky now, but there are still a lot of them.  
 
   Behind them the main body makes a sorry sight. They’ve all the marks of having been marched too far and asked to do more fighting than they were good for. Jem had referred to them as a bunch of ploughboys. Before Abbot’s Grange they had at least had the appearance of soldiers. Now that’s been lost, and it’s going to take a lot of hard work before these ploughboys can face an enemy again.
 
   “You wouldn’t think they had been on the winning side at Newbury,” says Sir Michael quietly.
 
   “No wonder the Prince sent them home. And no wonder Lord Westerhead’s brought them this way. Great West Road must be full of proper soldiers. He’s sneaking home out of sight.”
 
   “All the more reason for handling him carefully. His Lordship’ll be on an even shorter fuse than usual.”
 
   Westerhead is in the middle of the housecarls. They turn left off the road on to the hardstanding. while the main body marches past the road end, halts, and falls out on the road verge. No one gives orders for watering horses or anything else, and most of the soldiers fall asleep where they lie. Westerhead and his entourage ignore the men behind them as if they don’t belong to them. Jem notes that Prosser makes no appearance to meet the new arrivals.
 
   Westerhead’s group dismount, and two of them clump into the Crown, obviously to roust out the landlord. Westerhead himself is still in his stirrups. He gives a cursory glance at the Elyots. A double take. Makes no attempt to hide his surprise, and walks his horse over to meet them. The remainder of the group watch closely. As Westerhead approaches, Jem has to admit again that he makes an impressive figure with his commanding height and that beautiful black armour. We hurt the bugger though, he thought.
 
   “Sir Michael,” he says, raising his hat and bowing in the saddle. Can’t fault him for courtesy.  
 
   “Your servant, my Lord Westerhead,” responds Sir Michael, still dismounted. “Your men appear to have had a hard time of it. But I understand the outcome of the battle was a success for the King’s cause.”
 
   “It would have gone better with us had we not had to smoke out a band of rebels before we came to Newbury.” Westerhead getting his retaliation in first.
 
   Sir Michael replies, with icy calm. “That was a most unfortunate remark, my lord, and one to which I take the strongest exception. One of those rebels, as you call them, lies in this carriage. I am taking her to my house, her home, to be laid to rest. I refer, my lord, to my wife, Rosalind, who died in your unwonted attack on my kinsfolk at Abbot’s Grange a week ago.”
 
   Westerhead is obviously and genuinely taken aback by this news. He has thought to stay just within the bounds of the acceptable in his initial sally at Sir Michael, and realizes he has put himself in an impossible position. All he can do is either climb down or say something to put himself even further into the wrong. He is silent. Sir Michael presses his advantage.
 
   “As you can see, my lord, we are about to depart. We will take our leave now.” He takes his reins from Jem and nods.
 
   “Elyots – mount.”  
 
   Jem hopes his word of command doesn’t give away the tension he feels. The party slips into its formation, a solid block of fourteen riders and the carriage. Behind him, the crunch of hooves and wheels as Pincher leads the wagon on to the road. Westerhead is struggling to control his anger, anger with himself for walking into a situation he can’t control.  Jem looks at Sir Michael; Michael shakes his head. Draw swords now, and even Lord Westerhead might regret the consequences.  Westerhead regains control.
 
   “Sir Michael, I was of course aware that your – that Lady Rosalind had fought at Abbot’s Grange. I was not aware that she had died in the fight. I deeply regret this. Will you accept my condolences?”
 
   “I will, though I hold you responsible for her death and for other deaths that day, particularly that of my stepson, Roger Hawken. I presume you are unaware of that also?”
 
   Westerhead’s face confirms his ignorance. Just five yards behind him the wagon passes, carrying his enemy. The heads of the women on the box and of Pincher at the bridle of the near side horse bent in sorrow. They’re within an ace of overacting. Jem notices one or two of the Westerhead men glancing at the wagon as it passes, then turning their attention back to the more interesting scene being played out by the two leaders. There’s some surreptitious readying of weapons.
 
   “So,” Sir Michael continues relentlessly, “I feel that it is time this feud between yourself and what is now my family was laid to rest. You lost a brother, eight years ago. I have lost a wife and a stepson. In addition, Henry Hawken is still recovering but slowly from wounds he sustained in your assault. At the very least, the balance of the debts has changed.”
 
   “It has – changed. But –“
 
   “It has changed. Go home, my lord. Take your soldiers home, make them fit to fight again. We have more important things to do in this time of strife than to pursue private feuds.  And now we will be on our way. Good day to you, my Lord. Mr Gosforth.”
 
   “Mr Gosforth?”  Westerhead seems further confused.
 
   “Mr Gosforth commands my escort today, as Roger Hawken would have done had he been able to be present. Oh, and one final point, my Lord. I would appreciate the return of my late wife’s little mare when she has been fed up a little. My thanks for that.”  
 
   Let’s get this right, Jem prays. The better we do it the more we’ll hold their attention.
 
   “ELYOTS – PREPARE TO ADVANCE IN COLUMN OF SECTIONS. IN COLUMN OF SECTIONS – AT THE WALK – ADVANCE – WALK.” The wagon has reached the crossroads and turned right. It is already clear of the tail of the Westerhead column. Jem crosses his fingers that his party can keep coherent formation until it’s safely over the crossroads and can shake out into its usual two-by-two travelling lineup. The road is just wide enough and they succeed. As they pass Lord Westerhead, Jem and Robert raise their hats and bow. Jem hopes the gesture isn’t taken as ironic.
 
   “Well done, Jem,” calls Robert, as they clear the crossroads. “We must’ve looked a lot more like soldiers than they did.”
 
   “It was well done,” Sir Michael agrees. “We needed to make a grand exit from that situation and we pulled it off, thanks to you.”
 
   “May I congratulate you, Sir Michael,” says Robert. “You got us out of an extremely unpleasant situation back there. I liked the way you called him a horse thief.”
 
   “Well, you may remember that I did say good manners were our first line of defence.  What would you have given for our chances if we’d had to fight, Jem?”
 
   “I think we would have got out of it but at the cost of three or four casualties. I hadn’t bargained for his main body being in such rag order. They wouldn’t have been awake in time to do anything, but the housecarls could have hurt us. Damned glad we didn’t have to.” The wagon now a hundred yards down the road, moving steadily and easily with no appearance of haste. And I’ll just have to go on hoping, he thinks, that Elijah and Tim saw the Westerheads in time.
 
   “Well, let’s hope that’s put a stop to the Westerhead menace,” says Robert cheerfully. “Perhaps we can now get on with our lives without having to look over our shoulders all the time at whatever might be coming out of Seend.”
 
   “Oh, no.” Sir Michael’s tone resigned, a world-weary note in it. “I caught him between wind and water today. Whatever he said on this occasion, he’ll go home to that great hall of his and brood. Francis Westerhead isn’t the sort of man who enjoys being bested. Today he dug a hole for himself and fell into it. He’ll be kicking himself and looking for someone else to blame for his own stupidity. A week or two and I fear that it will be business as usual.”
 
   “But it does seem to me, and I may be looking too much on the bright side, that we should have a few days when Lord Westerhead isn’t a threat,” says Jem, “and we can complete our present business.”
 
   “We’d better leave it there. There is one more point. Some of my guests at the Old Hall are staunch and uncompromising Royalists. Last week’s occurrences, and even our little non-engagement back there, could cause some flutterings in the dovecote. So everybody watch their tongues.”
 
   They are on a high, even Sir Michael, at their escape and the style of it, and it carries them almost to Easton before the purpose of their journey begins to intrude again. For Jem this brings back his worries about the social complications, and the arrangements for Roger. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
    
 
   The irony of the Elyots taking a place of defence and turning it into a haven of peace, when Roger had spent six months doing the reverse at the Grange, isn’t lost on Jem, as the party arrives at the Old Hall.  The last thing I would do is wish any ill to Sir Michael of all people, he thinks, but this damned war is going to spread everywhere before we’re through.
 
   They clatter into the house enclosure and dismount with the carriage opposite the small chapel, set apart at the West end of the house. The chapel looks much older than the main house – obviously it hasn’t been part of the modernisation. Four servants, dressed identically in black, appear and lift Lady Rosemary’s coffin from the coach. The men doff their hats and bow as the coffin is carried inside, followed by Sir Michael.
 
   “What now?” Jem to Robert Tarrant, sotto voce.
 
   “Well, I don’t think we’ll see Sir Michael, probably not until dinner. But don’t worry; this isn’t the sort of house that will leave its guests hanging for long. Just give them a minute or two to settle Lady Rosalind. It’s pleasant enough out here, though I could do with a leak. I got two and a half pints down at the Crown before you started the war.”
 
   As Robert has anticipated, they do not have long to wait. Moorhouse, Sir Michael’s steward, appears and takes over. The escort and servants are packed off to the back areas and the gentry ushered into the main hall of the house.
 
   “Don’t worry about your saddlebags,” Pike whispers as he leads Barley away. “I’ll see they get to you.”
 
   Jem remembers that Pike has become an instant authority on polite houses and their procedures.  On Jem’s last visit to Old Hall, he had been in the back areas of the house, sharing some rather good beer with Joe Moorhouse in the latter’s sanctum. Now, in the great hall, the steward is addressing the three guests.
 
   “Madam and gentlemen, Sir Michael wishes me to welcome you to the Old Hall. For obvious reasons he wishes to be excused from this duty and asks your pardon.  In a moment you will be shown to your rooms, but I am sure you will appreciate a little refreshment after your journey.”
 
   A footman brings a tray of glasses.
 
   “You will wish to be aware of the identity of the other guests attending on this sad occasion.  There are just two couples staying in the house –“
 
   “Oh please God, not Janet and Lionel.” Robert.
 
   “– Mr and Mrs Nicholas Marchant, Sir Michael’s nephew, and his wife.”
 
   “That’s the heir,” mutters Robert.
 
   “And Mr and Mrs Edward Longfield.”
 
   “Don’t know ’em, but they’ve got to be better than Lionel and Janet.  God be praised.”
 
   “You will wish to know that Mr and Mrs Lionel Varney will be attending the funeral tomorrow.  I understand that they are staying overnight with relatives of Mr Varney’s at Pewsey.  There will also be a small number of Sir Michael’s friends from the local area.  Dinner will be served at seven, and if you would care to assemble here in the hall at any time from six o’clock onward, you will find all that you require.”
 
   Well, that’s better than I expected, thinks Jem.  Come to think of it, the house isn’t a lot bigger than the Grange.  Sir Michael could hardly house a battalion of guests.
 
   “If you would now like to follow the servants,” says Moorhouse, “you will be taken to your rooms.”
 
   As Jem passes him, Moorhouse gives him a wink.
 
   “Nice to see you here again, Mr Gosforth.  There will be a fresh horse outside for you in an hour’s time, if you would like to go and freshen up.”
 
   Jem has a pleasant room facing North, with a view out over the forest, now a mass of autumn colours in the late afternoon light.  Pike is waiting for him.
 
   “Brought the saddlebags up, Master Jem, sir, and your pistols and sword.  You’ll be needing them again, I take it.  I’ve hung your suit up, get the creases out.  Now, let me help you with those boots and the rest of your kit.”
 
   Matthew Pike, head stableman, playing the part of gentleman’s gentleman? Jem’s first instinct is to refuse the proffered help, then realizes this would be a bad move with the Elyot servant looking on.  Pike is playing hard for Abbot’s Down and the position of its new master.
 
   “Thank you, Pike.”  He stands while Pike undoes the strappings of the back-scabbard, the servant gawping at this outlandish way of carrying a sword, and at the sword itself.  Sits on the bed while Pike hauls off the travel-stained boots and hands them to the servant.
 
   “These to be cleaned straight away, and I mean cleaned,” in a voice that brooks no denial.  “Master Gosforth will need them again in three-quarters of an hour, no more.”  Jem takes the cue.
 
   “That will be all for now, thank you, Pike.  I think I can manage from here.”
 
   Pike follows the servant out.  At the door he turns.
 
   “I hope you enjoy the evening, Master Jem, sir.” 
 
   “Hope you do too, Matthew.”  And more quietly, with a smile, “that was well done.”
 
   “Not too bad, I thought, Sir.”  He grins back at Jem, and leaves.
 
   From the clock in the hall, it’s about half past four.  An hour to kill before setting off for Burbage, but the timings seem about right.  Any earlier and they’ll be hanging around Burbage crossroads waiting for something to happen.  It’s a moot point whether he’ll be back in time for supper; that should reduce the amount of time he’ll have to devote to small talk.  He doesn’t waste any time worrying over the arrangements for Roger’s reception; the Old Hall will have that under control.
 
   Apart from boots and sword, he is still in his travelling garb.  First thing, get off that damned gorget and the buff coat, after which he feels a stone or more lighter.  He opens the pans of his pistols and checks the primings.  Old Hall hospitality runs to a bottle of sack, on a tray under the window.  He takes off his shirt, washes off the worst of the Marlborough road, and lies down on the bed.  For God’s sake don’t go to sleep, he thinks, and does so.
 
   He wakes with a guilty start and a dunghill mouth, but the little clock on the mantel reassures him it’s only just gone five.  He splashes his face at the washstand and washes his mouth out, when a clump from the landing announces that his boots have returned.  He reflects as he hauls them on that it would have been a sight better to have been able to go straight on to Burbage.  The break has made him feel more rather than less weary.  Bugger the gorget, he thought, and leaves it where it lies.  It was quite enough trouble climbing into the buff coat and Goosefeather’s harness.  He picks up his pistols and goes downstairs.
 
   Outside the front door, the carriage with Rudd on the box.  Crocker and Plowden are the escort.  A good team.  Crocker is leading a very decent bay gelding.  Jem slings his holsters over the saddle-bow, mounts and has a word with Rudd.  
 
   “This ought to be pretty straightforward,” he says.  “Down to Burbage crossroads, turn the carriage, and wait for Mr Elyot.”
 
   “Coming from Lambourn, Sir Michael said.”  Rudd has been briefed.  “Reckon he should be there any time from half past five, so we ought to be moving.  And Master Gosforth, Sir.”
 
   “Yes, Rudd?”
 
   “That were well done at Everleigh.  Showed ’em, didn’t we?”
 
   “We did.  And it was – we.  Everybody did very well.  My thanks.  Shall we go?”
 
   They’re at the crossroads in something over half an hour, not hurrying but not hanging about.  Jem marks the track leading off to the barn where the wagon party are to harbour up, and a conspicuous pair of stone gateposts just beyond as a marker for Pincher.  Rudd expertly turns the coach. The riders dismount and ease girths.
 
   About ten minutes pass.  They see the odd rider on the Marlborough to Collingbourne road, and a small herd of cattle being driven home for evening milking at one of the Burbage farms as the light begins to fade. There is the beginning of the noise of hooves and the creak of wheels on the Hungerford road.  Jem is on the verge of saying, more for conversation than anything else, that he recognizes the axle noise and bites his tongue just in time.  A wagon and two riders.
 
   Taking Plowden with him and leaving Crocker to hold the horses, Jem walks to meet the little procession.  The wagon halts just short of the crossroads.
 
   The slim figure of a young man drops from the box.  A voice accustomed to command cuts through the dusk.
 
   “How many of you? Two? That’ll do. Come on you two, dismount. Quickly, now. Right, slide the stretcher out. Got it? Where’s the carriage?”
 
   “Far side of the crossroads.”
 
   “Let’s get moving then. Batsford, bring those bags I showed you. What’s your name?”
 
   “Gosforth, Jeremiah Gosforth, And yours, sir?”
 
   “Meredith. Cornet of horse, attached Hopton’s regiment.”
 
   Batsford, an unprepossessing and smelly figure in a labourer’s smock, unloads a number of packages from the wagon and staggers over the crossroads with them towards the carriage. Jem, Plowden, Wilson and Tim Greathead hoist the stretcher on to their shoulders and follow. At least, thought Jem, it smells a bit better than it did before.  
 
   The stretcher is a tight fit in the carriage door and has to be tilted to get it through. Once inside, they can secure it in a reasonably shipshape manner diagonally across the seats, leaving room for Cornet Meredith and his baggage.
 
   Jem, Meredith, and Batsford walk back to the wagon, followed by Wilson and Greathead, to make a final check that everything that needs to be transferred has found its home.
 
   “How did it go, Eirlys?” asks Jem.
 
   “Elijah and Tim had a narrow squeak with the Westerheads, but got off the road in time.  Otherwise nothing to report.”
 
   “Roger?”
 
   “Basically, he’s behaving like the naughty eight-year-old which, at bottom, he still is. I’ve managed to keep him more or less sedated but it’s a hard job. He’ll probably want to join the party for dinner tonight.  In other words, he’s all right.  I’ll get in the coach.”
 
   “Pincher, sorry, can’t stay to chat. Arrangements for lie-up. Five miles up the road, about three-quarters of a mile short of the Old Hall, track junction on the left. A hundred yards short, two light stone gateposts – that’s your marker.  A mile up the track, field barn.  There’s water and cover.  Ready to move from sunrise Friday.  Don’t take too much of Sir Michael’s game.  Luck, and well done today.”
 
   “Thanks, Master Jem.  Good luck to you.”
 
   The others are already mounted, and they make best speed back to the Old Hall in the gathering dusk.  Jem sends Crocker ahead to warn Moorhouse, and a carrying party is waiting for them at the front door.  So Richard Elyot enters the home of his cousin, and is borne to a comfortable room, accompanied by his faithful friend Cornet Meredith, and a pile of baggage.
 
   To Jem’s surprise it is only a quarter before seven.  He notes that there is another couple in the hall, but excuses himself with a bow.  Matthew Pike is again waiting to help him with those damned boots.  He blows the primings out of his pistols with a feeling of relief that the greatest danger in these parts is from a damn fool servant fiddling with a weapon rather than a sudden attack by persons unknown.   
 
   He dresses quickly, and hurries down to the hall to find the clock showing seven o’clock, and still only the two other people in the hall, a couple in, he guesses, their early thirties, perhaps a year or two younger than himself. The man’s air of being completely at home reinforces Jem’s feeling that this must be Sir Michael’s nephew.
 
   “Mr Gosforth? My name is Nicholas Marchant, at your service.”
 
   “And I at yours, Mr Marchant. Jeremiah Gosforth.” They exchange bows. 
 
   “Suzanne, my dear, may I introduce Mr Jeremiah Gosforth, of Abbot’s Down. You have heard Sir Michael speak of him.”
 
   “Yes, in the most glowing terms. I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr Gosforth.” Now there’s a surprise, thinks Jem. Mrs Suzanne Marchant is, most indubitably, French.              
 
   “Your servant, ma’am. May I enquire how you find our country in comparison with your own?”
 
   “The country I love, Mr Gosforth, the cooking, I must confess, less so.”
 
   A tinkle of laughter. Mrs Marchant is more than a bit of a charmer. The evening is getting away to a good start. A stroke of luck to arrive in the hall ahead of the others, and get a head start with the Marchants. Nicholas indicates a tray of glasses and decanters on an occasional table.
 
   “Moorhouse informs us we are to help ourselves. You will find that Sir Michael in his own home is only given to formality when it is strictly necessary, as no doubt it will be tomorrow.”
 
   Jem pours himself a large glass of sack and rejoins the Marchants.
 
   “Would it be intrusive of me to enquire as to how the two of you became acquainted?” he asks, wondering if he is pushing too hard.
 
   “Not at all. I was doing the Grand Tour – it’s still possible if you pick your route carefully and avoid the war zones. Quite simply, I had a letter of introduction to stay with some acquaintances of my uncle’s who have a house on the River Lot, that’s a bit South of the Loire. There was a house party, and Suzanne was a part of it, a very important part from my point of view. And, quite simply, one thing led very rapidly to another. We married in haste, and have never repented for one moment.”  Suzanne takes Nicholas’ arm, and smiles in agreement.
 
   “And do you live in the neighbourhood?”
 
   “A little way off – actually at Market Lavington. I think we had a less interesting journey here than did my uncle and yourself.”
 
   “You spoke of war zones, Mr Marchant.  I have to say, with regret that our old familiar Plain is becoming one on a permanent basis.  I, for one, have had enough of this pestilential war.”
 
   “I entirely agree.  It has come too close to all of us.” That was Suzanne.
 
   “I must ask, if you’ll again forgive me for being inquisitive” says Jem, “when you became aware that your uncle and Lady Rosalind were married.”
 
   “Only with the summons to the funeral.  And yourself?”
 
   “At Abbot’s Grange, the morning before she died.  She told us before the parley with Lord Westerhead, then Henry Hawken threw the news at his Lordship.  After that it got ugly.  Roger offered to settle their feud by single combat. Lord Westerhead made some remarks about Roger’s loyalty to the King.”
 
   “Will you say what?”
 
   “That he did not fight duels with traitors. That refusal cost sixty-odd lives, but almost certainly saved Westerhead’s.”
 
   “Can you be so sure? Westerhead has a reputation as a swordsman.”
 
   “Roger isn’t – wasn’t – a swordsman. He was a killer. He didn’t fight by rules. He just fought. I am not trying to disparage him. For Roger, war was war. You fight to win, and say your prayers afterwards. I’m afraid he taught me the same way. Perhaps we should leave it there; I fear that we may be disturbing Mrs Marchant.” 
 
   Jem is angry with himself for letting his other life intrude into these peaceful surroundings, embarrassed that his conversation has slipped into the short, blunt sentences of that other life. 
 
   “I commend you for your sensibility, Mr Gosforth,” says the lady. “Thank you. But I am used to these matters. Do not forget we have had insurrection and civil war in France also.”
 
   Thank God for that. Anne and Robert are coming down the stairs. Need to get back on safer ground. Not only has Jem gone beyond purely social exchanges, but they ought not to mention Roger unless they have to. Fortunately, Anne and Robert know the Marchants, and the conversation reverts to pleasantries. Jem is happy to take a back seat.  
 
   He is able to keep his end up in an unobtrusive way, and the arrival of the Longfields makes things easier still. Jem hasn’t met Edward Longfield and his equally ample wife, a matching pair that sends a part of Jem’s mind off improper speculation as to ways and means. Nor does he know about Mr Longfield’s place in Sir Michael’s less public activities, so he is taking him at face value. They are a cheerful couple, and it rapidly becomes apparent that Mr Longfield is vocally supportive of the King’s cause, and utterly confident in an eventual victory for the Cavaliers, if comprehensively grousing at the demands of the King’s Treasury. The outcomes of Roundway Down and Newbury are, in his eyes, a ringing endorsement of his views. Given that most of Jem’s fighting experience has been gained against a Cavalier force, albeit one scarcely employed on the King’s business at the time, he needs to tread warily in any discussion of the war.
 
   “The fact is, Tarrant” (Mr Longfield is buttonholing Robert) “these damned (your pardon, ladies) Roundheads can’t fight, because they aren’t led by gentlemen. It doesn’t take a gentleman to fight, but it takes a proper gentleman to lead common soldiers. Real Englishmen don’t take kindly to being led by other common folk who have got some piece of paper from the Parliament saying they’re a colonel, or a captain, or whatever.”
 
   Jem thought of my Lord Manchester, who wasn’t doing at all well as a Parliamentary commander, and my Lord Fairfax, who was, and wondered how much self-delusion was in play as to the division between the two factions. Then there was Master Cromwell, with whom Roger had been much impressed, and Roger’s own captain of horse, Fitch, who’d been an ostler but whom Roger rated as the best leader of light horse he’d ever met. Beware of generalisations. Mind you, the King still had Rupert, of whom Roger always spoke with warmth and a measure of respect. He might try this on Mr Longfield.
 
   “Your pardon, Mr Longfield, but do you not think that His Majesty might do well to hand full command of all his forces to Prince Rupert?”
 
   “God’s teeth (your pardon, ladies), Mr Gosforth. Prince Rupert? Man’s a German. Doesn’t understand how Englishmen make war. Fine leader in the field, brave as a lion, but the King’s got advisers round him who are proper Englishmen. Give Prince Rupert his head, give him freedom of action with the army, and he’ll deliver it to the Parliament forces on a plate.”
 
   Afterwards, Jem felt thoroughly ashamed of himself for his next sally.
 
   “But, Mr Longfield, you have just said that the Parliamentary Army cannot fight effectively.”
 
   “Mr Gosforth, am I to take it that you are a closet Parliamentary sympathizer?”
 
   “Not at all, Mr Longfield, but I fear that His Majesty may not be making best use of one of the best soldiers in Europe – who is, after all, his nephew. I believe that after Edgehill, Prince Rupert advised the King to strike for London at once, and that those advisers you speak of counselled against an action which might well have ended the war at a stroke.” Rupert had been acting on Roger Hawken’s advice at the time, Jem knew, but he didn’t want to complicate matters.
 
   “And probably let the rebels go unpunished. No, Mr Gosforth, I wish to see this war carried through to the point where the King’s authority has been asserted throughout the land, and all those who have taken arms against the King and his forces made to pay the price for their rebellion.”
 
   Given that a week ago Jem has been involved in a life or death struggle with some of those ‘King’s forces’, and that only that day he has been within a hair’s breadth of engaging them for a second time, he decides that he had gone far enough.
 
   “Mr Longfield, I entirely share your feeling that the King’s authority must be restored. Let us drink to that.”
 
   Glasses raised, a difficult moment passed.
 
   “That was rather prettily done, Jem,” says Robert as they drifted apart from the group. “Were you deliberately trying to tweak that pompous fart’s tail?”
 
   “I didn’t set out to do so, but those remarks about Prince Rupert were too much. Roger thinks a lot of Rupert, and I believe it’s mutual – and Roger’s a man who knows soldiering inside out, not a windbag of a farmer.”
 
   “Well. I really must compliment you on your manoeuvring skills. I thought you were going to drop yourself in it, but you got out with room to spare. I don’t think he realizes that you made a fool of him.  But look out tomorrow – Lionel Varney’s equally pompous but more astute, and you won’t get a level start with him. Ah, here’s Sir Michael.”
 
   “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” Michael begins, “and may I now myself welcome you to the Old Hall. I trust that you have all been accommodated in comfort. It was good of you all to come, especially those who accompanied me today on what was in danger of becoming a perilous journey. I would like to thank Mr Gosforth publicly for his part in ensuring that our confrontation at the Crown Inn did not develop into something much worse than it was.”
 
   Eyes turn towards Jem. He finds himself blushing. 
 
   “It’s what I seem to do these days,” he murmurs.
 
   “You do it very well,” Anne Hawken smiles at him. There is something disturbing about the smile. Careful, he thinks, remembering her remark at the Crown. She’s starting to cast you as the ‘brave protector’.
 
   “Now although I may be that I am failing in my duty as your host,” Sir Michael continues, “I feel it would be better if I absented myself from the dinner table tonight. I am sure that my nephew Nicholas will be a more than adequate substitute. Tomorrow, the funeral service for my late wife Rosalind will take place at half past eleven o’clock, in the house chapel. I will see you all then. Now may I wish you all good night.  I would be grateful if you would remember Rosalind in your prayers tonight, and perhaps myself as well.”
 
   They bow their good nights. Jem wonders, not for the first time, whether Sir Michael’s formal manner is a device to hide a man more vulnerable than the outward show would indicate. He thinks again of events at the Crown. His own control of the party had helped, and of that Sir Michael had been more than duly appreciative, but in the end it had been the old man’s dignity, and authority, that had saved them from a messy running fight. He comes back to Roger’s simple, all encompassing assessment. He’s good.
 
   Dinner is a subdued affair. Michael’s withdrawal has saved them from an excess of strained good behaviour, but it has reminded them of why they are there. Jem has been placed between Suzanne and Mrs Longfield (“call me Caroline”), who turns out to be a much easier companion than her husband, about whom she seems to have few illusions.
 
   “Liked the way you dealt with Edward out there,” she says. “He asks for it, but usually people let him down a lot more heavily than you did. He’s utterly harmless, as I think you realize.”
 
   “I am quite sure,” Jem replies, “that your husband is a very genuine person, who honestly means every word he says. I have to say that I like him a great deal.”
 
   The words come out easily, almost automatically, but he’s surprised to find that he means them.  Longfield may be a pompous ass, as Tarrant had dismissed him, but he seems totally without guile.  His opinions are his own opinions, formed by himself and nobody else, and will be trotted out without fear or favour no matter who is listening. Jem has to confess that he envies the man his self-confidence. 
 
   “Mr Gosforth,” Suzanne asks, “am I correct in thinking that you do not come from this part of England?  I hear something different in your voice as compared with the people I normally meet.”
 
   “Yes, Mistress Marchant. I am from the North of England. Northumberland. I make no secret of the fact that where I grew up there was no future save in coal-mining, and I prefer fresh air. So I walked South, and learned about farming on the way.”
 
   “And how long have you been with the Hawkens?”
 
   “Four years or so.” Jem tells the tale of how he had fetched up at Abbot’s Down, and established himself as the Hawkens’ right hand man. And now, he thinks grimly, ‘right hand man’ translates as ‘sword-arm’.  
 
   “And with Roger dead, and Henry not a farmer, where does that leave you?”
 
   ‘Mistress Marchant, I have to confess that I do not fully know what is in Master Henry’s mind as to the future of the Abbot’s Down lands, beyond the short term where I am endeavouring to fill in for Master Roger, and my wife has largely taken over my former role. I suspect that Henry may not know himself.” This isn’t the time to be advertising his new status. Let it emerge over time; if another member of the party reveals it, well and good. Anne Hawken raises her eyebrows, then gives him the slightest of winks.
 
   “What can you tell us as to the circumstances of Lady Rosalind’s death?” Caroline Longfield is making the conversational opening he dreads. A quick glance round the table shows him that the Marchants, as well as Robert and Anne, were also wishing the question hadn’t been asked.
 
   “She was killed by a stray bullet, was she not, in a brush with marauders out on the Plain?” Nicholas Marchant, being diplomatic. Anne lends support.
 
   “Yes, she was travelling from Abbot’s Down to Wilton to stay with the Tarrants. Henry was with her, and took a bad sword cut in the affray.”
 
   If we can make this stick, thinks Jem, with the Longfields trumpeting it around tomorrow we should be able to get away with a quarter of the truth.
 
   “But Roger is also dead,” says Edward Longfield. “How did that come about?”
 
   Robert chips in, while Jem crossed his fingers under the table.
 
   “The gang had raided Abbot’s Down. Henry had tried to get his mother away while Roger and a few farm hands tried to see off the attackers. Roger was killed in the attack and the escape attempt went wrong, as you have heard. They had riders out to catch any fugitives.”
 
   It’s desperately thin but it’ll have to serve. Westerhead hasn’t had time to get his story out yet, if, with Hobbes’ advice in his ears, he ever does.
 
   “Was Henry not taken?” Edward asks.
 
   “No, they had two of my men with them. There were three riders only, and they were all killed – at a high price.” Leave it, for God’s sake.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen.” Nicholas Marchant, thinking the same way. “These are hard matters, in which three of our company were intimately involved. I do not think we should pursue them any further now, although it may be more seemly to do so at a later date. Perhaps the ladies may wish to withdraw? Suzanne, my dear?”
 
   Oh, Nicholas, Nicholas, diplomat extraordinary, thinks Jem. The old boy’s taught you well.
 
   After the ladies leave, Nicholas resolutely keeps the conversation on general matters and heads off any mention of the goings-on at Abbot’s Down. He eggs Longfield on to pontificate on the many matters that easy-going gentleman is disposed to cover as he slips into a more and more blurred state, albeit with no trace of offensiveness – in fact, quite the reverse. Jem guesses that Mr Longfield must be much in demand as a guest – and Mrs Longfield too – because the two of them have this indefinable knack of making other people feel happy.
 
   As they rejoin the ladies Mr Longfield is in definite need of direction. Mrs Longfield, recognising the symptoms, begs Suzanne’s leave to make an early retirement. Jem offers to help her get her spouse upstairs. He isn’t needed.
 
   “Been doin’ it for years, thank you, Mr Gosforth.”  
 
   The others are not far behind. For three of them, it’s been an exhausting day. They’ll meet after breakfast to pick up on what they haven’t been able to talk through during the journey, what with servants around and the difficulty of conversation on horseback and a rough road.
 
   Jem settles down without the guilty feeling that accompanied his nap that afternoon. Another guilt feeling was stealing in. Anne Hawken’s behaviour towards him is worrying him, coupled with the fact that something a bit more than curiosity was beginning to stir within Jem himself. Lay off it, you bloody fool, he thinks, but he can’t rid himself of the sight of two prettily rounded breasts in a bed of rather good lace, shown off by a more forward tilt of the body than could strictly be classed as demure. He feels himself harden under the nightshirt. A little later, still feeling guilty, he sleeps.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Having seen off Jem’s party, Dorothy despatches her messengers to Amesbury early.  Despite wasting working hands, she decides that for safety’s sake she’ll give Marian her own escort and not depend on George Marston being available to watch over her.  She gives herself a pat on the back for finding a compromise. Tom Adams’ younger brother George, quite badly wounded at the Grange but mending fast, is fit enough in Margery’s view to start doing something useful. A ride into Amesbury in the trap with a pistol and a shortsword under the cushions counts as that.
 
   The trap, with George Marston riding his cob in attendance, sets off down the road to Lake with no indication that the day will bring anything more than routine. Henry is resting up after his sufferings at Eirlys’s hands the previous evening, and although up and about, has made himself comfortable in Jem’s study with a book. The weather is grey, and it feels colder.  She picks up a shawl before going out on her rounds. It’ll be cloak time soon, she thinks. Another winter, and we’ve still got a lot of catching up to do. One of the yard staff brings Clara round to the front of the house. She mounts and sets off for the grazing on the Downs.  
 
   Marian and the two Georges make good time into Amesbury. George Marston vanishes into the market day throng, arranging to meet Marian at twelve o’clock for a bite of something, and to compare notes. The town is busy. The rumours of the battle have hardened into facts. There is an air of euphoria among the Royalist faction in the town.  The Parliamentary sympathizers are keeping their heads down, and George can’t find anything other than staunch Royalists with whom to share a jug. Mind you, he thinks to himself, if it had gone t’other way half this lot would still be in the alehouses being staunch Parliamentarians.
 
   He has been working his way round the pubs and shortly after the church clock had strikes eleven he is in the Bell in the High Street when a small commotion in the street attracts his attention. Two wagons are trying to push through the press of folk, with a file of ragged soldiers trying to make a way for them. He goes outside, mug in hand, to find that the first wagon is loaded with wounded, the second empty. A mounted officer, little more than a boy, is making ineffectual efforts to control the proceedings. The soldiers seem familiar.  God’s name, he thinks, they’re Westerheads.
 
   George looks up and down the street to see how many soldiers are involved. He is relieved to find that there are only ten or a dozen fit men. Time for a bit of play-acting.  He wriggles through the throng with the practised ease of a man accustomed to working his way up to a bar without getting thumped or stabbed for his pains, and taps the nearest soldier on the shoulder.
 
   “Hey mate, you from Newbury? Thrashed ’em proper, didn’t you? Come and have a drink.”
 
   The man needs no second bidding and slips away from the wagon.
 
   “Thanks, friend. Waste o’time that.”
 
   The first tankard’s contents disappear as down a street drain. Jem nods to the potman.
 
   “What brings you here?”
 
   “We had some wounded to pick up, and mebbe a few more.”
 
   “Pick up?”
 
   “Aye, we were in a fight afore we went to Newbury. Dropped off wounded, place called Cholderton. After Newbury, his lordship tells our officer to take the wagons and a dozen of us to Cholderton, collect the lads from there, then go back and see if there’s any still alive at t’other place.”
 
   “T’other place?” George thinks he’s probably overdoing it, but if he’s going to get a straight tale back to Mistress Dorothy, he needs more information. 
 
   “Some manor house. Near here. Don’t know its name. Here, mister, you’re asking a lot of questions. What you on about?”
 
   “You know small towns. Gossip. Have another?”
 
   A corporal is pushing his way through the crowd. Saved by authority, George thinks, and slips away in the press. First, he thinks, get back and warn Mistress Dorothy. Second, be a good thing if we can get a handle on when they’re likely to reach Abbot’s Down. For that, find Marian. 
 
   It takes him a full twenty minutes to locate her among the stalls. Tells her to take the trap down to the bridge and wait beyond it until the soldiers appear, then make reasonable speed back to the village, no rush, but no hanging about. He has to raise the alarm and make sure that a reception committee is in place when the Westerheads arrive.
 
   He leaves the town without hurrying, but once clear of the buildings he kicks the cob up to its best pace. He decides to stick to the road rather than use one of his back routes; any distance he may save would be cancelled out by losing speed. He arrives in the village without incident other than a few curious looks from travellers in less of a hurry.  
 
   The first thing he does is to order the youngsters at the bottom of the village to ring the alarm triangle. They’ve been growing bored with the lack of anything exciting happening.  George’s cry of ‘ring it, soldiers coming’ is greeted with a cheer. Men and women are already turning out with weapons and making for the assembly point at the crossroads.  Parson Gaunt is waiting at the church gate.
 
   “Bell?” he asks.
 
   “Westerhead soldiers. Could be an hour, could be three. Need the men in from the fields and we need Mistress Dorothy. Ring it please, parson.”
 
   He rides back to the crossroads and addresses the fifteen or so villagers already assembled.
 
   “Here’s how it is. There’s about a dozen Westerhead soldiers in Amesbury. They’re coming here, they say to pick up their wounded. They look pretty scruffy to me, and I think we can handle them. We’ll get word from Marian before they arrive – she’s going to be in front of them on the road. So first thing is for everyone to get armed proper, dressed and ready, then back here in half an hour.”
 
   Out on the downs, Dorothy hears the bell and swears out loud. It would have to happen that there’s an emergency when Jem is away from the village – she has to stop herself from adding ‘and enjoying himself’. A few stockmen will have to stay out to protect the animals – losing a ewe here and a calf there to hungry men is something she can’t afford.  Tom Adams should be at Low Farm; she can pick him up on the way to the assembly point. She canters across the down to the track linking Low Farm to the Grange, then quickens her pace. Henry, leaning on a stick, and Rose, the new children’s maid, meet her in the yard.
 
   “Tom Adams has gone home to fetch his weapons and says he’ll meet you at the crossroads,” says Henry. “George Marston’s been up, saw Tom and myself. Says to tell you there’s a dozen Westerhead soldiers coming, he thinks to pick up their wounded, not to cause trouble. He reckons at least an hour, probably two or more, so not to rush. Rose has got your things ready.”
 
   “The children?”
 
   Rose answers. “They know something’s going on but I think they’re excited, not scared.”
 
   “Right, I’m going to do as I’m told and not rush.”
 
   “Don’t worry about this end, Dorothy my dear,” says Henry. “I may be crocked but I can keep an eye on things.”
 
   Rose follows her into the house, then, more slowly, Henry. John, the five year old, is as Rose had said, excited and curious and ‘what’s happening Mummy and why are all these men running about’, which is encouraging, and Mary is taking her cue from her big brother. The toddler, Rachel, is quieter, but taking everything in and again following John in being unfrightened. Bless you, boy. She gives them each a hug.
 
   “Mummy’s going to see what all the fuss is about.”  
 
   “We’ll be all right, Mistress Dorothy,” says Rose. She’s a good’un, Dorothy thinks. “Young Master John’ll look after us.”
 
   Dorothy takes her buff jerkin from Rose, her shortsword now in a back harness, pistol and dagger at her belt. Whatever they are going to come up against today, she isn’t going to make the mistake of under-insuring.
 
   “Your helmet’s on your saddle. Master Henry loaded Lady Rosalind’s – your – carbine. Primed but not spanned, ten rounds in the pouch.”
 
   “How many men here?”  
 
   “Tom left three, there’s Master Henry, and we’ve four women. We can cope. We’ve seven pistols and a caliver, and Master Jem’s carbine, and everyone’s got a sword of some kind.” 
 
   “Right. I’ll put a stop on the lane as insurance. Any more coming from the fields, send ’em straight through to the village.”  
 
   “I’ll do that, Mistress Dorothy. Good luck.”
 
   “And to you, Rose. And thanks for everything.”
 
   The awful thing about war, she thinks, is how it brings out the best in people as well as the worst. Abbot’s Down had become far more of a community since Roger began to train it for its own defence, and the process had gone into full gallop with Westerhead’s attack.  We’ll none of us be the same again, whatever happens – and with that comes another remembrance of Monday’s events. That had been something irreversible on the personal front, and the outcome of that rests with powers of which she has only the foggiest notion.  What did Jem say? ‘Go with the flow.’ Well – let’s go with it.
 
   As Dorothy and Clara approach the crossroads, she can’t help a feeling of pride at the formidable picture her little command presents. Despite the losses at the Grange and the fact that she has eight or ten men still out on the Downs and at Low Farm, she has a solid fighting core of twenty or more men and women, well armed and equally important in what she hopes won’t come to a shooting match, very presentably equipped. Many of the women are in breeches, Parson Gaunt pretending to avert his gaze but obviously enjoying every minute of it.  Everyone is wearing either a back-and-breast or a buff coat, all have helmets. The salvage operation at the Grange has yielded a treasure trove of equipment.
 
   The weapon position, too, has got better as the week has passed. Of her twenty good persons and true, all except two or three of the women are carrying longarms. There is only one of the houseguns with its lethal heavy nine-ball load, but there are four calivers and six dragons. Tom Adams has appropriated the very nice wheel-lock carbine they had picked up at the Grange, and the remainder have an assortment of hackbuts left behind by the Westerheads. There are plenty of pistols of all sizes, and of course no shortage of cutlery.  She reins up in front of the crowd and dismounts. Roger’s words: “never talk to footsoldiers from horseback. You can see them and they can see you, but they resent it”. Henry Potter leads Clara clear.  
 
   “First of all, well done and thanks for turning out like this, and, by the powers, don’t we look good” (a cheer). “Master Jem said to me two days back that Abbot’s Down is still the best fighting force” (she left out Jem’s ‘probably’) “for ten miles around” (another cheer). 
 
   “Now, you most of you know that we’re likely to have visitors. They’re a few of the Westerhead troops that we fought last Monday. If we wanted to we could knock seven bells out of them. But I don’t want to play it that way. From what George Marston tells me, they are only here to pick up their wounded, and if they do, they’ll be doing us a favour. So the aim is to put on a show of force, and keep them honest without it coming to blows, let alone shooting. I know that some of you may be in ‘let’s get even’ mood. I don’t think it’s a good idea. We hurt them badly last Monday – look in the churchyard. We could wipe this lot out, but we’d lose some more people, we’ve taken enough, and don’t want to start the whole bloody round again. I won’t weep bitter salt tears if I never see another Westerhead, not ever, but there’s only one of them really to blame for these troubles, and he won’t be here today.”
 
   There was murmur of assent.  
 
   “We let them in – Tom, I want the urchin patrol to report but not sound the alarm.  Fix please.  We’ll have had a heads-up from Sarah, anyway. First person they meet is Parson Gaunt, and he asks them their business. Aaron, you do that opposite Bunce’s. Chances are, they’ll pile in and demand refreshment. We cordon the alehouse. If they pay their score, no problem, and we invite them out for a chat. If they get stroppy, they get sorted, but no killing unless they start it.
 
   “Now, the question of who’s in charge. While it all stays nice and peaceful, I am. If it looks like getting rough, I hand over to Tom Adams. Tom, I’d like you to do the detailed deployment.”
 
   “Surely, Mistress Dorothy.”
 
   “Mistress Dorothy?” George Marston.
 
   “Yes, George?”
 
   ‘There’s an officer with them. Looked a nice lad, but out of his depth.”
 
   “Oh, better and better.  I shall put myself out to charm him. NCOs?”
 
   “I saw a corporal. Don’t think they’ve a sergeant with them.”
 
   “Then we’ll help this young Rupert with controlling his brutal and licentious. Might even be fun. Margery?”
 
   “Yes, Mistress Dorothy?”
 
   “I shall have to ask you to make the Westerhead wounded ready for moving. Let Tom know what help you may need.”
 
   “You know that one’s on point of death and I reckon to lose another?”
 
   “Then I am entirely happy that they should die among their friends. They all go.”
 
   There was another muttered vote of confidence.
 
   “Now, I don’t want you to go into this without everyone having had at least a bite of dinner. So away to your homes, half and half, and assemble back here for orders when you’ve had something. And stay off anything but small beer for now. If this goes well, there’ll be an opportunity afterwards.”
 
   There’s a rush to be on the first shift for dinner but Tom and George settle it, reasonably amicably. At first, Dorothy feels she should remain, but decides if she appears relaxed enough to trot back to Low Farm it’ll be a morale builder for the rest. She’s entirely confident that provided the visitors don’t arrived unannounced, the village will cope perfectly well. George has volunteered to stand second shift for his dinner, so Dorothy leaves instructions for him to send a runner to Low Farm should Marian show up.
 
   She’s in ample time for the afternoon’s entertainment. About half past two by the single hand of the church clock, Marian’s trap comes up the road from Lake, travelling briskly but not hurrying.
 
   “Reckon we’ve got about half an hour,” she says. “I don’t think we’ll have a lot of bother. Those poor lads in the wagon – they’d’ve been a lot better being left behind like our seven.”
 
   “Tom,” says Dorothy. “Pass the word to Margery that I may want her to look at the new lot of Westerhead wounded. Perhaps put on some clean dressings. Make the troops feel that we aren’t holding anything against them personally. Marian, Rose has done well, but Low Farm’s a bit lonely without you. On your way.”
 
   Marian’s guess is good. Twenty-five minutes later, a panting infant from the lookout reports ‘soldiers coming’. Five more, and a sorry procession tramps up the Abbot’s Down main street. The officer is well enough mounted; with a couple of days on decent rations and a proper grooming his charger would be respectable again. The soldiers are a different matter.
 
   Parson Gaunt meets the motley party in the middle of the street. He is apparently unarmed except for a staff, though there’s a buff jacket and a couple of pistols under the cassock. Gaunt holds up his hand, and the procession sputters to a halt.
 
   “Pray you good day, gentlemen, and welcome to Abbot’s Down. May I be of any assistance?” Gaunt’s apparent isolation tempered by the fact that the new arrivals are covered by some fifteen firearms, at thirty yards’ range or less. 
 
   Dorothy and Tom watch from the Adams house, across the street from Bunce’s. There isn’t a man in the party unaware of the fact that they’ve halted outside an alehouse. Two minutes the only Westerheads on the street are the officer and the corporal.
 
   Inside Bunce’s there’s a degree of tension. Bunce, knowing soldiers, has insisted on proof of ability to pay before serving. The Westerheads inform Bunce that as soldiers of the King they are entitled to free quarter in any common alehouse, including appropriate refreshment. Bunce, having invited his customers to depart, backs this up with by cracking with his cask mallet six hands unwisely placed on the bar. Then he pulls the string connected to a small bell outside the back door, and nods towards the dark corner beyond the fireplace where Josiah Greathead and Henry Potter the smith are sitting unnoticed.
 
   The most effective bar fights last about five seconds. After those five seconds, four of the visitors are unconscious on the floor. Bunce’s hand casualties are feeling too sorry for themselves to join in. They and the rest are looking across the bar at two dragon muzzles and two pairs of eyes that combine steely determination with fighting a losing battle against a fit of the giggles. The Second Battle of Abbot’s Down has ended in farce, almost before it has begun. In the corner, Josiah and Henry have been the first to lose control and sit laughing helplessly, their cudgels abandoned on the floor.
 
   Dorothy, with Tom as escort, crosses from his house as the Westerheads melt away. They stroll over to the mounted officer, as the remainder of the village emerge from their battle positions and close in on Bunce’s. 
 
   Tom invites him to dismount, in tones that rule out any other option.
 
   “Simon Northcliffe, at your service – ma’am.” Mr Northcliffe is having problems with Dorothy’s Amazonian appearance.
 
   “And I at yours, Mr Northcliffe. Dorothy Gosforth. In the absence of my husband, Mr Jeremiah Gosforth, I am in charge here on behalf of Mr Henry Hawken. May I introduce Mr Thomas Adams, my deputy on this occasion?
 
   “Mr Adams.”
 
   Well, Tom, she thinks, that’s it. No more ‘Goodman Adams’. Everything’s changing.
 
   “Perhaps, Mr Northcliffe, we should enquire what is happening in the alehouse.”
 
   “But, Mistress Gosforth, you are a lady, you should not –“
 
   “Oh, Mr Northcliffe, I have an insatiable curiosity as to what has happened.  I do hope no one has been badly hurt.”
 
   Dorothy puts her head inside, assesses the situation, then withdraws before the giggles get to her too. 
 
   “Mr Northcliffe, do you take responsibility for this sorry lot?”
 
   “Yes, I am afraid I have to admit it.”
 
   “Clear them out please, Tom. Mr Northcliffe. My information is that you are here to collect your casualties from last Monday’s fight.”
 
   “That is correct, but may I enquire how you came to be aware of it?”
 
   “You may not. I would remind you, Mr Northcliffe, that despite this little farce we remain adversaries.”
 
   “My apologies, Mistress Gosforth.”
 
   A nice lad, thought Dorothy, even if he is wet behind the ears.  
 
   “Your people are in the village meeting room, which is the cottage next to the church. If you send your wagons down there your corporal will find your wounded being looked after by a very competent person named Margery. If he asks nicely she may be persuaded to look at your other casualties. You may water your horses and your men at the crossroads pump. Tom, escort required please. Impound their weapons. Let me know what they’ve got.”
 
   “Mistress Gosforth, I must protest –“
 
   “Mr Northcliffe, I do not think you realize that you and your men are technically prisoners of war. I have not asked you for your sword because I do not intend to keep you here, but I am at the moment debating with myself whether to relieve your troops of their weapons on a permanent basis.  
 
   “However, this does not prevent us behaving in a civilized manner. May I offer you some refreshment? Goodman Bunce has a garden round the back, which is quite pleasant. We will go round there and speak. Although it is a little chilly to be sitting outside, the garden is quite sheltered.”
 
   “That would be most kind of you.”
 
   Dorothy calls to Bunce.
 
   “We’ll be in the garden. I’d like a babysitter – visible. And the usual, please.”
 
   “Of course, Mistress Dorothy. At once.”
 
   “Now, Mr Northcliffe, as we have not met before, and I was unable to be present on Sunday last for formal introductions, may I ask how do you come to be one of Lord Westerhead’s desperadoes?”
 
   “Family, I’m afraid. His Lordship is my uncle.”
 
   “Ah, I see. So you rallied to the banner as a good Westerhead?”
 
   “I had little option but to do so.”
 
   “That does not sound as if you were too eager.” Play this one long and gently, she thinks. We may be on to something.
 
   “You are quite right.  I do not have any great desire to make war on anyone, let alone brother Englishmen.”
 
   “And women.”
 
   “And women. May I enquire how many of your people were killed?”
 
   “Eleven. Eight men, three women. Lady Rosalind and Sir Roger Hawken were among the dead. And Mr Henry Hawken was badly wounded. We buried thirty-eight of yours, and two of your wounded with us are going to die.”
 
   “Forgive me – I didn’t realize that Lady Rosalind and Mr Hawken… Damn that man,” he cries.
 
   Potter, sitting just outside the back door of the alehouse, springs to his feet and makes towards them.
 
   “All right, Henry,” says Dorothy, waving him off. “Compose yourself, Mr Northcliffe. What man? You mean your uncle?”
 
   “He is a monster. This feud of his with Mr – Sir Roger. Utterly unnecessary, and the lives it has now cost. It’s not as if he had any time for poor Charlie when he was alive. Charlie was only in Germany because of his brother’s taunts – go and prove yourself, do something manly – you know the sort of thing.”
 
   “I understand. Tell me more.”
 
   “Well. You know of the obsession. And when the order comes from Sir Ralph Hopton to march to Newbury he seized the opportunity to mount the attack. Young Francis was against it –“
 
   “Young Francis?”
 
   “Lord Westerhead’s son. Nicer man than his father – though that’s not difficult. And Merton was furious.”
 
   “Who is Merton?” asked Dorothy, knowing perfectly well, and fishing.
 
   “Nathaniel Merton. And it’s was, not is. He’s dead. Professional soldier, and a good one. Trained my uncle’s troops and tried to train him, without a lot of success. Merton was telling his Lordship that it was military madness to divert twenty miles off route on the way to a battle and fight a private one on the way, not to mention the repercussions. Uncle Francis doesn’t like people talking back at him.”
 
   “So I understand.”
 
   “My uncle had convinced himself that we would walk over you in a couple of hours and be on our way. Talked about ‘blooding the troops’. When it was obvious that we were going to take a lot longer than that and you were going to give us a proper fight, Merton tried to get him to break it off. Threatened he’d go to Hopton and report the whole business. ‘That’s mutiny’, says my uncle, and runs him through on the spot. Then young Francis calls off the mounted attack and leaves him. Without Merton to run things the attack starts to fade away, and there were only about twenty or so who’d do anything serious during the last couple of hours, after the fougasses in the quadrangle.”
 
   Northcliffe shivers at the memory. Glad I didn’t see that, Dorothy thinks. Jem’s account had been lurid enough.
 
   “The rest, and that included me – well, we were going through the motions and firing at the house, stopping anyone getting out, but we just wanted to be finished with the whole sorry business.”
 
   Which squares, Dorothy thought, with Jem’s reading of the battle. She doesn’t tell him that the murder has been witnesssed from afar. Northcliffe goes on with his confessional.
 
   “Come the evening, Sir Ralph’s messenger found us. He’d ridden to Devizes before he found out where we’d gone. He wasn’t just a courier, he was a major, and he didn’t mince words with his Lordship. When he’d gone, uncle was thrashing around looking for someone to blame. Francis had gone – he’s got a staff job now – so that left me, and I was cursed for a coward, and since then I’ve been getting the dirty jobs, like this one. I don’t mind too much. Keeps me out of his way.”
 
   “Are the rest of Lord Westerhead’s troops still in the field?” Dorothy asks, anxious to keep Northcliffe going.
 
   “No. We didn’t do much in the battle, and Hopton kept us at Newbury to clear up – punishment for uncle, though of course he didn’t have to get his hands dirty. Then Sir Ralph sent him home with orders to refit the troop and next time to obey orders. My Lord was seething by then, and there was a lot of quiet chuckling going on at his expense. So he took the main body home by the back roads, through Clere, Vernham, Collingbourne. Dropped us off to pick up the wounded from Cholderton and here. What is it, Mistress Dorothy?”
 
   “Oh, nothing.” She realizes that Westerhead’s route has crossed with that taken by Jem and Sir Michael. That doesn’t necessarily mean they’ve met, she tells herself. Timings would come into it. Nevertheless, it’s another worry, but one she can do nothing about.
 
   “I think we should go down to the church now to see how the wounded are getting on.”
 
   “Yes, if you please, Mistress Gosforth.”
 
   “Mistress Dorothy!” Bunce has appeared again at the back door.
 
   “Yes, Bunce?”
 
   “Another officer, Mistress. Says he’s family. Mr Varney. Wounded.”
 
   “Well, show him through, and bring some more glasses.”
 
   James Varney, Lionel and Janet Varney’s eldest, is a large young man showing the strain of a long ride with a damaged arm.  Dorothy has only met him a couple of times, and those formal occasions. Roger likes him; she remembers him saying ‘how Lionel and Janet managed to produce someone as nice as James beggars belief’. There’s back story; Roger’s first sight of Lucinda had been at his coming of age party, when nine-year-old James had attacked nine-year-old Lucinda and got more than he had bargained for. He had also said, in an unguarded moment, ‘I should have remembered that’. It was the first indication she and Jem had had that Roger’s marriage had not been the fairy tale that it appeared to be on the surface. 
 
   “Mistress Gosforth, your servant. I seem to have missed the excitement. Twice. Mr Northcliffe, I’m surprised you dare to show your face here.”
 
   “That is not a problem, Mr Varney. Mr Northcliffe arrived with a show of force; he was defeated by two cudgels and a cask mallet. I have pointed out to him that he and his platoon are my prisoners. I intend to let them go just as soon as I can see them off the premises.”
 
   “Wish I’d been here.”
 
   “It had its funny side. Now, Mr Varney–“
 
   “James, please.”
 
   “James, I am sure you would like to take your ease in this quite pleasant garden while I dispatch Mr Northcliffe and his wounded, I will return presently and we will adjourn to Low Farm.”
 
   “Low Farm? What about the Grange? I know you’ve had a fight here but… Northcliffe, is this your doing?”
 
   “James, the Grange is a ruin. Mr Northcliffe was involved but only as a minor player. Your Uncle Henry is staying with me; there is much to talk about. And I will arrange for someone skilled to look at that arm. We’ve had a lot of experience with wounds lately.”
 
   At the meeting-house, the Westerhead lodgers are on the second wagon. Margery is up on the first, examining the Cholderton casualties.
 
   “They’re a right mess, Mistress Dorothy. Filthy, don’t look as if they’ve had any attention since they were first bandaged up. Three quarters of the wounds are rotten. They’re going to lose at least half of ’em before or after they get ’em home.”  
 
   Then, to Mr Northcliffe, “I take it you’re their officer.” 
 
   “Yes,’ 
 
   “Then it was your business to see that as much as possible was done for them.”
 
   “And you have no business speaking to me in that manner. I do not take that kind of talk from a common drab.”
 
   “Mr Northcliffe,” snaps Dorothy, “you forget yourself, and your position here. Margery has spent the last week looking after your wounded. I suggest you take a look in the second wagon to get some idea of how things should be. You should also be aware that she lost her son in the battle.”
 
   Northcliffe quails under the onslaught, climbs on to the wagon to escape.
 
   “And now I am going to show you something else,” she says, when he has finished examining the wounded. “Come with me.”
 
   She leads him into the churchyard. The mound over the Cavaliers’ grave is beginning to show green – weeds only, but softening its stark outline a little. Northcliffe, shaken by the size of the grave, reads the inscription on the cross with a chastened look.
 
   “Thank you for giving them Christian burial.”
 
   “We are not savages, Mr Northcliffe.”
 
   She shows him to the common grave of the Abbot’s Down defenders. Bare-headed, Northcliffe bows.
 
   “Eight names only?”
 
   “Alison, Lady Rosalind’s maid, is buried in Lower Woodford churchyard. You know about Paterson. The villagers of Shrewton buried him. And Lady Rosalind Elyot herself is being laid to rest tomorrow at Easton. My husband is there for the funeral. As you see, we decided that Roger should lie with his comrades.”
 
   “Mistress Gosforth, the last few minutes have brought home to me just what wrongs were done here. First of all, I must apologize for my outburst over the wounded.”
 
   “Thank you. I’d appreciate it more if you made your peace with Margery.”
 
   “I will do that. But there is a much greater apology to be made. I can ask your forgiveness for my own part in this affair, but I cannot do anything to hold Lord Westerhead to account. But brought to account he should be.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Northcliffe. Then there are two things that you could do.  Are you acquainted with Mr Daniel Hobbes, Sheriff’s officer?”
 
   “I have heard of him. We have never met.”
 
   “Mr Hobbes has been responsible for looking into the matter of the Abbot’s Grange fight on behalf of the High Sheriff and the Lord Lieutenant. I am sure he would appreciate hearing your account.”
 
   “And what is the second item?” 
 
   “The second is a hard business, which might cost you dearly. Nathaniel Merton. There is a body in the Cavalier grave that we found after the battle, well outside the walls of the Grange. He was well dressed, an officer we thought, and he had been killed by a single sword thrust, and nowhere near the battle. It would appear that this was your Mr Merton, and from your account his death was something very like murder. Perhaps you would consider your position in this matter.”
 
   Northcliffe pauses before replying.
 
   “As you say, and thank you for it, this could be a hard business. But I will, as you ask, consider it.”
 
   “Then I thank you again, Mr Northcliffe. And now I think you should be on your way.”
 
   Northcliffe seeks out Margery leads her out of earshot. A quiet exchange of words. Dorothy turns to Tom Adams.
 
   “What are their weapons like?”
 
   “Poor quality, Mistress Dorothy. All matchlocks, and not very good ones, the same as we picked up at the Grange. And they’ve less than thirty rounds between ’em. Quite honestly, don’t think they’d do a lot of good to us if we hung on to them. Got enough of that sort of rubbish already. Teach them a lesson, of course.”
 
   “I agree, but it would also make Mr Northcliffe look even more foolish when he reports back to Lord Westerhead. And that is something I prefer not to do, because if what I am thinking of works out, Mr Northcliffe might do Abbot’s Down and Sir Roger quite a bit of good. So we will be nice to Mr Northcliffe, and send him on his way.”  
 
   “Should we give them a guard of honour?”
 
   “Good idea. We’ll have a show of strength down here to make our point – then everyone back to Bunce’s. They’ve done well, and the estate can stand another keg.”
 
   “I’ll get the troops.”
 
   “One thing more, Tom. Send two men who can ride to Low Farm. They’re to take horses and follow this lot up to the Stones. Make sure they get clear away.
 
   “Cut across the down and pick them up at the Grange?”
 
   “Yes, that’ll do nicely.”
 
   Adams bustles off. He’s definitely got more push than George Marston, she thinks.  
 
   “Mr Northcliffe.”
 
   “Yes, Mistress Gosforth?”
 
   “As I said, you will leave Abbot’s Down as soon as possible. Obviously, I do not want your troops here in the village for the night. If you go now, you will be able to overnight in Shrewton and be home tomorrow. I think you will recall that this road brings you out by the Stones. Now I want to make one thing clear. We could have shot down the lot of you today without you knowing what had hit you. We didn’t, because we are not making war. This isn’t a Parliament garrison, it’s an ordinary village that simply wants to be left alone. If you should speak to anyone in authority, tell ’em that. Oh yes – and I will return your weapons.”
 
   “Thank you. I appreciate that, as you can imagine.  Now, if you will excuse me.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Corporal, prepare to move out in five minutes time. And kick some life into them. Make ’em look something like soldiers. Move, or you’ll be back to private yourself.”
 
   Goodness me, Dorothy thinks, I seem to have done something for this young man.
 
   “Good-bye, Mr Northcliffe. I hope we may meet again in more pleasant circumstances.”
 
   “Good-bye, Mistress Gosforth. And I too.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
    
 
   Funeral weather, thinks Jem, waking to a grey day with a chill in the air, the clouds hinting at rain but hesitant to deliver it.  He’s down to the stable yard at half past six in his shirtsleeves, having called Matthew Pike and the two Tarrant men for an hour’s sword exercise before breakfast. So far he hasn’t had the chance for a workout with Goosefeather, and he is fairly sure that Brown and Carpenter are far from being expert swordsmen.  He leaves Matthew to get on with his own practice with his sensible shortsword. The two Tarrants are unskilled but don’t pretend they’re anything else and are willing to learn some basics. Brown’s left-handedness may be useful, Jem feels.  
 
   Goosefeather is a revelation. Jem’s a sceptic where matters outside the normal are concerned, but working closely with Eirlys has opened his mind.  It’s just as well, for the sword is something beyond logic. Each of his pupils tries Goosefeather and confesses they couldn’t think of using her as a weapon. In Jem’s hands, not only does she feel, if not featherlight, then not a lot heavier than a normal Hawken blade, but as he goes through the sequence of strokes, already it is as if the sword is taking direction from his mind rather than his muscles. Brown and Carpenter stop what they are doing and watch in something approaching awe.
 
   “How do you do it, Master Gosforth?” Carpenter eventually asks.
 
   “I don’t do it. She does.”
 
   “She, sir?”
 
   “Any good sword, Brown, is a lady. Treat her that way, and she’ll look after you.  Now, back to work with you. Well done. I’ll call another practice this afternoon.  Matthew.”
 
   “Master Jem?”
 
   “I want you to organize exercise for the riding horses. I shall be busy with the funeral.”
 
   He goes off to scrub and dress for breakfast, feeling exceptionally virtuous. 
 
   Breakfast is a subdued affair. Any voice raised is immediately hushed, its owner embarrassed. Sir Michael remains in his chamber, the guests left to their own devices. Jem finds himself cornered by the Longfields, but finds that Edward Longfield talking about farming is a different proposition from Mr Longfield talking politics. Jem gets an hour-long grilling on Roger Hawken’s Dutch ideas. Edward has picked up half the story through farmers’ gossip. At first he’s dismissive, but begins to allow that there might be something in it, the more so as Jem admits that parts of the programme don’t work in English conditions, particularly on the chalk. Edward’s holdings are mostly valley land here in the Vale, and likely to be better suited. 
 
   “Anything that makes it possible to overwinter more beasts is worth a try,” says Edward. “We must get together on this before next year’s planting.” 
 
   Around half past ten, guests begin to arrive. Fortunately for Jem, the Longfields know everybody and do the introductions. The more people that arrive, the easier it is for him to blend into the woodwork. He’s happy to talk about anything serious that he can get his teeth into, but has problems with the vapid nothings of purely social exchange. Let the Longfields – mostly Caroline – make the running.  
 
   There’s only one topic of conversation; multiple repetitions of and variations on ‘Did you know Sir Michael and Rosalind were married?’ It’s breaking news for nearly everyone in the room, and there are a lot of raised eyebrows. Everyone has been aware that the lady they had known as Mistress Rosalind Hawken has spent a lot of time Low Hall, and there’s an undercurrent of disappointment that the spice has gone out of what wasn’t an illicit relationship after all.
 
   Lionel and Janet Varney enter, greeted by Nicholas and Suzanne. They point out Jem, who is trying to hide behind the Longfields. What an incongruous couple they make, Jem thinks, Janet tall and well-built, Lionel almost a head shorter than his wife. He concentrates.  A wrong word to the Varneys could cause an upset.
 
   “Your servant, Mistress Janet, and my condolences. Mr Varney.” Jem thinks he has got his bow as right as it could be. “I believe you have met Mr and Mrs Edward Longfield.”
 
   “We have indeed, Mr Gosforth.” More bowings, and ‘your servants’, more condolences.  So far so good, thought Jem.  Edward Longfield is pompous, but it simply goes with size and a brimming self-confidence and since this morning Jem has deleted the ‘ass’.  Lionel Varney has the small man’s over-compensation, and ‘pompous ass’ is low on his list of faults. Watch the little bastard. Janet, however, is in surprisingly friendly mood.
 
   “It was good of you to have come this far, Mr Gosforth,” she said. “I understand from Sir Michael that you acquitted yourself rather gallantly yesterday. My congratulations, and it is good that you are able to escort Anne and Robert home to-morrow.”
 
   “Attending today is the least I could do, Mistress Janet. I had the utmost respect for Lady Rosalind. She was a great lady, and I was honoured to receive Sir Michael’s invitation.  As for the incident at Everleigh, it was Sir Michael’s sangfroid that carried the day, I feel.”
 
   “That is not quite how it was told to me. I am beginning to feel that the family is more fortunate than I had thought in having you – well, yes, as a part of it. Please do not think of me as your adversary, Mr Gosforth. But how is it with your wife? I take it she was unable to travel?”
 
   “Dorothy is extremely well, thank you, but she was unwilling to leave the children, and in any case we feel that only one of us should ever be absent from Abbot’s Down at the present time. Our end of the Plain has become a dangerous place, and we have too much to protect with too few hands.  I hope you had an uneventful journey?”
 
   “There are stories of deserters and footpads in our part as well, but we saw nothing of them. We had a less exciting trip than did your party.”
 
   “Mistress Janet, may I say from the bottom of my heart that there are some excitements I can well do without.”
 
   “Amen to that. If you will excuse me I must go and join Sir Michael. Lionel and I have been with him and with my mother since nine o’clock, but we felt we should show our faces in here briefly before the service.”
 
   Jem heaves a sigh of relief that he has not had to endure a possible grilling from Lionel Varney. There is the sound of a small handbell, rung by Moorhouse.
 
   “My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, Sir Michael wishes you to move now to the chapel, which is situated beyond the West wing of the Hall. After the committal, he asks that you return here to meet with him.”
 
   The company, about two dozen strong, moves off in the disorderly shuffle that accompanies such occasions, particularly in the higher circles of society. The chapel had been part of the ‘old’ Old Hall and was, Jem guesses, fourteenth century. There are plenty of windows, some containing good stained glass, but there is an unpleasant coldness about the place which, as Jem looks about him, seems to be affecting more people than himself. The seating is open oak pews blackened with age, in six rows.  Unlike most parish churches, even that of Abbot’s Down, there is no private seating for senior members of the congregation.   
 
   Jem is not surprised to find that he is seated with Low Hall efficiency in a place marked with a name card, and relieved to find himself next to Robert Tarrant. He has hardly spoken to Robert all morning, being so bound up with the Longfields.  Anne Hawken and Lionel Varney are in the front row on their side of the chapel, the Marchants the other.  Lady Rosalind’s coffin lies where it had been placed the afternoon before. 
 
   Sir Michael and Janet Varney enter the chapel side by side, preceded, to Jem’s surprise (and he notes, that of several other members of the small congregation), by a bishop as well as the local parish priest.
 
   “Ramsbury,” whispers Robert, as Sir Michael and Janet take their places.
 
   It is a brief service, without music. At the end, the priest moves down in front of the pew occupied by the Varneys and Anne, then suddenly disappears from Jem’s view. Six of the Low Hall servants lift the coffin and after some awkward backing and filling carry it down to the crypt. The bishop and the six on the front row follow, while the remainder of the congregation stand listening to the words of committal, muffled and distorted by the echo in the underground chamber.
 
   Enough funerals in the past week, thinks Jem, to last me a small lifetime. And for reasons that he cannot place, this is the worst. Although Lady Rosalind is being laid to sleep in a family chapel, it is not a friendly spot. Even the Hawken vault at Abbot’s Down is in the open country air, in a homely churchyard.  He pushes away thoughts of tombs and crypts and unquiet ghosts, but finds he can’t free himself.  He shivers.
 
   “You too?” whispers Robert.
 
   “A cold place, this.” 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Back in the Hall, Jem goes to pay his formal respects. Sir Michael checks him.
 
   “No words needed, Jem, just thank you for all you have done. Please come and see me in the library at six o’clock. We have much to talk about before you set off for Abbot’s Down.”
 
   Jem mingles for an hour or so, fending off questions about the Abbot’s Grange fight and the manner of Rosalind’s death, relieved that Westerhead hasn’t had time to put about his version of the story. Even an objective account could be embarrassing; most of those present won’t be too pleased with anyone who has been involved in the slaughter of forty-odd Royalist soldiers. Relief comes as carriages and horses are called for and people slip away, though he is genuinely sorry to say farewell to the Longfields. The fat man and his friendly wife have been the surprise of the visit.  
 
   He seeks out Robert Tarrant, suggests that they should ride out that afternoon to visit the wagon party.  
 
   “Good idea,” Robert agrees. “Horses need exercise and I need some fresh air. Anne ought to come too. Make it look like a normal social outing. Any objection?”
 
   “None at all. I think we should take Pike. What about your two?”
 
   “No need, but I’ll remind them to give their horses a stretch if they haven’t already.”
 
   “They were all ridden out this morning. I gave your two lads some sword instruction this morning and they should be doing some practice this afternoon. They’re keen, even if they’ve got a lot to learn.” 
 
   The wagon party have offloaded the wagon and parked it in the open barn, where it looks as if it always lives there. The party is camped in a stand of brush about thirty yards off the track, out of sight of prying eyes, with the horses picketed a few yards further out. They are obviously doing themselves very well. There’s a certain amount of fur and feather to add to what they have on the wagon.
 
   “Make sure you bury the evidence before we leave tomorrow,” says Jem. “We are guests here, after all.”
 
   “It’ll be done, Master Jem,” Pincher replies. “D’you know this track comes out on the Everleigh road?  We’ve scouted it and I reckon the wagon’ll cope. Wouldn’t want to try it with a full load, but we’re light.”
 
   “That’s good,” grunts Robert. “Save a few miles tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t know what time we will get away from Old Hall in the morning, but I’ll be trying for an early start. Loaded and ready to move one hour after sunup – that is, if there is any sun.”
 
   “Looks like rain,” says Pincher. “Move into the barn for tonight and be closed up ready for the morning.”
 
   “Good. Sarah, this lot been giving you any trouble?”
 
   “No chance, Master Jem.”
 
   “Then we’ll leave you. Bid you a quiet night.”
 
   Jem drops back alongside Matthew Pike.
 
   “What was in the bag, Matthew?”
 
   “When that Mr Moorhouse, Sir Michael’s steward, found that we were riding out this afternoon he said that what was in the bag might come in handy, and I was to take it with his compliments.”
 
   “So they’ll be having a bit of a party tonight?”
 
   “Looks like it. Only a couple of bottles. They’ll be all right in the morning, Master Jem. Sarah’ll keep ’em in order if they need any keeping.”
 
   They are back at Old Hall by five, healthy and wind-blown. Jem is more relaxed than at any time since leaving Low Farm, confident that the party for the return journey is in as good order as it can be. Robert quizzes him about his forthcoming interview with Sir Michael.
 
   “To be honest with you, Robert, I don’t think there is anything of great import for us to talk about. There are the Merton papers, and a few more details about Richard Elyot.” Jem is careful to use Roger’s new identity, being wise in the ways of eavesdropping servants. “And he may want to talk about the new arrangements for Abbot’s Down. Certainly, I’d welcome Sir Michael’s views on that, even though it’s really Henry’s business.”
 
   “And yours. I haven’t really had the opportunity to congratulate you properly. I have to say again how delighted I am.”
 
   “And I also,” adds Anne Hawken. “If it’s any help, I think Henry’s general idea is to rebuild the Grange as the family country seat. He’s thinking about gardens and parkland and vistas. It will be a place of pleasure, and in no way a working farm.”
 
   “We were looking to go that way, before this damned war intervened,” Jem reminds them.
 
   “And until it’s over, we are going to regard any of these dreams as dreams.”  Robert, being practical.
 
   “Why?” asks Anne.
 
   “Yes, why?” Jem is interested. “I’m going to have to put some works in train at the Grange. I have to patch the house up to keep out the worst of the winter, but if we are going to start a rebuild in the Spring, why not do it in accordance with Henry’s ideas? At least I should do nothing that doesn’t square with what he wants to do in the long run.”
 
   “And it would be cocking a snook at Fate. It would show we’re not letting events rule us.” Anne is waxing enthusiastic.
 
   “It would also be raising two fingers at that bastard Westerhead,” adds Robert.
 
   “Then let’s do it, war or no war. Apart from anything else, it will stop that husband of mine from brooding. So you’re up for it, Jem?”
 
   “That I am.”
 
   Jem knocks on Sir Michael’s door a moment before the hall clock strikes six o’clock. The old knight is sitting at his desk, a glass at his elbow, and after inviting Jem to help himself from the sideboard, immediately gets down to practicalities.
 
   “Your journey home to morrow. Any problems? Are you all right for weapons?”
 
   “No problems I am aware of, Sir Michael. I think we are pretty well equipped, with what I produced for the Tarrants. If a horse doesn’t come up sound in the morning, someone will have to ride on the pack horse – the load can go on the wagon. Nothing insuperable there, thank you. I plan to go straight up the hill from the barn.”
 
   “Yes, I use that track as a short cut when it’s just horsemen. With a vehicle, it’s better going up than coming down, which was why we came the long way round yesterday. You should be all right unless there’s a lot of rain tonight. You’ll want to be off early?”
 
   “Most certainly.”
 
   “Then I will give the necessary instructions. Now, what else do you feel we should be talking about?”
 
   Jem is, as usual, relieved that he has prepared himself for a session with Sir Michael. He is also mildly flattered at the way the older man is getting into the habit of letting him put forward his own ideas first.
 
   “First, Sir Michael, Roger’s future. Then the matter of the Merton papers, which you said you wished to discuss with me. Finally, I would appreciate your views on how we can make the new arrangements for running Abbot’s Down work with a minimum of friction.”
 
   “If we may, I would prefer that we left Roger’s future and your part in it until last, because I want to talk it through with both of you and with Eirlys sitting in. Have you any objection?”
 
   “None, of course.”
 
   “Now, the Merton papers. It would appear that Nathaniel Merton had lost confidence in his employer in more than one respect, and was building a case against him. It wasn’t a wise move for him to carry the papers with him, but it has paid off as far as we are concerned. It was an incredible stroke of good fortune you found that saddlebag, and Westerhead missed it in the dark. Almost too much good fortune. My father would have been deeply suspicious of a plant.”
 
   “Your father, Sir Michael?”
 
   “My father worked for my Lord Burghley, running a small organisation whose function was to keep a continuous check on what Sir Francis Walsingham was up to and on the quality of his product. Doing this for fifteen years almost broke his mind, but gained him his knighthood.”
 
   “What is in the papers?”
 
   “There are three strands. The first is a collection of notes on his Lordship’s lack of competence, refusals to listen to advice, violent temper and actual acts of violence, and general unfitness for military command. The second batch is much more interesting.  It appears that Lord Westerhead’s commitment to the Royalist cause is not perhaps as fervent as it might be. Merton has collected snippets of evidence as to contacts between Westerhead and a number of figures on the Parliamentary side. Unfortunately it’s all second hand – hearsay and overheard conversation, and no original documents. There’s a copy of a letter to my Lord Fairfax which, if it could be authenticated, would leave his Lordship with no place to go but to cross over, but it could be dismissed as a forgery unless some collateral could be found. The final twist is that young Francis Westerhead doesn’t like his father, doesn’t approve of what he does or the way that he does it, and, inter alia, blames his father for his uncle Charlie Westerhead’s death at Hollenstedt.”
 
   “Blames him? Why?”
 
   “The story is that Charlie went to join in the war because of his elder brother’s gibes about his general uselessness and cowardice. Entirely unjustified, but Westerhead seems to be one of those twisted individuals who generates an unthinking hate against anyone close to him. His wife died early. Some people said it was an act of defiance against her husband.  Francis liked his uncle better than his father. That may have been another factor – jealousy.”
 
   “So he’s vulnerable?”
 
   “He may be. I’ll come to a how and why in a moment. On the personality front, there’s another character – a junior officer in the company called Simon Northcliffe. Nephew of Westerhead’s, distaff side. Merton’s pretty dismissive of him as a fighting man, but says he’s a pleasant, honest young man who does not like his uncle either. He and Merton seem to have shared confidences and he may know more than is indicated in the papers.
 
   “Now, the how and why, and I may have made a mistake here. Richard Elyot, making a nuisance of himself upstairs, is the fictional grandson of my very real cousin Edward Elyot, of Arthington, near Leeds, in Yorkshire. Edward is, or was, for one never knows how people change in wartime, on good terms with his near neighbour my Lord Fairfax.”
 
   “I see the problem,” said Jem. “You try to use your cousin to make contact with Fairfax, and you lay yourself open to some leakage about Cousin Richard. It oughtn’t to happen, but we both know that if something can go wrong in these matters, it will.”
 
   “Quite so. I am prepared to open a discussion with Edward, but not until I am sure that Roger is safely away. Please do not think that I am giving up on this, but I am afraid we will have to treat this as a long-term project. I feel that I am going to need your help in this matter.”
 
   “You know you will have it, Sir Michael.”
 
   “Thank you.  Thirsty work, talking. Would you mind, Jem?”
 
   “Now,” said Sir Michael, “You wanted to talk about Abbot’s Down. I must say I’m delighted, and not only for you and Dorothy. I think the boys have come up with something which if we can all make it work will benefit everybody. The only difficulty I can see might be young Richard Hawken.”
 
   “Henry’s eldest?  I hardly know him. Got a bad attack of religion, I believe.”
 
   “Yes. He’s difficult even by fifteen-year-old standards, and I doubt if Henry consulted him before giving away a sixth of his inheritance. Apart from that, I agree with you, the devil’s in the detail. In the old days, before Rhoderick’s exploits, it was two separate units. The recent Hawkens have made it one. Now you have got to work out a way of operating it as two layers. I know you haven’t had much time to think about it, and even less to talk it through with the other brain in the family, but what are your ideas?”
 
   There he goes again. Challenging you to come up with something sensible yourself rather than laying down the law. 
 
   “The way I’m thinking, and it’s early days yet, is that if Henry’s to get a fair return from his slice of the lands, we have got to go back to regarding the Low Farm lands and the rest as two separate entities. We have an operation we call ‘Low Farm’ which runs itself, and then this ‘Low Farm’ operation farms the remainder – let’s call it the Grange – on an income and expenditure basis. Low Farm employs all the hands and charges the Grange for any of their work done for the Grange. Grange stock and Low Farm stock are kept separate. It’ll be an accounting nightmare at first but we know someone who’s good at it.”
 
   They both laugh. “Don’t say any more at the moment,” said Sir Michael. “What you are saying in principle is sound, but if you try to develop it in conversation now you’ll be thinking on your feet and you may find yourself drawn into some detail that isn’t. I agree that you have got to have some sort of wall, if only in the accounts, between the two operations, and if you keep that principle firmly in mind you should come up with sensible answers. But I wouldn’t want to be in Dorothy’s shoes for the first year. You’ll need to get her some help, I suspect.”
 
   “What worries me is that she’s enjoying the outdoors part of the job so much she’ll suggest that I do the accounts, which wouldn’t be a good idea at all.”  
 
   “Do you think we can leave it there? I hope that was a help, but I’d like to cover one or two matters relating to Roger before we go upstairs.
 
   “The identity. Despite what we have just been discussing, I think that it’s a good one and I’m not disposed to change it. Edward’s at the other end of the country and we only exchange letters once in a blue moon. I am reasonably confident we can make it stick without problems until we have Roger safely out of the country. And as I have said, I agree with you that he has to go to the United Provinces and his friends.”  
 
   “Apart from any other consideration,” says Jem, “we know that if he gets back to Leiden, he’ll be in good hands with that surgeon Abeille.”
 
   “Abeille’s back with Montecuoli? Has there been some disaster?”
 
   “Oh, nothing like that. When Roger handed over the regiment to Piet van Groen it went on in the old way for a couple of years, but after Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar died it went into the French service. King Louis decided he wanted all his soldiers to be King’s troops, not mercenaries. So he bought out the shareholders.”
 
   “Yes, I remember now. One of the reasons why Roger’s not too short of this world’s goods.”
 
   “Quite right, Sir Michael. But some of the old dogs didn’t like the new deal and got out. Abeille was one – he was getting too old for the business anyway. They mostly made their way back to Leiden. That gave Ricco a collection of experts that he hires out on what Roger calls consultancy. He doesn’t go soldiering himself – had a stroke back in ’35. Strikes me that if Roger gets back with that crowd, Ricco’ll be finding something useful for him to do as soon as he gets his strength back.”
 
   “But Roger has sworn never to fight again except for himself and the family, and in any case it’s doubtful he’ll be able to, physically.”
 
   “Roger’s point is that armies are getting bigger, and much more structured.  When Roger took over the regiment, it was just three contract companies Strelitz had hired. Roger made it into a single unit. That’s how King Louis is doing it.  Permanent regiments. And look at this Eastern Association here on the Parliament side.”
 
   “So where is this leading, Jem?”
 
   “Again I’m quoting Roger. These big structured armies don’t just need commanders at the top and Landser at the bottom, they need people in the middle who know what they are doing to make them work. It’s my betting that if we get Roger back into that old world of his, once he’s reasonably fit he’ll be looking for something to do, and this is something he does well. Not battlefield soldiering, but staff work. Engineering might come into it somewhere as well.”
 
   “Despite his resolutions?”
 
   “Sir Michael, can you see him sitting on his backside playing the invalid, once he’s fit enough to ride a horse again?  That’s not the Roger Hawken, or the Richard Elyot, we know.”
 
   “You’re very fond of him, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes. It’s not just that I owe him a great deal on the personal side. He’s trusted me and he pushed me forward against other people’s feelings. And he’s taught me so much. But what really matters is that he is the most inspiring person, and leader, I have ever met. Quite frankly, he’s wasted in this backwater in these times, and it’s a waste to send him abroad, even if we have no option but to do so.”
 
   “What are you leading up to, Jem?”
 
   “I just feel that there is something for Roger to do in England and for England, and working at a far higher level than he has so far.”
 
   “Jem, I did not know you as well as Roger did when he appointed you as bailiff, and I will admit to being one of those ‘other people’ of yours who were doubtful at the time. What I forgot then is that he has the ability to pick men – and women. He has spoken to me of your lady’s qualities – before, I think, you recognized them fully yourself. That ability to pick people is perhaps the most important quality a leader can have. As you say, we have no option in the here and now but to send him away. But that does not mean he must stay away for ever.”
 
   “I would wish to be able to look forward to that.”
 
   “I think you might, and I think your assessment is absolutely correct. This country cannot afford to ignore people of my – stepson’s abilities. But I also think you should also look forward to rising higher yourself. However much we may bewail the times, Jem, turmoil brings opportunities for people like yourself. Don’t deny you have ambition.”
 
   “I don’t deny it, but I have already been well rewarded. It’s been a long way from Red Row.”
 
   He pronounces it in his native Geordie – ‘Reed Raw’. Sir Michael is momentarily taken aback, then smiles.
 
   “It is, and all credit to you for coming so far. And I now count myself very fortunate to have you within my circle. Men who can both think, and do, are to be treasured.
 
   “We will talk further about these things. Without beating about the bush, I cannot look forward to many more years, and there are matters that I wish to set in order before I take my place in that crypt. It’s not a pleasant place – did you feel that this morning?”
 
   “I most certainly did. May I ask why you, or your father, did not rebuild the chapel at the same time as the house?”
 
   “You may, because it is a question I often ask myself. Have you ever felt some power, some force that deflects you from doing something which logic indicates you ought to do?”
 
   “Sometimes in minor things, but I usually call it procrastination. You’re hinting at something more powerful.”
 
   “I am, Jem. Mine is a very old family. We’re mongrels, of course, like everybody else, but there’s a proven blood line going back to before the Conquest, and God knows what there is further back. In such circumstances, one becomes accustomed to inexplicable happenings. Perhaps I had better leave it at that. Now, I want you to wait here for ten minutes and then join me in Roger’s room. Top of the main staircase, turn left, the third door on the left. There’s something I have to say to him before you join us.  Make yourself comfortable.”
 
   Jem has been concentrating so hard on his exchanges with the old man that he hasn’t had the time to take in his surroundings. The library is like a child’s dream of a sweetshop. Jem has got most of his knowledge from reading anything with print on it. His first impression is that Sir Michael must own a copy of every book ever printed, and not a few hand copied. His second, as he plays the game of deducing his host’s tastes from the titles on the bookshelves, is that Sir Michael is definitely not what he had called himself – what was it – ‘Sir Michael Gravitas’. There are shelves of plays, humour, and some that Jem knows to be downright rude but which, to his regret, he has never laid hands on. There is one bookcase with locked and solid doors. One day, he promises himself, I’ll have a browse in here when the old man’s not looking.
 
   He realizes that the ten minutes have passed without his registering, hurries upstairs, and knocks on Roger’s door. Sir Michael is seated on the only comfortable chair, facing the bed. Eirlys is at the head of the bed alongside Roger, who is propped up on numerous pillows.
 
   “Come on in Jem, and sit you down,” she says. “It’s surprises time.”
 
   Jem pulls up a straight-backed chair, feeling the tension in the room.   
 
   “My brother,” says Eirlys, “has just informed my nephew of his real parentage. I feel that he might have chosen a better time.” Sir Michael is wearing a strange expression, half-grave, half-smirk. Jem picks up ‘nephew’ but is still puzzled.
 
   “If you’ve been following that, Jem,” comes from the figure on the bed, “Eirlys is my auntie and Sir Michael’s my true father. It explains a lot of things, but as Eirlys says, it’s been a bit of a facer. And before you get completely fogged, they are half, not full brother and sister.”
 
   “My mother was Welsh, came down with the drovers and got left behind. Our father took care of her in more ways than one.”
 
   Sir Michael finds an opening, giving Jem time to recover some of his equilibrium.
 
   “Perhaps I ought to apologize for choosing this moment to break the news to Roger, but there is a very good reason. That reason is the person who has just come in. Jem has to leave tomorrow, and it is imperative, as I will explain, that he is aware of the ground truth in these matters, as we do not know when he will be here again. I do not think you would have appreciated Jem’s being aware of the facts while you, my son, remained in ignorance.”
 
   “I think I take your point – Father – but how exactly does Jem come into it?”
 
   “I am appointing Jem as an additional executor of my will. He will have certain responsibilities covering your position.”
 
   “Is that necessary?”
 
   “Keep calm, Roger.” Eirlys is holding his good hand. “Whatever you may be thinking, trust your father.”
 
   “It is necessary, because your situation is equivocal at best, and still dangerous. As Roger Hawken you are, officially, dead. If it should emerge that you are not, then the authorities will endeavour to catch up with you, after which you may find yourself really, terminally, dead. You have a temporary identity as my cousin, which will serve, I think, until you are clear away from these shores, and possibly for longer. Finally, you should remember that since I married Rosalind following Richard Hawken’s death, you are not only my son, but you are legitimized. If circumstances were different I would be proud to acknowledge you as such, with all that would entail.”
 
   “But in the present circumstances?”  There is an edge in Roger’s voice.
 
   “As things stand, I need above all a third party whom I can trust to look after your interests, both while I am alive, and more importantly, when I am gone, which in the nature of things cannot be very long. That is where Jem comes in. I take it, Mr Gosforth, you have no objection to acting in this capacity?”
 
   “None at all, Sir Michael, though I’d appreciate knowing more of what I am expected to do.”
 
   “Jem, you are the foot on the ground. There will be documents concerning Roger. You will have to know where these are deposited, but keep their existence close. You may be required to testify as to his identity, particularly if at some future time it is possible for Roger to resume being Roger. You may have to act as a go-between and also handle certain monies which may come into play.”
 
   “How do you see things changing so that I am myself again?”
 
   “You and I know the King is going to lose this war, however well he may seem to be doing at the moment. He may lose it gracefully, which would be the best solution, but as we also know full well he is a stiff-necked little man who has not learned to compromise. Unless he changes, I see him going down to complete defeat. In which circumstances, it may well be safe for you to return as whoever you wish to be. Not that England under Puritan rule is likely to be an enjoyable place to live.”
 
   “Practicalities, Sir Michael,” says Jem. “You mentioned monies.”
 
   “Thank you, Jem. I have another small estate in Oxfordshire, near Faringdon. I don’t use the rents from that and I am going to assign them to Roger, or rather to Jem for Roger’s use. You won’t need the income while you’re in the Provinces but it will give you a cushion against the day when you return, and a possible base, though it’s too close to Oxford and the Court. Jem, you will have to take advice from Henry, I feel.”
 
   “Do I assume that Henry is not to know the facts about Roger’s ancestry?”
 
   “Definitely not,” says Roger. “Talking to him on Tuesday afternoon, I don’t think he’s come to terms with the marriage yet. This would set him back a lot.”
 
   “I think Dorothy should know.” Eirlys. “I know you two Gosforths. You don’t have secrets from each other and I feel that the strain of one of you knowing and not the other would be intolerable. If you are working together on something you are very much more than the sum of two parts.”  
 
   Jem feels a momentary strange sensation in the room. As soon as it passes, Sir Michael agrees.
 
   “Quite right, my dear. I had not thought of it, but it must be so.”
 
   “As you say of yourself, Michael, we will not be here for ever. I too have responsibilities.”
 
   Sir Michael resumes. “Finally, Roger, your inheritance. It is my intention to settle the Faringdon estate on you on my death. Between the lawyers and Mr Gosforth, a means will be found for you to enjoy it, and you will have a comfortable income to support you in whatever you wish to do here in England, over and above what you have on the Continent. I do not propose to disinherit my nephew Nicholas. He has had expectations of the Old Hall and the estate here all his life. Nicholas has no ambitions beyond being a country gentleman, and I am sure he will do an excellent job.”
 
   “You speak as if you are planning my future.”
 
   “Not planning your future, but planning for it. Your friend Jem has just given me a better summing-up of your character and your potential than even I could have done, and let me say it was all highly complimentary. You have been saved for something, at a heavy cost to one person in this room and at great risk to another. You’re still here. Jem thinks you have things to do that go well beyond running a country estate. I agree with him. What we can do for you now is to secure your survival, and then provide you with the status and financial backing to do what you have to.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “We none of us know. Even we can’t see it.”
 
   Sir Michael fires a warning glance at Eirlys, who is quite unabashed.
 
   “You shouldn’t,” he says.
 
   “Michael. Roger has given him Goosefeather. There’s been enough stuff winging round this room tonight for anyone intelligent to notice. He knows all about me, and he’s married to Dorothy. And you were saying too much downstairs.”
 
   “I thought she was away eavesdropping,” chuckles Roger, “There wasn’t a lot of her here.”
 
   “Essentially, Jem,” said Eirlys, “all three of us, not just your resident wise woman, have powers. So has your wife. Give me your hand.”
 
   Jem felt the same galvanic tingle as that coming from Goosefeather’s hilt.
 
   “You’re not one of us, nor should you ever think that you might become one. But I name you witchfriend. And remember one thing: listen, but never ask.”
 
   Downstairs, Sir Michael is his brisk self again.
 
   “I’m not going to apologize for springing all that on you, because I trust you to cope.  There is a lot of documentation to prepare and I am not going to give it to Henry to do. I’d get a London lawyer to put it together if getting to and from London were not so damned difficult with the war. There’ll be some signing and witnessing for you to do.”
 
   “You’ll be wanting me to come up again then.”
 
   “Could be, could be that we can do it at your end. It is in my mind, if Roger goes on mending at his present rate, that we might have a family get-together before we ship him out. Depends on the weather. Roads will be usable up to mid-November and your friend Sergeant Mason and his cohorts may have made the Plain fit for honest men and women by then. That may be the opportunity.”
 
   “What about Roger’s move, Sir Michael – will you be needing any help from me?”
 
   “The arrangements you can leave to me. I have – a network of useful people I can draw on. He will need an escort – no, not a half-troop of horse, but one or at the most two people, friends. It should be very low-key. You may be of great service there.”
 
   “If we are thinking in terms of shipping him over in mid-November, I think the escort will have much the easier time of it.”
 
   “I agree. Are you a good sailor?”
 
   “No. I once shipped from Blyth to London and back on a collier. Once was enough, and that was in July.”
 
   “One thing more, Jem. You are going to spend quite a lot doing what you will have to do in the future. I wish you to take this purse as an advance. And I do not doubt that Dorothy will account for every penny.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir Michael.” Then, risking a probable rebuff: “Sir Michael, you mentioned ‘a network of useful people’. Would I be out of order if I asked whether Mr Hobbes is one of them?”
 
   “I could say you would, but I’d rather compliment you on working it out for yourself. Or did Roger tell you?”
 
   “No. But it has struck me that Hobbes has been more helpful than we might have expected from a man in his position.”  
 
   Supper is a late, and with an early start in prospect and a hard day on the morrow, a practical rather than a social meal. Nicholas asks about plans for rebuilding Abbot’s Grange.
 
   “Henry has had ideas about that for some time,” says Anne. “He is thinking of making it something rather special. The monks built very well, but he and I think we ought to produce a more homely house – as Sir Michael has done here with the Old Hall.” 
 
   “But the war–” Suzanne Marchant is interrupted from a surprising quarter.
 
   “I think it is a splendid idea,” says Sir Michael. “Whatever one says about war, and God knows we have seen enough of the dark recently, it is a time of, and for, change. Go at it, my dears, and I will hope to dance at the housewarming. Now, if you will excuse my informality, I shall withdraw. Even if you have an early start, you will probably want a little time to yourselves. I shall see you on your way in the morning.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
   Dorothy gets out of bed on the Thursday with one regret – that Jem isn’t there to brag to over the events of the previous day. Roger Hawken has been successfully concealed for over a week and successfully despatched. The village has, under her direction, weathered a visitation from a Westerhead detachment (all right, not much of a Westerhead detachment, but still…), and has got rid of the encumbrance of the Westerhead wounded. She has, she thinks, made a useful contact in Mr Northcliffe, who may be of considerable assistance in clipping his uncle’s wings if handled aright. All in all, she thinks, solid progress.  
 
   Henry Hawken seems to be mending. He has come through his painful session with Eirlys with no discernible ill effects, and the change of air is doing him good. James Varney’s company had been good for him last night. James had confessed that although he had heard rumours at Newbury about the Abbot’s Grange fight, they hadn’t included details like the damage to the house or, more importantly, the casualty list. At which point Dorothy had made a decision.
 
   “James, there is something you should know.”
 
   “You’re going to tell me Uncle Roger’s still with us.”
 
   “James, how in God’s name did you know?” Henry, in shock.
 
   “Didn’t know. Suspected. Take a hell of a lot to kill my uncle. And I’d have thought you two would be more down than you are. You weren’t terribly convincing about Roger. Not like the way you told the tale about my granny.”
 
   As we might have given the show away to Hobbes, she thinks. Rosalind must have been a hugely popular grandmother. And Henry had been badly affected by the retelling.
 
   “Where is Uncle Roger, and what are you going to do with him?”
 
   “He isn’t here, for starters. I’m going to tell you, in case someone starts thinking aloud the same way as you and you get to speculating. This is absolutely your ears only, and that includes family. All right, Henry?”
 
   “Agreed. Particularly the family bit.”
 
   “He’s at Low Hall. As for what we’re going to do with him, there’s nothing firm at the moment, but we have to get him out of the country.”
 
   “Mistress Dorothy, if there is anything I can do to help, just call on me.”
 
   “James,” says Henry, “I think there is quite a lot you may be able to do when the time comes, if you’re available. When do you have to report back?”
 
   “That’s where we’re in luck. I’ve got three week’s sick leave with this arm, but we’ll be in winter quarters by then, so they don’t want me back with the regiment till after Christmas at the earliest.” 
 
   “I think, Dorothy, that one way and another, this has been a rather good day.”
 
                 
 
   Today she will spend with George Marston, out with the stock – what she had been doing the previous day until Mr Northcliffe intervened. 
 
   She finds Henry in even better order than he had been the night before.
 
   “Do you think you might ride out with me today?”
 
   “That would depend on how long you intend to be out.”
 
   “I need to make a day of it, after losing the time yesterday.”
 
   “I hope you won’t feel that I am being weak-kneed, but a whole day is more than I feel I can cope with at the moment. I may go out for a breath of air during the day.”
 
   “Don’t rush it. And you’re being a great success with the children.”
 
   Johnny and Mary have elected Henry as honorary uncle. 
 
   “James needs to rest up too. But if you can stand it, why don’t you take him over to the Grange this afternoon? He probably wants to see the state of the place. Anyway, I think he should.”
 
   “You’re right. We’ll do that.”
 
   Dorothy rides off to the grazing on Clara, with George in attendance on the cob. With the grey sky and a wind that on the tops is more cold than cool, the work is less pleasant than it had been a few days back. At least it isn’t raining, and there is plenty to occupy her attention. She is coming to realize what great things her workforce has done over the last ten days. It’s too much to say that they have taken the battle in their stride, but the state of the farms is remarkable. They’ve been shorthanded, not just because of the battle losses but also the other diversions, but they’ve achieved, she thinks, one hell of a lot.
 
   She is congratulating herself for the seventeenth time on the delights of having an uninterrupted day when she notices three riders approaching from the northwest, the direction of Eirlys’ deserted dwelling. Too good to last, she thinks resignedly, and awaits their arrival.
 
   The three men are Daniel Hobbes the Sheriff’s officer, and his two escorts.  That Hobbes has come back for another visit does not surprise her; that he has chosen that day, with Jem away, is unfortunate. What a good thing it was, though, that Hobbes had not chosen to arrive two days ago on the Tuesday, in the middle of all the activity surrounding Roger’s preparation for departure. She shivers, and then gives thanks. It didn’t happen, she says to herself, and that’s all that matters.  
 
   Hobbes, of course, is all civility. Purely a social call, Mistress Gosforth.  Desolated to find Mr Gosforth away. Of course, the funeral. At Easton?  
 
   At that a look of genuine concern spreads across his features.  
 
   “Would it be presumptuous of me to ask if we could go back to Low Farm? There are serious matters I feel I should discuss with you.”
 
   “You may wish to raise them with Mr Henry Hawken as well, Master Hobbes. He is staying with me while his wife attends Lady Rosalind’s interment. And his nephew, James Varney, is with us. On his way back to Mere. Wounded at Newbury.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. How is Mr Hawken? Is he recovered from his wound?”
 
   “By no means. There was some infection deep in the cut, which is only just clearing. He was able to ride up here but he was very tired after doing so.”
 
   No harm in egging the pudding a bit. If I make Henry out to be below his best, Hobbes may be less disposed to ask him too many questions.
 
   Hobbes, though, is not in investigator mode.
 
   “I was aware that your husband was likely to be travelling to Easton at some juncture, Mistress Gosforth, and I thought I should pass on some information that has come to hand in the last day or two. We know that the various groups of ruffians out on the eastern part of the Plain are joining forces to produce gangs of twenty or more. We have, that is, the Lord Lieutenant has been allocated a few, a very few King’s troops to help maintain order, and has allocated some to the Sheriff, but I am concerned that your wife, Mr Hawken, and your husband, Mistress Gosforth, are travelling at the present time.  
 
   “I had planned to set up a convoy system so that people might travel under protection. In fact, I came here today to ask if Abbot’s Down might be able on occasion to furnish a couple of riders to assist with this scheme. May I ask how large a party has gone to Easton?”
 
   “Five of our men including Jem, Mr Robert Tarrant and two of his, Sir Michael Elyot with his coach and a good few riders –“
 
   “Six,” Henry puts in, “two on the coach, and my wife and her maid.”
 
   Best not to mention Sarah and the wagon, thinks Dorothy. Hope Henry doesn’t volunteer unnecessarily.
 
   “That sounds like a formidable force,” says Hobbes. “And if they are equipped to Abbot’s Down standards, I am sure that they will see off any attack – in fact I would not expect that they would be attacked at all. How many will there be on the return journey?”
 
   “That is where we come to the bad news, Master Hobbes. The party will be down to eight men, and the women.”
 
   “That, Master Hawken, Mistress Gosforth, is bad news indeed. They will be travelling tomorrow? Do you have any timings?”
 
   “We do not, but my husband is a worrier, so I think they will be making an early start. Is there anything you can do to help?”
 
   “I will try, but if you will believe me, I only have two patrols, each of about six men to cover the whole of the Plain East of the Devizes Road. They are both out at the moment. I can only hope that I will be able to link up with one or the other tonight, and organize something tomorrow. Your husband’s party will, I assume, be using the Marlborough road?”
 
   “That is correct – unless they have heard something to make them use a different route.”
 
   “To be honest with you, sir and madam, there’s not much to choose between.  If you will excuse me, I will be off to make what arrangements I can. I notice that Eirlys is no longer at her encampment.  I regard that as a good thing for you.”
 
   He smiles. “Please, Master Hawken, Mistress Gosforth, I have your very best interests at heart. I will do everything I can.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Hobbes. Go well.”
 
   “I will, with God’s help. Till we meet again.”
 
   Without further ceremony, Hobbes and his escort sweep off towards the centre of the village, already going at a hand gallop.
 
   “How much do you think we can rely on that man?” asks Henry.
 
   “Strangely, I trust him to do everything that it is in his power to do. But he has so little to do it with. Henry, I’m frightened – more even than I was before the fight at the Grange.”
 
   “It’s because you are a doer, my dear, and there is nothing we can do.”
 
   “Only pray.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
   It has rained in the night, but the sky seems to be clearing a little when Jem is called at half past five. He groans inwardly at the sight of all the various bits and pieces to be worn on or hung about his person, then reflects that at least he won’t have to put them on till after breakfast.  
 
   He finds that he is first down to the dining room. To his surprise, Moorhouse the steward greets him.
 
   “Don’t you ever sleep, Joseph?”
 
   “When there are guests in the house, no. Actually, Master Jem, I made a point of being here because I had a suspicion there might be an opportunity of speaking to you alone.”
 
   “Why, Joseph, is there something wrong?”
 
   “I regret that there is, and I feel you should know about it. I know that that Sir Michael is taking you more and more into his confidence, and there are things afoot of which I am not, officially, aware. But what you should know is that Sir Michael is in much worse health than he appears.”
 
   “He was hinting yesterday that he does not expect to live much longer, but I had thought he was talking in terms of two or three years. Do I take it that he has much less time than that?”
 
   “His doctor has warned me that he may well not see the spring. Whatever your business is with him, I would counsel you to bring it to the earliest possible conclusion.”
 
   Jem thinks for a moment.
 
   “Joseph, I am not going to divulge anything as to my business with Sir Michael. However, I’m sure we both appreciate the importance of continuity. If anything should happen to Sir Michael before our business is complete, I will have to rely on your knowledge of his affairs. I think I can rely on you to keep yourself informed. Oh – and thank you for yesterday’s offering.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Jem. As you say, I keep myself informed.” Moorhouse bows and leaves, leaving Jem to ponder the significance of their exchange. Is the man being helpful, or is he fishing? And how much should Jem reveal to Sir Michael? Tell the old knight the facts, and let him decide for himself.
 
   The arrival of Nicholas and the other travellers breaks in on his thoughts.
 
   “Thought I’d see you on your way. Never know when we’ll be meeting again. And I won’t get a reheated breakfast.”
 
   Nicholas is obviously a morning person. Robert, at least this morning, equally obviously is not.
 
   “One thing among the many good things here is the coffee. Half the houses in Wiltshire haven’t heard of it yet. Have some more.”
 
   Fed and watered, Jem clumps upstairs. Matthew meets him at his door. At least he’ll have help with the straps and buckles.  
 
   When he’s finished, Pike looks him up and down.
 
   “Very good, Master Jem. Do your own primings?”
 
   Damn the man, thinks Jem, I’m getting sloppy. He primes the two heavy weapons.
 
   “Horses in ten minutes, Matthew. Did you get a good breakfast?”
 
   “That we did, sir. We’ve done very well.”
 
   Check everything in the saddlebags. Thank you note on the dressing table, with some silver for the chambermaid. Ready to go. Pike takes the bags and the holsters down. Jem makes his way along the landing, trying unsuccessfully not to sound as if trying to wake the dead, and knocks at Roger’s door. Eirlys answers it, looking, he thinks, even more transparent. What am I going to do if I lose both Michael and Eirlys?  
 
   “How is he this morning?”
 
   “Fine,” she replies in a low voice, “but I gave him a downer last night, and he’s still a little doped. The problem is that the mental energy’s back, and he’s feeling caged by the limitations of his body. At least we can be sure he’s not going to give up, as I feared during the first days. I wish I were as certain about his sight. For the sort of work you were outlining to Michael last night, he’s got to be able to read.”
 
   “Who are you muttering to, auntie?”
 
   Where Roger was concerned, ‘doped’ is relative.
 
   “Jem, come to say his farewells.”
 
   “Then he can say them out loud. Come over here, old mate.”
 
   “Now,” says Jem, “listen up. You are to do as you’re told and not make a nuisance of yourself. This is for everyone’s sake. I can’t do a lot to help you get better and get away. I could ask Eirlys to step outside for the next bit but there’s no point. Just remember she is on borrowed time. I believe the same applies to your father.”
 
   Eirlys’ look lays to rest Jem’s doubts about the truth of Moorhouse’s confidences.
 
   “I want you to start thinking beyond the here and now. Think of what you want to do when you get back to the Netherlands. But more than that, think of what needs to done here. I believe you have it in you to do something to resolve this coil the land is in. Your brain’s working again, it seems as well as ever. You’ve got time to think. So think. And the other thing is, very simply, thanks for everything. And now I’m going before this gets weepy. Au revoir. And do as you’re told.”
 
   “Luck and go well, my friend.”
 
   Eirlys sees him out.
 
   “Where did you get that about Michael?”
 
   “Moorhouse. I thought he was trying to pump me. Is it true?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. You may be carrying more than you thought, sooner than you thought. Moorhouse is honest. It’s difficult to be anything else if you are working for people like us.”
 
   “One forgets. You’re sure I am to tell Dorothy what has transpired here?”
 
   “You are. All of it. We all lead dangerous lives, and it is important that the chain of evidence is preserved. You should know that I will be seeing Dorothy and yourself at least once more.”
 
   “Sir Michael’s family party?”
 
   “Probably. Some facts are clear, some details not.  Go well, witchfriend.”
 
   “Stay safe, goddess.”
 
   She doesn’t contradict him.
 
    
 
   Pike, Brown and Carpenter are waiting outside with the horses when Jem comes down the stairs.  Sir Michael and Nicholas are in the hall, but there is, as yet, no sign of Robert or Anne. Jem excuses himself and goes out to speak to the men.
 
   “All sound, Matthew? You two in good order?”
 
   He walks round on a cursory examination, knowing that the more his way of doing things is bedding down and being accepted, the less likely that anything will be wrong and the more important that he is seen to be checking that it isn’t. As he expects, all is in order.
 
   Through the windows Jem detects a flurry of activity, and goes back into the hall to find the remainder of the party now downstairs and more or less ready to move. Two servants carry the trunks out to the packhorse where Brown and Carpenter fuss over the loading. We’ll stow those on the wagon when we get to the barn, thinks Jem; the pack donk’ll be less of a nuisance running light.  
 
   He makes a brisk and cheerful farewell to Nicholas Marchant, asking to be remembered to Suzanne. Offers an invitation to Low Farm, one of the open-ended sort that cause such consternation when they are taken up, and in turn receives one to Market Lavington. Then as he has hoped, Sir Michael takes him on one side.
 
   “Nothing much to add to last night, Jem,” says his host. “We’ll be meeting again soon. Apart from the party, I would like to put together a meeting where we are not troubled by the social side or other distractions.”
 
   “I had an exchange with Joseph Moorhouse earlier. May I ask to what extent he is in your confidence regarding our matter?”
 
   Sir Michael looks thoughtful.
 
   “I regard Joseph as being trustworthy,” he says, “but that does not necessarily imply that I inform him of all my business. He knows what he needs to know. However, should anything untoward happen to me, I have made certain provisions that will bring him up to speed on most matters. We will need to come to some conclusions on what else he should learn.  You will find him useful. And now we must say our farewells. May I thank you again for all you have done and are doing for my family, wish you a safe journey, and ask you to convey my deepest respects to Dorothy.”
 
   “And may I, in turn thank you, above all for trusting me with so much that is of value to you, and for making us welcome in your family. And finally, may I renew my condolences on the death of Lady Rosalind. And I wish you good health till we meet again.”
 
   It is an easy ride up to the barn. The morning is more pleasant than the recent grey days, the sun breaking through gaps in the eastern sky, and a southwest breeze bringing a fresh feel to the day. It has rained in the night, but the ground is still dry enough to absorb the wetting. The going is good with a little softness to ease the horses, but not enough wet to make the grass slippery.
 
   The four at the barn are ready, looking positively sleek after their camping holiday. Jem sends up a prayer that Pincher hasn’t done too much damage to the game stocks. 
 
   He does a comprehensive weapons check before ranging the party on the track. Wilson and Greathead ride point, fifty yards ahead, followed by Sarah’s wagon, Pincher with her on the box. The pack-horse, unloaded, is hitched to the tailgate. Robert and Anne ride behind the wagon, followed by Audrey, Anne’s maid.  Brown and Carpenter come next, then Jem and Matthew Pike, bringing up the rear. The most vulnerable element is protected in part by the wagon, and the strongest fighting element, Jem and Matthew, can move to either flank against any threat.
 
   They have a spot of bother climbing the steep slope to join the Everleigh road, the two hairies pulling the wagon blowing after their two-day layoff. They are all, horses and humans alike, relieved when they come out onto the high road, even more when they crest the summit and roll gently downhill to the Crown, looking so much more peaceful in the morning light than it had less than forty-eight hours (so little time?) before. They pull off the road for something that in Germany would be called second breakfast. 
 
    Jem starts to feel concerned at the holiday atmosphere. They’d had their moments on the way North, but these had not come to anything. He’d always worried about the journey home, and relieved when the revised plan upped the fighting numbers to nine. Nevertheless, nine is a lot less than sixteen. He has the uncomfortable feeling that they had been left alone on Wednesday not because of the absence of threat but the strength of the party. Prosser the landlord confirms that even fewer people are risking the direct route to Amesbury. It’s not that there have been many incidents, but there are a lot of frightened people about. And a patrol of the King’s troops had been themselves attacked only yesterday.
 
   “Would that be Sergeant Mason?”
 
   “Aye, and he lost two. He’s out there again today, but I reckon he’s being very careful.” 
 
   The major problem is Robert Tarrant, who is the most insouciant of all. Unfortunately, his own people, including Anne, are taking their cue from him. Not worth making a scene. He limits himself to quietly nudging his own people into easing off on the beer, pointing out that they’re still a long way from home. Tim Greathead raises youthful objections and finds his arm held very painfully by Matthew; the two Tarrant men, who seemed to have developed a healthy respect for Pike, get the message, and finish their drinks.
 
   “Let’s get ’em outside, Matthew,” growls Jem.
 
   Fortunately no one is seriously damaged. Perhaps, he thinks, I’m getting too edgy, seeing ambushes in every fold of the ground. Then he remembers there are many old soldiers and many bold soldiers, but not many who are both.  
 
   “Hawkens and Tarrants,” he begins, when a clear female voice stops him. Anne is standing at the top of the steps.
 
   “No, Jem, not Hawkens, Gosforths. And Gosforths only. You command, we are all your troops.”
 
   Jem looks at Anne. She seems a little pink, but under control. She goes back into the inn. Jem hopes it’s to flush out her brother-in-law.
 
   “Gosforths, listen out. The next leg of the journey may not be an easy ride home. We always thought there might be trouble, and there are only half as many of us as on the way up. The King’s patrol we met two days ago. They met a gang yesterday and lost two men. So brace up. Stay alert and stay alive. Same order of march as before. I’ll change the point after the ford on the Nine Mile River. Elijah and Tim, do not get more than fifty yards ahead of the wagon. If you see trouble, rally back and report. Don’t wait for orders. Range out now. We’ll mount when Master Robert appears.”
 
   They have to wait another five minutes before Robert emerges. He seems completely steady on his legs, but he’s showing a high colour, and gives a burst of laughter when he sees the party lined in its half-sections, the horses held for the late arrivals.
 
   “Off to play soldiers, are we then, Jem?”
 
   “I hope that’s all we have to do. D’you hear about Sergeant Mason?’
 
   “Who is Sergeant Mason, and why should I be interested in him?”
 
   Jem takes his time. Mustn’t lose your temper in front of the troops.
 
   “Sergeant Mason is the commander of one of the Cavalier patrols trying to keep the road clear for people like us. We met him on Wednesday. He bumped one of the outlaw groups yesterday and lost two men.”
 
   “Well then,” beams Robert. “We don’t have to worry, do we? Lightning doesn’t strike twice, and so on.”
 
   “He had brandy with his coffee at breakfast,” Anne mouths at Jem, “and he’s been drinking more brandy with his beer. It happens sometimes.”
 
   And it would have to happen now. Didn’t realize he had a drinking problem; he’s normally a sensible sort of bloke. He excuses himself and walks over to Carpenter.
 
   “I’m going to have to ask you and Brown to stay close to Master Robert and Mistress Anne.”
 
   “Of course, Master Gosforth.”
 
   “Not the first time?”
 
   “Not the first time, Sir.”
 
   Well, here we go.
 
   “Gosforths, prepare to mount. Gosforths, mount.”
 
   Horses dance a little then settle back into column as their riders gather them. Prosser is at the top of the steps.
 
   “Good luck,” comes the shout.
 
   “Shows what sort of times we’re living in,” growls Matthew. “Morbid, I call it.” 
 
   They are heading due South, and the sun is coming round full into their eyes. Damned fool for stopping, thinks Jem. Must have lost three-quarters of an hour at least. Fortunately there’s still a bit of cloud about, and he can rely on Pincher’s hawk eyesight to pick up anything there is to pick up. Had it not been for the God-rotting wagon, we’d be two-thirds to Amesbury by now.
 
   Something flashes on a ridge about a thousand yards to their front, fifty yards left of the road.
 
   “See anything, Matthew?”
 
   “No Master Jem, missed it, whatever it was.”
 
   Jem eases Barley forward, not hurrying, up alongside the wagon box.  Pincher ready for him.
 
   “Weapon, I think. Might’ve been a movement over the ridge. Lookout reporting back?”
 
   “It fits. They’ll have left another in place. I’ll haul off and use the glass.”
 
   Jem drops to the back of the column, pulls out to the left a few yards, takes the glass off the saddle, and dismounts, leaving Barley’s reins trailing. He steps behind a bush for a moment, leaving any watcher to draw the obvious conclusion, then finds a convenient viewpoint and crawls into it. Pulls out the sunshield of the glass, hoping it will kill any reflections.
 
   A thousand yards is a long range at which to pick up a dismounted man who doesn’t want to be seen. The Plain is also a great place for heat shimmer, but on this autumn day that isn’t a problem. Where the flash had come, Jem thinks he might be seeing something that might just conceivably be a crouching man – then tells himself that he is probably seeing something that he expected to see.  
 
   “Anything there, Master Jem?”
 
   “Not too loud, Matthew, but there may be a lookout on that ridge half a mile in front of us.”
 
   “Road slopes down to the ford from the other side of that crest.”
 
   “Yes. They may try to take us at the ford or just over the crest on the reverse slope.”
 
   “Or both, if there’s enough of ’em. If it’s the same gang as Sergeant Mason hit, they were strong enough to take on seven regular cavalry.”
 
   “You been reading tactics, Matthew?”
 
   “No, but I used to listen to Master Roger, and now I’m listening to you. Listen and learn, my Dad used to say. You’ll be wanting to think.”
 
   Jem thinks, then realizes there’s not much that thinking can do. The wagon ties them to the road. Backtrack three miles and there’s the road to Netheravon, but no guarantee that he would not run into another gang of footpads – or even the same lot shifting position along the short side of the triangle. At least he is forewarned that they would be coming under attack, even if he doesn’t know exactly where. Best press on and trust to Providence, hoping that Providence is in a good mood.  
 
   Whether it’s Providence or some other agency at work, an idea has come to him. He has been quietly cursing Robert for hitting the bottle, but perhaps he can turn this to account. He rides up alongside the wagon again, this time on Sarah’s side.
 
   “Sarah, do you have a bottle or two in your gear? Doesn’t matter if they’re empty.”
 
   “As a matter of fact I kept the two from last night. And there’s probably another odd one in there. Why d’you want ’em, Master Jem?”
 
   “You heard Pincher say there was probably a lookout on the next ridge. I want to stop and do a bit of play-acting when we get down to that patch of scrub in the valley bottom – about a long quarter mile ahead.”
 
   He drops Barley back to the rear of the wagon.
 
   “Can everybody hear me?”  Everybody can, and says so.
 
   “I think we have company beyond the next ridge. Pincher and I both reckon we have seen something that indicates there’s a lookout just to the left of the road. The ford over the Nine Mile is about a quarter mile beyond the ridge. If I’m right we could hit an ambush anywhere in that quarter mile. What I want to do is make ’em think they’ve got easy pickings.
 
   “We’re going to stop in that patch of scrub down in the bottom. Comfort break, but we’re going to make it a pretend party. Pass bottles round, lots of noise, and look a bit sloppy when we set off again. One thing more for now – nobody except Pincher is to look at the far ridge once we dismount. I’ll give orders for the rough house once we’re dismounted.”
 
   Don’t tell them too soon, gives them time to brood.
 
   “Anne, a word in private, if I may.”
 
   Anne and Jem drop to the rear of the procession.
 
   “This is very presumptuous of me and Henry will probably be appalled when you tell him, but I want you and the two women to create a bit of a diversion. We haven’t properly located their observation post, and it may perhaps be an actual fighting position, so I want to do something to flush them out.
 
   “What I want you to do when you disappear behind your bushes is to show a lot more than you normally would to our friends on the hill. With a bit of luck they’ll forget themselves and move more than they should.”
 
   Anne gives a remarkably dirty laugh. “Don’t be embarrassed, Jem. You mean show ’em three big white bare bums?  It’ll be a pleasure. Leave it to me.”  
 
   I go on being surprised at people and how they work, thinks Jem.
 
   They arrive at the scrubby area and dismount.
 
   “Men left of the road, women right,” Jem calls. “Now let’s have plenty of noise. Sarah, the bottles.”
 
   “Coming, Master Jem.”
 
   Anne, Audrey, and Sarah cross the road and disappear from view with a certain amount of giggling, while the men disperse.
 
   “Watch the ridge, Pincher,” says Jem, then kicks himself for giving an unnecessary order. He hopes he’s being sufficiently surreptitious himself, regretting that he is far too close to use the spyglass.
 
   “Got ’em,” says Pincher.  
 
   “Me too,” says Jem. “How many, do you reckon?”
 
   “Two definitely, mebbe a third. No more. Good scheme, Master Jem. They really lost it.”
 
   “Thanks, Pincher. Let’s get on with the party.”
 
   The empty bottles go round with a good show of enthusiasm and what Jem hoped are reasonable sound effects. Robert, not having to play act, is more than pulling his weight. Anne and the women are greeted with a cheer as they return. Let ’em, it’s keeping their minds off what’s to come, thinks Jem. He is trying to avoid the thought that this is going to be his first major action in sole command; at Abbot’s Grange he had been following Roger’s direction, and since then his main concern has been to prevent situations developing into actual fighting.
 
   “Keep the action going but cut the noise down and listen,” he calls. “I don’t want to shout. Pincher confirms we have company on the ridge, at the most three. That probably indicates a largish party over the top. We don’t know how many, we don’t know exactly where they are, we don’t know how well they’re armed, and we don’t know if they have got horses, but I doubt they have. I reckon, though, we are better off than they are.
 
   “My intention is to go like hell for the ford, get across it, and then drive them off by firepower.
 
   “We stay in our existing formation up the hill, but I want the point only thirty yards forward and ready to break back. Myself and the three mounted Gosforths, plus the wagon, are the breakthrough force. The job of the rest of you is to protect the women.
 
   “Anyone who gets hurt enough not to be able to ride goes on the wagon. Help each other if you have to. Don’t waste time trying to catch a loose horse, with any luck it’ll stay with us.
 
   “If I’m knocked out, Matthew takes command. Next one down is Pincher. All right, Robert?”
 
   Tarrant nods, glassily.
 
   “Any questions?”  
 
   “Road block, Master Jem?” Elijah Wilson.
 
   “Thanks, Elijah. I honestly don’t know. There’s not much to make a block from out here, and it gives the show away. They may have pikemen on the road, in which case we ride ’em in from the flanks.”
 
   “Thanks, Master Jem.”  
 
   “Right, before we set off, everybody drink some water. You’ll be glad of it later.” Roger’s advice, remembered.
 
   “Check your weapons, but don’t make a big thing of it. Remember they’re looking at us. And when we mount, just a bit sloppy. We’re not putting on a show for Westerhead today. And good luck.”
 
   I’d almost rather have fought the Westerheads again than this bunch of vermin we’re going to be facing in ten minutes, Jem thinks, remembering his night encounter with the human polecat. Need to get the troops moving before they start thinking the same way.
 
   Anne comes over to him.
 
   “Your show really did what was wanted. Thank you.”
 
   “I shall be dining out on it for months,” she replies. “I look forward to scandalising some of our Puritans.”
 
   “Anne, I think I should warn you that the men we will be fighting are not soldiers in any sense of the word, but scum. That doesn’t mean they are not dangerous, and my greatest concern is to protect you from them. If things go badly, I will detail an escort for you and you must save yourself.”
 
   “I understand. Thank you Jem, and good luck. Audrey and I will get ourselves mounted. Carpenter!”
 
   That will probably have to be Robert and one of his men. It’s a counsel of despair, so leave thinking of it until you have to.  
 
   “Gosforths, prepare to mount.” Give them a moment or two. Look sloppy.
 
   “Gosforths, mount.” He notices Pincher still tilting a bottle skyward. Good enough.
 
   “Gosforths, prepare to advance in column of half-sections. In column of half-sections, at the walk, advance – walk.” We may be trying to look a mess, but that makes it doubly important to keep control.
 
   They climb the ridge, breast the summit, the long downhill to the ford opening before them.  
 
   Past the lookout, he thinks. Must have got another runner away, but I didn’t see him. In the distance, Amesbury. Forget that. Think two hundred yards ahead. No more.
 
   “Matthew, move up alongside the wagon.”
 
   Jem on the left, Matthew on the right. Seconds’ll make the difference between success and disaster. Jem wants to be next to his best pair of eyes. The two riding point more for show than observation, give an appearance of normality.
 
   Pincher, quietly but distinctly.
 
   “Two hundred yards, left eleven o’clock. Movement in bushes.”
 
   “Wilson, Greathead. Nod if you can hear me.”
 
   Two heads nod assent.
 
   “Listen everybody. Probable enemy two hundred yards left of track. Wilson, Greathead, prepare to break on my command. Sarah, ready to quicken. Pincher, house gun.”  
 
   The two hairies blowing from the hill. Getting them up to any sort of speed would be critical, and by no means certain. Do it now and you’ve got the initiative. Don’t let them do the springing.
 
   “Wilson, Greathead, break now. Sarah, go. Gosforths, swords!”
 
   Jem reaches up to his right shoulder, feels the sword knot slip as if alive over his wrist, grips Goosefeather and feels the electricity even through the gauntlet as he draws. The sword feels different, as if she senses that this is no exercise session but what she was made for.
 
   The bushes come to life. The bang of a caliver.  Jem sees Wilson, turning left, flinch as the bullet finds its mark. He sways momentarily in the saddle, steadies himself, rides back. Four or five pikemen spill out on to the road and dig in the butts of their weapons.
 
   “Where, Elijah?”
 
   “Leg. Can ride.”
 
   “Brown, to my left. Wilson, tuck in behind the wagon. Matthew, flank ’em.  Go!”
 
   The four horsemen pull away from the wagon. More men emerging from the bushes, but the pikes have picked a spot where there is room to get a horse round either end of the line. We’re in business if we’re quick, Jem thinks. The wagon accelerating, Sarah lashing her charges into something approaching a canter.
 
   Pincher is standing up to get a clear shot over the horses’ heads. ‘Effectiveness falls off over thirty yards’, Roger had said. They are nearly at the line. The house gun booms, Jem hears the whirr of the charge as it passes, nine half-ounce pistol balls. One of the pikemen grunts but doesn’t go down, the second man on Jem’s side drops to his knees clutching his face, the pike clattering uselessly to the ground. The end man tries to swing his clumsy weapon round to face Jem who checks Barley, and swings in behind the pikeman. A forehand sweep, Goosefeather cleaving bone as if it were cornstalk, takes off the man’s head, Barley’s flank and Jem’s boot drenched in blood from the spouting arteries. He rides over the second, kneeling man, brutally pulling Barley to a turning standstill, with Goosefeather rising unprompted for the backhand, Roger’s ‘attention-getter’, against the centre man. The blade comes down singing into the angle of neck and shoulder, again severing the spine.
 
   “Break left, Jem!”
 
   He looks up. The wagon is almost on them, Sarah standing swinging her whip, a schoolbook illustration of Boadicea. Pincher nowhere to be seen, the recoil of the house gun has left him flat on the wagon bed. Matthew has taken his outside man elegantly on the point, and the fifth has prudently run for it, abandoning his weapon, only to be caught by Tim Greathead. There is a sputter of pistol shots behind him. Jem tears savagely at Barley’s mouth, the horse spins, and he kicks it out of the way of the advancing juggernaut. Matthew follows him, just avoiding a collision, and they join Brown and Wilson, who are having a hard time of it against another half dozen of the outlaws. There is a scream from the blinded pikeman as the wagon drives over him.
 
   “Cut through them and go. We’re not keeping score.” 
 
   He slashes at a man threatening Brown’s right, the left-hander’s blind side. It’s far from scientific but the stroke goes home. They break through and are riding free again.
 
   “Clear!” Pincher from the wagon. The second house gun booms. This time Pincher has the fore-end hook over the wagon board and all the damage is on the enemy side, as the charge rips into the remnants at fifteen yards range.  
 
   The caliver bangs again. The whole action has taken place during the time it’s taken to reload the weapon. Thank God they’re short of firearms. Where’s that one gone?
 
   The four Gosforths and Brown (almost an honorary Gosforth now) pull up a hundred yards down the slope, and the wagon drives past them, Sarah and Pincher both fighting to bring the vehicle to a stop. Jem’s question is answered, Robert Tarrant still in his saddle but in obvious pain. The bullet has taken him in the back. It hasn’t penetrated the buff coat, but painful breathing and distress tell of damage within. Sarah scrambles to the back of the wagon and unhooks the tailgate.  
 
   “Wait a minute while I get a bed down for him.”
 
   She and Pincher open two of the campers’ bedrolls and lay them out on the wagon bed.
 
   “Two men up here. Now.”
 
   They manoeuvre Robert’s horse up to the tailgate then half-lift, half slide him onto the makeshift bed. Matthew, Tim, Elijah, and Brown, unbidden, form a screen facing the ambush site and reload pistols. Elijah losing blood, but stubbornly refusing to give up. Pincher on the wagon, trying to keep out of the way of the medical activity, sliding the great tin canisters into the houseguns.
 
   “Have to be face down.”
 
   “What do you think, Sarah?” asked Anne.
 
   “Broken rib, possibly two. Can’t do anything with it here. I’ll get the coat off him.”
 
   “Not here you won’t, Sarah. Make him comfortable as you can and we get going again. We’re not out of danger yet.” Jem is edgy. They had had fought a very nice little skirmish, but apart from the man with the caliver, who in any case is still around, the opposition has not been very clever. And the caliver has scored twice with two shots.
 
   “I want out of here, and fast. That man’s too good a shot.”
 
   “All right, Master Jem. He’ll do for now.”
 
   “Then go. Wagon first. Matthew, keep the rearguard in place. Elijah, you all right?”
 
   “If I keep going I’ll keep going, Master Jem.”
 
   “Well done, old soldier. Gosforths, prepare to advance. Advance – walk – trot.”
 
   The hackbut bangs again somewhere in the bushes and there is a noise like all the belfries of England in Jem’s head, as the ball caromes off his helmet, Roger’s super-heavyweight sapper headgear.
 
   “If anyone catches that fucker, I want his balls for breakfast,” Jem roars, more to relieve tension than anything else, but also to tell the others he’s alive and well.
 
   “Go, Gosforths!” That’s Greathead. The others take up the cry. “Go, Gosforths!” The wagon picks up speed again and rolls down the slope to the ford. Jem’s mind is racing. Three hundred yards to go, a minute and a half at this pace, are there any more of the bastards, which side or both, push forward? No, hold back then can go either side. Matthew taking the right automatically, Jem on the left with cack-handed Brown to his left. Go, Gosforths!
 
   It comes from the right, as he has had half expected but not to bet on. There are two calivers now and a couple of pistols, but they’re not as good as the sniper from the first ambush and as far as Jem can tell no one’s been hit. The surprise element is a rush of four pikes at the wagon, which has overrun its escort by about ten critical yards. Again the boom of Pincher’s destroyer, but the range is too short to let the balls spread properly. One pikeman takes the full load at five yards and is blown apart by the impact. His neighbour pauses a moment too long to look at the mess. Carpenter pistols him in the face. For the critical moment Carpenter is the only rider giving close protection to the wagon and the women. Two down, but there are at least a dozen in this second group. The remaining two pikemen bore in on Sarah who drops the whip, picks up her cleaver, and chops off one pikeshaft as it comes in over the wagon side, then slices off the man’s forearm as his momentum carries him up to the off fore wheel. Three down, but the last pike turns off Sarah’s breastplate and goes deep into her left upper arm, cutting into the bicep. She bellows with pain and drops the reins. The wagon slows, the horses feeling the loss of control.
 
   The four Gosforths and Brown hit the enemy group in an untidy mass, Pike and Greathead leading, Brown with furthest to go, at the back. Jem, in a moment of clarity, notices Wilson starting to look unsteady.
 
   “Pull out, Elijah. Don’t argue. Pistols. More on the wagon.” Wilson rides round the right of the enemy, and empties his pistols, dropping another man at the end of the line. Jem puts Barley at the next man, who is armed with an ancient bill. He dodges to Jem’s left at the last minute. Jem crosses Goosefeather to parry the stroke below the blade. The sword goes through the socket, but the momentum of the stroke carries the loose blade through to strike a numbing blow on Jem’s left arm, which he has instinctively raised to protect himself. The man draws his dagger and closes in.  
 
   Afterwards, Jem can only recall thinking that he ought to make a straight downstroke on the man’s head, but can’t remember doing it. The man is wearing an old morion. Goosefeather bisects helmet, skull, jaw and neck as cleanly as in a geometry exercise book. The next in line runs for the bushes, vomiting. 
 
   But the wagon horses have slowed to a walk, and Pincher has his hands full trying to prevent the enemy from boarding. Pistols empty, desperate sword work to make up.  
 
   Robert calls from the wagon bed.
 
   “I may be crocked but I can load for you.”
 
   Pincher throws down a pair of pistols, powder and ball. Awkwardly, lying on his stomach and in pain from his broken ribs, Robert reloads. Pincher reaches down for another pistol for Robert. Runs out of hands, drops the sword over the edge of the wagon, picks up Sarah’s cleaver.
 
   Jem sees it happen, draws the sword called Dorothy from her saddle scabbard.
 
   “PINCHER!” He heaves the sword across space before he realizes he’s used the left arm which had been next to useless a moment before and is no better now. Pincher drops the cleaver, catches Dorothy, steadies himself and clears the nearest attackers with a haymaker sweep that leaves two bodies and a severed head on the grass.     
 
   Help comes from where it’s least expected. Audrey, quiet little mouse Audrey the lady’s maid, kicks her horse up the right side of the wagon where Pincher is fighting his battle, frees herself from stirrup and sidesaddle hook, and half claws, half falls into the wagon bed. Scrambling forward past Pincher, she wriggles onto the box to the left of the slumped and bleeding Sarah, gathers the reins, and treats the horses to a volley of invective that makes Pincher wonder which barrack-room she grew up in.  
 
   Jem realizes Anne is very exposed and lonely behind the wagon. Carpenter is still protecting her right side, but there is no one to her left.
 
   “Get her on the wagon, Charlie,” he shouts. “No. Left side. Just tip her in.”
 
   Carpenter reins back, comes up on Anne’s left and grabs her bridle, pulling her up alongside the wagon, which Audrey has again got up to a trot.
 
   “Begging your pardon, Mistress Anne.”
 
   He reaches down, takes Anne’s boot in both hands and pulls it out of the stirrup, then lifts her sharply out of the saddle. She lands in an undignified heap in the wagon, legs in the air, and mostly on Robert Tarrant, who lets out a yelp of pain.  Carpenter cracks her horse across the rump and it flees down the thirty yards to the ford and up the other side to join Audrey’s nag, where it looks disdainfully, once, at the mêlée, turns away and begins to graze.  
 
   “Come on, you fuckers, gallop!” Audrey screams at the horses. The wagon is speeding up on the little down slope to the ford. Carpenter comes in on Brown’s right to join the fighting line. The enemy have pulled back into the cover of the bushes and are playing hard to get.
 
   “Soon as the wagon’s across, form line at the ford,” Jem orders. “Don’t follow them into the rough.” Have to risk the firearms. They have killed or badly damaged another four, but Matthew is bleeding from a thigh wound and the blow Jem himself has taken on his left arm hasn’t gone through the buff coat but is making it painful to hold Barley’s reins.
 
   Two pistols and a caliver bang again. Greathead grunts as a pistol ball takes him in the chest, and Brown’s horse flinches as the caliver ball hits it in the shoulder.  
 
   “Tim?”
 
   “Only winded, Sir. Didn’t go through.”
 
   “Leave it here. Cover the wagon. Pivot on the left.”
 
   Tim Greathead is the left, getting his breath back. Retreat, and they might get the enemy out in the open again. Jem is seized with a determination to kill the lot if he can.
 
   “Brown, how’s your horse?”
 
   “Not good, sir.”
 
   “Then get him over the ford while he still can. Elijah, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Making up the numbers, Master Jem.” Unable to reach the pistols on the wagon, Elijah has reloaded and rejoined the depleted line.  
 
   Elijah still smiling, despite the ball in his leg. Brown drives his wounded horse through the ford up to where Anne’s horse is grazing, dismounts, and begins to swap saddles. 
 
   But the wagon is in trouble. The rain has been enough to turn the going at the ford from the easy conditions of two days before to thick sticky mud. The wagon has gained momentum down the slope sufficient to carry it half way across but not enough to bring it out the far side. Pickle is giving of her best, but Chutney is not giving her enough support. Audrey laces him with the whip and screams savage words of encouragement, but to no avail.
 
   “Mistress Anne,” she cries.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Give me your little pistol.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Don’t argue, fucking give it!”
 
   Audrey drops the whip, cocks the pistol, and fires it into Chutney’s idle rump. The horse screams, throws his full force against the collar. The wagon breaks loose from the grip of the mud, and the horses claw their way up the far bank. The five riders wheel back and form line. At the back of his mind, Jem thinks he might have heard a distant pistol shot, and another. He puts the thought aside. There’s more pressing business.
 
   “Gosforths, pistols!”
 
   This is the moment for the remaining enemy to call it a day and bugger off. Instead, seeing their prey slipping out of their grasp, they leave the shelter of the bushes for a final effort. There are still seven or eight left. Two scoop up pikes dropped in the first charge. They come on as a solid block, armed with the pikes, a couple with bills, three or four swords. 
 
   “Wait,” Jem calls as they close in, “wait – wait –” fifteen yards – “wait – GIVE FIRE.”
 
   Five pistols bang, all heavy cavalry weapons. The range is ten yards. Three men go down.
 
   “Gosforths, swords – charge!”
 
   This time there is no argument. The remnant drop their weapons and run for the brush.
 
   “Pull up,” Jem yells, and they hear again Pincher’s shout of ‘clear’ from behind their left. Pincher has dropped off the wagon with a house gun and run along the far bank to get a clear shot at the fleeing enemy. The great gun booms for a last time. The range is too long, but one man drops, then gets up again to limp into cover. Pincher picks himself up and trots back to the wagon.
 
   Down the road, following their route, come eight riders. In the lead are Daniel Hobbes and Sergeant Mason.
 
   “Follow ’em, Mason,” shouts Hobbes.
 
   The cavalry pile into the scrub, circling to head off the fugitives. They return driving three dirty, bedraggled and stinking figures.
 
   “One of ’em decided to fight,” says Mason. “He’s dead. A couple got away.”
 
   “You left another two behind at the top, Mr Gosforth. They tried to run.”
 
   Probably the observation party, thinks Jem. Then another thought strikes.
 
   “Did one of them have a caliver?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   There is a single shot from the wagon.  
 
   “Thirty yards to your right, Master Jem,” says Pincher. “He was going for you again.” He draws his dagger and starts to get off the wagon. “Did you mean what you said about…”
 
   “For God’s sake, no. Take too much washing. Keep on having to thank you, Pincher. My fault. Forgot him till now. Mr Hobbes, I think it would be a good idea if we all swept the area again. See if there are any more, hiding up or still feeling malicious.”
 
   The search produces another three, all wounded. Two, including the last victim of Pincher’s house gun, are not in bad shape, but at the sight of the third, Hobbes nods to the sergeant and rides off. There is a final pistol shot.
 
   “Questions later, Mr Gosforth. What’s your state?”
 
   “I’ve four wounded to count. Mr Robert Tarrant, in the wagon, we think broken ribs – bullet. Sarah Purfitt – bad pike wound, left arm – probably dirty. Elijah Wilson, hackbut ball in leg, being brave about it. Matthew Pike, sword cut on thigh, also dirty.”
 
   “What about yourself? You’re favouring that arm.”
 
   “Just bruising. Nothing to worry about. Greathead stopped a ball but he’ll just be bruised too.”
 
   “You’re in luck,” says Hobbes. “We’re gradually getting a few troops into the area, and there’s an army doctor in Amesbury, a good one. Let’s get your people packed up and moving. Sergeant Mason will bring the prisoners along. You’ll enjoy that, won’t you Sergeant?”
 
   “That I will, sir. Pity you didn’t leave us with more to do, Mr Gosforth. That were pretty good, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, sergeant. Anne, Audrey, there are bandages under the box. Can you fix up Sarah and Matthew first?  Elijah, how’s it with you?”
 
   “Not bleeding a lot now, Master Jem. And I can feel the ball under the skin.”
 
   “Right, let’s have it out now. Drop ’em.”
 
   “Master Jem!”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   The ball had entered from behind the thigh and had almost exited through the top. Jem draws his dagger, pours a measure of gunpowder on to a flat stone and flashes the blade, then draws it over the ball. It needs very little persuasion from the dagger point to free it. There is a brief gush of blood.  
 
   “Anne, customer. Doesn’t matter if it leaks a bit, Elijah. Gets the muck out.”
 
   Anne Hawken bandages up a highly embarrassed Wilson. 
 
   “You all right, Elijah?”
 
   “Yes Master Jem, but –“
 
   “It’s all right, Elijah,” says Anne. “I’ve seen one before. Stop blushing, it wastes blood.”
 
   “Everybody patched?” calls Jem. “Sooner we’re moving the better. You’ll ride with us, Master Hobbes?”
 
   “I’d be glad to. That way I can leave my two chaps with Mason to help him clear up. If we could delay a minute or two longer we could put the weapons on your wagon.”
 
   “Of course. What is it, Brown?”
 
   “My horse, Master Jem. I think the ball went into his lung. Frothing blood.”
 
   It’s obvious the horse is in a bad way.
 
   “Did you hear that, Robert?”
 
   “I’m afraid I did. Better a horse than a man. Do it.”
 
   Jem looks across at Brown, and jerks his head. Brown leads the horse, painfully slowly, behind some bushes. A pistol bangs. Brown comes back, wiping his eye with his sleeve.
 
   “Been with you long?” asks Jem.
 
   “Been riding that one five years. Always willing, even on a cold night in the rain. Never like having to do it.”
 
   Anne comes up to report on the wounded.
 
   “Sarah’s the worst.  It’s not near anything vital, but that arm looks bad to me, worse than Henry. Matthew’s cut’s superficial, and you did a neat job on Elijah’s leg, though I’d like the doctor to probe it for bits of breeches. Robert’s not as bad as he looks. There are two ribs gone. You can feel the ends, so they’re clear of the lungs.  Is Elijah Wilson happily married?
 
   “Yes, very much so. Why?”
 
   “I’m not surprised.” Again that dirty laugh. 
 
   “Anne Hawken, I used to take you for a Puritan. It seems a very long time ago.”
 
   “And you used to be a farmer. You ought to be doing this for a living. You’re too good at it.”
 
   “He is that.” Hobbes has come up behind them. “There’s something I want to discuss with you, Mr Gosforth. We can talk when we’re mounted.”
 
   “You’re finished here?”
 
   “Yes, all the ironmongery’s on the wagon. It’s mostly rough stuff, but I’m not leaving it lying about for the next lot of outlaws to pick up.”
 
   The wounded are bedded down as best can be on the wagon, Pike and Wilson protesting that they are fit to ride. Sarah is quiet, too quiet, a nasty shade of grey-white. The remainder mount. Anne is on Audrey’s nondescript nag, Brown having transferred his saddle to her horse in the heat of the battle. She calls across to him.
 
   “Thomas, if you put your right heel anywhere near Pippin’s ribs, you’ll be reschooling him for me in your own time.”
 
   Robert manages a chuckle from the wagon bed. Jem intervenes.  
 
   “Brown, we’ve two empty saddles. Take Matthew’s or Elijah’s horse and lead Pippin. Don’t go wrecking a side-saddle hack.”
 
   Jem eases Barley alongside Daniel Hobbes’ mount. “You wanted to talk about some great matter. But before you get on to that, how in God’s name did you contrive to be where you were when you were? I’ve never been so relieved to see anyone in my whole life.”
 
   “You can thank Mistress Dorothy, and Henry Hawken, for that. I called at Low Farm yesterday to seek your help, and they warned me that you were returning from Sir Michael Elyot’s today, with not too strong a force. We had just learned that the gangs on the Plain were combining.”
 
   “I’d gathered that from what Prosser told me this morning at Everleigh. But what did you want of me?”
 
   “I had had the idea of raising a volunteer force to help the very few Army patrols I’ve got, with convoying travellers across the Plain. I thought that maybe you could spare me a couple of riders from time to time for that duty. But in the last half-hour I’ve had a different thought.”
 
   “May I enquire what that is?”
 
   “I’m thinking now in terms of setting up a system of wardens. Each responsible for policing his own area and clearing up the human rubbish. Your ‘intense small unit action’ – you’ll note I’m using your own words of a week back – today has taken a lot of the pressure off my patrols, and I’m immensely grateful. I would like you to consider taking a commission from the King’s Sheriff for the warden job, but there is a problem. As I understand it, you aren’t a freeholder. Is that correct?”
 
   “It is correct at this moment, but in a matter of days rather than weeks Mr Gosforth is to have the freehold of Low Farm and its original lands.” Anne Hawken has been eavesdropping. “My apologies for intruding, gentlemen, but I thought it better that this information should come from me rather than from Jem himself.”
 
   “I am most grateful, Mistress Hawken. That would seem to remove any impediment. As I say, I would like you to consider. I am not going to press you for an immediate decision. However, I would suggest that what we are looking at here is not a thousand miles from Sir Roger Hawken’s original ideas on self-defence, but with the advantage of official sanction.”
 
   “I think it’s a thundering good idea, Mr Hobbes, and I will most certainly consider it. You seemed to emphasize that this comes from the Sheriff. Is that significant?”
 
   Hobbes gives Jem a long, slow look.
 
   “Mr Gosforth, I did not take you for a politician. It is – highly significant. You know the expression ‘back-channels’?
 
   “Roger used it a lot.”
 
   “Well, if I were to say that I sold my scheme for a volunteer force to the King’s Sheriff and Sir James told me to put it quietly to Sir Walter Long, who’s a Deputy Lieutenant, Parliament man, and did a stint himself as Sheriff fifteen years ago, you’ll see where we’re coming from. And I’m confident they’ll pick up on the warden variant. Common good. And order. Might even get some Roundhead troopers before we’re through.”
 
   “How long before I may expect to see you again?”
 
   “I’d say in around a week’s time. By then we will be further down the road on how the scheme is going to work. I look forward to it.” 
 
   “And I also. If you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to the troops.”
 
   Reaction is setting in among his party, the horses too, picking up the feelings of their riders. The Abbot’s Down force, although it now has two and a half engagements under its belt, is still inexperienced and far from battle-hardened. This has its advantages where enthusiasm is concerned, but his people haven’t learned to pace themselves. Thank you Roger, for teaching me what to expect.
 
   He starts at the wagon, with Sarah. She is partially propped up, obviously feeling every bump in the road. The wound is still bleeding, and she’s but a grey shadow of the real Sarah Purfitt. Anne and Audrey have got the back-and-breast off her so that she’s a bit more comfortable. She manages something like her usual grin when Jem speaks to her.
 
   “I’m not going to pretend to be brave, Master Jem. It hurts, I know it’s not good, so don’t go doing any damn fool jollyings along. I’ll do, but I’m not enjoying it.  And I’m not sure I want any Army doctor poking me about. I’ll stick it until Margery can take a look.”
 
   “There’s no harm in letting the Army sawbones have a look at you, and put on some more dressings. But I know how you feel about Margery. We all do. Robert, how are you doing?”
 
   “From what Anne and Sarah are saying, better than I deserve. Looking forward to getting these ribs strapped.”
 
   “Shan’t be long now. How about you two?”
 
   “Don’t see why I can’t ride,” responds Matthew. “Be a sight more comfortable than this here wagon.” Jem suspects he’s putting up a front to make sure he’s in on any trip to the Tarrants’. Obviously he hasn’t found anything at Easton to cause him to transfer his affections.
 
   “How’s it with you, Elijah?”
 
   “Not too bad, Master Jem.” The face belies the cheeriness. He may not look as poorly as Sarah, but wound shock and blood loss are hitting him, and the effects of Jem’s rough and ready surgery.
 
   “Everyone needs a drink. Pincher, get down and have a rummage around.  Give everybody something.” None of them has the sort of wound to stop them drinking. Kicks himself for not having thought of it earlier. 
 
   “All right, Audrey?” The maid is still driving. Pincher probably too sore from the kick of the house-guns and his tumbles to object.
 
   “Fine, Master Jem, thank you. Chutney don’t seem any the worse for the bullet in his arse.”
 
   There are a few flies circling over the little bullet-hole in Chutney’s hindquarter. The horse will get home all right, but Margery had better do some digging straight away. He’ll be stiff and bad-tempered in the morning. Bad luck, when the farms have been without the heavy team for three days.
 
   “You did bloody well, Audrey. Where d’you learn all those words?”
 
   “My father were a sailor, Master Jem, and his father before him.”
 
   “Then your granddad must have fought the Armada?”
 
   “Not that, Master Jem. They was smugglers mostly. Come to live round here ’cos it got too hot for ’em where we lived, round Weymouth.”
 
   No wonder she’s getting on well with Pincher, he thinks. Deep calling to deep.  He catches up with Tim Greathead, riding a solitary point.
 
   “Another day, another battle, eh, Tim? How’s the breathing?”
 
   “Reckon I’ll have a bruise to remember in the morning, but all right otherwise, Master Jem.”
 
   “Well, don’t go and fall off before we get home. Couldn’t face Josiah and Eliza if I didn’t get you home in one piece. How’s Bill coming on?”
 
   “He’ll do all right. Margery says, those cuts had been another two inches in any direction he’d have been in a bad way.” Jem knows that already, and that Eirlys had been seriously worried.  
 
   “He’s a lucky man, my brother. Master Jem?”
 
   “What is it, Tim?”
 
   “Just – thanks for letting me come on this trip. I thought, with Bill hurt bad, you wouldn’t give me the chance.”
 
   “Chance of what? Don’t tell me you’ve enjoyed yourself?”
 
   “Well – I can’t say that I haven’t. Even the fight – I mean, well it wasn’t the first time. But no, it’s – well, the chance of proving myself, like.”
 
   “Tim Greathead, my friend,” says Jem. “You have nothing to prove to anybody.”
 
   Anne Hawken is riding with the two Tarrant men in close attendance, Brown to her left, Carpenter to the right, and Hobbes about ten yards behind her. Despite her outward toughness and humour, Jem is concerned for Anne. Although control and training are doing their bit, he feels a brittleness that might crack sooner than later. No way can I talk to her at the moment. Best to leave it until she can break down, if she has to, in decent privacy. Brown and Carpenter are a different matter. They’d been in their first fight, and had nothing at all to be ashamed of.
 
   “First time I’ve been able to speak to you, and to say well done. I’d never have thought you were doing it for the first time.”
 
   “We was damned glad of that bit of sword exercise you showed us, Sir. Been lost without it.” That was Brown.
 
   “Well, I’d’ve been lost today without you on my left. I’ll never get into a fight like that again without a left-hander. I’m grateful. How about you, Carpenter? Mistress Hawken forgiven you?”
 
   “That I have, Jem. Charlie swears he kept his eyes shut. Frankly that was the last thing I was thinking of, and I’m just glad he got it right.” Anne gives Carpenter her most dazzling smile. She does smile very prettily, thinks Jem, then stamps on the thought. Jem had been less of a gentleman than Carpenter. He stamps on that thought, too.
 
   “Nearly there now,” calls Hobbes from behind them. “I think I know where the doctor has set up. If you like I will lead.”
 
   “Please do,” says Jem. “Can we get the wagon in?”
 
   “If he’s where I think he is, then yes. Got to be able to get wheels in if he’s going to do his job.”
 
   Hobbes joins Tim Greathead in the lead as the little procession enters Amesbury, slipping automatically into half-section column as the road narrows. Although it’s hardly an armed camp, there are more soldiers in the town than there were only two days before when the Elyot party had been heading North. There are wounded among them, and Hobbes confirms the doctor’s location from one of them. They pull up, attracting the interest of the usual half dozen loafers.  
 
   “Gosforths, dismount,” calls Jem. It may be over, but keep the discipline going, especially in front of an audience. “Pincher, take over. Get the wounded ready for off-loading.”
 
   Hobbes leads the way into the dressing station. The doctor is obviously not overworked, for which Jem offers up a silent prayer of thanks. He turns out to be a man of around thirty who looks more soldier than doctor.
 
   “This is a military medical centre,” he begins. “We do not treat civilians.”
 
   “Daniel Hobbes, Sheriff’s Officer,” Hobbes announces himself in his no-nonsense-from-you voice. “You should be aware that I have two sergeant’s patrols working for me keeping the peace on the eastern Plain. This is Mr Jeremiah Gosforth, of Abbot’s Down. He has just brought a party across from Everleigh and has done my patrols’ job for them. He has killed about twenty of the vermin, and we also have five prisoners to hang in due course. He has four wounded. I would be most grateful if you could help.”
 
   “Mr Hobbes, my apologies. Mr Gosforth, your servant. Oliver Bakewell, military sawbones, at your service. The wounded are outside?”
 
   “Yes,” says Jem. “Would you like them brought in?”
 
   “Not until I have looked at them. As you see, we aren’t busy. A good day to call.”
 
   The doctor smiles. “Again, I’m sorry I was somewhat brusque a moment ago.  Because every man and woman in this town claims to be a Royalist supporter, they think I am some kind of Government health service, free to all. What have you got?”
 
   “One bad pike thrust, arm, one broken ribs – hackbut ball, one through leg wound – hackbut, got the ball out, one sword cut, not too serious. I suspect the pike and the sword wounds are dirty.”
 
   “Right, let’s have a look at them.” The doctor strides purposefully out, followed more slowly by Jem and Daniel Hobbes.
 
   “I notice you are carrying that sword. I thought you said you couldn’t manage her.”
 
   “Yes, but since we last spoke of it, I have discovered that there is a particular way she has to be handled, and I am learning how to do it. I’m already finding her unlike any other sword I have used.”
 
   “I think I agree with you. I saw some of the results back at the Nine Mile. You seem to be a quick learner, Mr Gosforth. Well, if you go on wielding her like that in the cause of law and order, I’ll be the last to complain. I’ll be off now to link up with my people. I’m sorry I cannot make a firm appointment, but as I said, I will see you soon.  Go well, Mr Gosforth.”
 
   “And you, Mr Hobbes.” I don’t think I will ever get through to the real Hobbes, he thinks, but I’m glad we seem to be on the same side now.
 
   The doctor comes back.
 
   “I’ve taken a quick look, and the only real worry is your lady with the pike wound. Mr Tarrant’s ribs could have been nasty but you did the right thing and I don’t think the lung’s damaged. What I would like to do is keep the pike lady and Mr Tarrant here tonight, and patch up the two leg wounds now so that you can get on your way. Mr Tarrant you can pick up in the morning. He ought to travel sitting.  Have you a carriage?”
 
   “No,” said Jem. The Abbot’s Grange carriage had been in the barn and caught in the fire. “I can send a serviceable trap, and if we take it slowly he’ll be comfortable enough. How about Sarah Purfitt?”
 
   “If Sarah is the lady with the lacerated bicep, I am not going to guarantee when she will be fit to go home. If she got that wound effectively in the King’s service then the King’s Army will do its best to mend her. Do you have a doctor in your village, Mr Gosforth?”
 
   “No doctor, but a first class midwife-cum-vet. Looks after us all, and does it right well. And Sarah herself does first aid better than most. It was Sarah who sorted out Robert Tarrant on the wagon.”
 
   “Then he owes her one. She did the right thing. Can you help my people get your casualties in?”
 
   Sarah protests bitterly at being detained by the Army, then looks again at the doctor and quietens down. Surgeon Bakewell is a very personable young man. Robert is making no complaint at all over not having to go further that day.
 
   “Nothing to worry about with those two,” said Bakewell after finishing his ministrations to the two Abbot’s Down men. “I’ve got a few bits and pieces out of both wounds, particularly the bullet track.”
 
   “Wilson,” said Jem.
 
   “Some people would say rest them up, but I think a little light exercise won’t hurt, particularly for the sword cut. He can ride from here if he wants. If there’s a small amount of bleeding, it’s no bad thing, helps clear any debris I may have missed. If they start to bleed heavily, then rest them and raise the wound site. I don’t get away from here a lot, but if I can call in I will. Abbot’s Down is turn right at Lake?”
 
   “That is correct. May I thank you for your time and trouble, Surgeon Bakewell, and I would be delighted to see you at Low Farm. I’ll send transport for Mr Tarrant in the morning. Say eleven o’clock?”
 
   “That will be very convenient. Now then, you two.”
 
   Matthew Pike wastes no time in getting back on a horse, but Jem orders Wilson to continue in the wagon. One less horse to be led, anyway. As soon as they clear the Amesbury town limits, Jem sends Tim Greathead on ahead to warn the village. He has already decided that no one is going on to Wilton that night. Anne agrees.
 
   “We always felt that there was a good chance we’d descend on you for tonight, so Abigail won’t be panicking. With only you and Greathead fit, I don’t think it’s a starter. And if I turn up without Robert, there would be problems. But are you sure you’ve got room?”
 
   “As long as you don’t mind sharing a room with Henry.” He means it as a joke.
 
   “We don’t, normally.” She gives Jem a look that could have had any number of meanings, from a cry for help to a come-on. Life’s never going to be the same again, he thinks. He’s thought it at least three times a day for the last fortnight.
 
   They drop off Elijah Wilson at his cottage as they pass up the main street of Abbot’s Down. Matthew Pike, the bachelor, has a snug bunk in the Low Farm stables. I suppose he’ll be wanting a cottage before long, Jem thinks. Well, he’s earned it, and more.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
    
 
   Dorothy is waiting at the front door of Low Farm, with Henry Hawken, James Varney and Tim in attendance. Well, she knows the score, thinks Jem, and nobody died, though he is worried at Surgeon Bakewell’s concern over Sarah. There is relief rather than rejoicing. Henry is looking better, much better, than when they left. Dorothy holds, even clings to, Jem for much longer than seemly, while Henry’s greeting of Anne gives the lie to Jem’s concerns of a few minutes back. 
 
   Matthew makes to supervise the unharnessing and settling of the horses.
 
   “Leave it,” says Dorothy. “Go get yourself cleaned up then come back to the house.” 
 
   Dorothy has kept a couple of the yard men back to help, and with Pincher and Tim Greathead working as well the jobs are soon done. She sends one of the girls down to the village for Margery to look at Chutney’s wound, and to tell the Wilsons that supper is waiting at Low Farm if they care to attend.
 
   “Don’t be surprised if they don’t,” Jem says. “Elijah kept going longer than he should, and I was a bit surprised the doctor sent him home. Margery coming up here gives us the chance to tell her to call on Elijah tomorrow early. They were all pretty damned good, you know.” He adds under his breath, “all except Robert. He was drunk, and not constructively.”
 
   “The Tarrant men?”
 
   “Took their cue from ours. Both good.”
 
   “Tell me later. What about that arm?”
 
   “Pays to buy a good coat. Probably won’t be able to move it in the morning, but there’s nothing broken. Let’s go in. What’s Mr Varney doing here?”
 
   “Called in to see how we were on his way back from Newbury fight. You saw he got carved up a bit. Arrived at the end of some excitement we had that I’ll gloat about tomorrow. It’ll keep. Getting you lot back safe is what matters. Kiss me again. God, you smell.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I like it. Primitive. Stay awake, if you can.”
 
   It’s the big dining room but no ceremony, just a great unwinding by people who have been through much together and come out the other side. And as always, the stories that will stick aren’t the bowel-watering ones of the wagon bogged in the ford, the first sight of the pikes across the road, or the charge at the wagon where Sarah was so grievously wounded, or Jem’s private agonies as they climbed the hill, not knowing what was on the other side but knowing it would be his responsibility to make the right call. No, people will talk about the bare backsides in the bushes, Sarah impersonating Boadicea, Anne pitched flying into the wagon, showing everything for the second time in a day, Audrey boarding the wagon on her own initiative and deliberately shooting Chutney in the rump. And why not? And given that they’re pretty good stories as they stand without any embellishment, what will they sound like in a year or two? 
 
   He is sitting next to Pincher Martin, reflecting that he himself must smell pretty ripe if he isn’t noticing Pincher, and that, other than Dorothy who is on his other side, there is no one in the company he would rather have alongside him. Mind you, after today there are two more who come pretty close, like Matthew Pike and Thomas Brown. And Elijah. And the young gun, Tim. In fact they’re all pretty good blokes, and girls…
 
   “You’re not eating enough for the amount you’re drinking, Jem.”
 
   “And you’re being a dragon. A beautiful, wonderful, sexy dragon – but still a dragon.”
 
   Someone shouting. “Go, Gosforths!” Tim Greathead, of course. He’d thought up the war cry. They all take it up. “Go, Gosforths!”
 
   Dorothy looks round the table. Apart from Henry, James and herself, they are all pretty far gone, Jem being only about average. James is getting integrated, loudly swapping warry stories with Matthew and Tim, three wounded heroes together. What the hell, they’re all tired out, they’ll capsize at any moment without having drunk an inordinate amount. Though the way Jem’s looking at her, he hasn’t forgotten he’s on a promise. She looks across at Henry, raises her eyebrows, grins a conspirator’s grin, and gets one back. Until this week, she hasn’t had dealings with Henry on level terms, just as she hadn’t really met Anne until the day of the Abbot’s Down funeral. She has found herself coming to like this man, less of an extravert than his brother, more subtle, and yet as much fun in his way. 
 
   They had ridden out on her rounds together that day. The shared tension, not knowing what Jem, Anne and Robert might be up against nor whether Hobbes had been able to mount a rescue, had drawn them together, and she has to confess that she hadn’t found the experience unpleasant. And now she and Henry are on the outside of this noisy crew who are already well into the ‘do you remembers’.  
 
   Well, she has her story too, for tomorrow. The homebodies hadn’t done badly in the second battle of Abbot’s Down, and they too have tales that will grow with the telling. 
 
   The tales will keep. And they can do the accounts in the morning.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART IV
 
    
 
   ST MARTIN’S SUMMER
 
    
 
   November 1643
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A sea-coast, night. A half moon, setting. A little breeze, enough to give a bit of a chop, but the Bill and Chesil Bank mean this is sheltered water. Half a mile off, a darkened shape moves towards shore under sweeps, sails furled not to catch the moon. Splash of anchor, muted.
 
   Beached, stern-to, a big pulling-boat, the sort that can live in a winter half-gale and bring her crew safe to shore. Alongside it, a large chair, with lifting bars. Seven or eight men around the boat, saying little, listening.  
 
   “They’re coming,” one says, quietly.
 
   “You sure, Thomas?” The questioner a big man in a heavy cloak. It’s a cold night.
 
   “I am that, Mr Longfield, Sir. Carriage. Two riding horses.”
 
   “That’s right. Well done.”
 
   There’s a track at the top of the beach. The carriage and its escort crunch to a halt.
 
   “Bring the chair,” says Edward Longfield.
 
   The two riders have dismounted. With the coachman and his mate they offload packages from the trunk at the rear of the carriage, and off the roof. The boatmen position the chair by the carriage door. A slight figure drops from the carriage.
 
   “Looks good, Edward.’
 
   “How did he travel?”
 
   “Not bad. Didn’t have to dope him much. He’s growling about building carriages with springs.”
 
   From inside the carriage. “What are you two mumbling about?”
 
   “Shut up, Richard. Talking about you, not to you.”
 
   “Sounds like himself, Eirlys.”
 
   “That’s the problem. How’re you getting on, Jem?”
 
   “All off, goddess. Crocker, take the gear down to the boat. James, give him a hand please.”
 
   “Thomas, couple of yours to help. Net the boxes up.”
 
   “Aye, aye, Mr Longfield.”
 
   “Can we get him out now, Eirlys? Don’t want to hang about.”
 
   “Couldn’t agree more,” from within.
 
   “All right, let’s get him down. Hand, Jem, please. Get the box.”
 
   “Here.”
 
   “Backwards, Richard. Don’t try to show off. Long splint on the left again, just in case.”
 
   Roger Hawken, alias Richard Elyot, reverses out of the carriage door, the rigid left leg feeling for the box. Jem steers the foot into place. Repeats the process and he’s on ground level. Jem steadies him as Eirlys dives back into the carriage and comes out with a single crutch.
 
   “Next thing is, we settle you in that chair, get the splint off, and lash you into place.”
 
   “No it’s not. The next thing is, Jem steers me off a couple of yards and I have the luxury of a standing piss. Then you can work your wicked way with me, auntie. Give me that crutch.”
 
   “He’s better.”
 
   “He is that, Edward. Wearing me out.”
 
   Roger and Jem return from the darkness.
 
   “Right, Jem, sit him in that chair.”
 
   They manoeuvre Roger into place and Eirlys undoes the ties on the splint. The boatmen strap him to the chair. Thomas takes charge.
 
   “Two-six, lift.”
 
   They take it easily down the beach, with a couple of halts. When they reach the boat, an extra man joins the lift either side. They hoist the chair and its occupant over the stern of the boat, and secure it. The cargo net with the baggage is already stowed forrard of the rowing thwarts.
 
    “Time for goodbyes,” says Edward Longfield. “Always a rush when it comes to it.”
 
   “Go well, Uncle Roger,” says James. “And when you come back, you can sign me up for whatever you’re getting yourself into.”
 
   “I’ll do that. And thanks. Make sure you’re there to do it.”
 
   Jem hops into the boat. “Luck and go well, old soldier. And thank you for everything.”
 
   “I should be doing the thank-yous, Jem. Wouldn’t be here without what you did, and we wouldn’t still be in business. And my very best love to Dorothy. All ashore and all that. Go well, friend.”
 
   “Come along, Eirlys,” says Edward. “The Navy’ll be getting impatient.”
 
   “Jem, at the risk of repeating myself, thank you for all you have done. My greetings to your lady.  Go well, witchfriend, till we meet again.”
 
   That’s a comfort, thinks Jem. She sounds confident. “Go well, goddess.” 
 
   She swings into the boat. Jem wonders again. He knows Eirlys is living on borrowed time, that she is only a shadow of what she was, yet when she has to she can summon up, not just the energy, but a convincing appearance of being hale and hearty to match. Magic comes in many forms.  
 
   Thomas holds up a dark lantern and flashes the shutter three times towards the sea.  One answering flash. Edward Longfield, Jem, and the last two boatmen shove off as the bowman hauls in the bow warp. Four oars pull the heavy boat away into the darkness. 
 
    
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
    
 
   The brig looks very low in the water as we come alongside and take bow and stern lines. It’s difficult to tell how big a ship you’re getting into in the dark, but this one seems very small, even compared with the Dutch blockade-runners I’ve known, which aren’t noted for capaciousness. My chair is fitted with a lifting harness. A block with a hook on it comes snaking out of the darkness. One of Thomas’s men hooks on and I find myself lifted and swung inboard in less time than it takes to tell.  Eirlys comes up the side ladder as if she’s been doing it all her life, and the cargo net with the bags arrives a moment later. A quiet order, and the capstan pawls are clicking as they get the anchor, then the ‘whup-whup-whup’ of canvas being shaken out and brought under control as the ship heels gently to the breeze.
 
   “Captain Elyot?  Welcome aboard Nemesis.” Just enough irony in the ‘Captain Elyot’ to establish that the owner of the voice is well aware of what’s come aboard.
 
   “I know that voice – wait a minute – the Zeeland. May I guess you are Captain Repington now?”
 
   “My compliments on your memory, Captain Elyot. At present I am merely Master and Commander. Your servant.”
 
   “And I yours, Commander.”
 
   I’d met Repington just the once, when we shipped on the Zeeland out of Amsterdam in January of ’29. He was escorting a cargo of sheet copper for His Majesty’s Navy, past the Spanish blockade of the United Provinces. I was on my way home for my coming-of-age. We had a rough crossing, lost a topmast and the skipper overside. Repington had taken over the navigation and brought us safe into Sheerness.  
 
   “I am forgetting my manners, Commander. May I present Mr Christopher Meredith, who has tasked himself with looking after my needs on passage. Mr Meredith is my cousin, and a very good friend.”
 
   “Your servant, Commander.” Eirlys does a very good man’s voice, sharp and military.
 
   “And yours, Mr Meredith. We must get you below, Sir Roger, before we reach the open sea. I must apologize for the accommodation. Nemesis is what she is because of what she does, and part of that is being small, fast and inconspicuous.”
 
   “And her Commander is still in the business of special operations.”
 
   “I am, and like our mutual friend Colonel Fitch, I tend to carry the rank that fits the job I’m doing at the time.”
 
   Repington hasn’t been joking about our quarters. We are under the poop, starboard side. Being charitable, it’s four foot to the deckhead. There’s a bunk and a swinging cot, a desk, a chest, a chair, and that’s about it. And I suspect we’ve driven the Commander from his own cabin. Eirlys disappears for a couple of minutes, then returns with a sailor carrying the few bags we’ll need for the crossing.
 
   “I want you in that bunk sharpish.” A thought strikes her. “What about…?”
 
   “If you go through that door I’m pretty sure you’ll find a stern gallery. Try not to fall off.”
 
   “Bloody man’s world,” she says as she comes back. “Going to be fun if it blows up. Felt like my arse was about six inches off the water. Freezing too.”
 
   “If I’d had time I’d have made you up one of what all the lady soldiers have. Saves you no end of bother in a pub privy.”
 
   “Now he tells me. Let’s get those boots off.”
 
   I’ve got one good arm and one good leg, and the other leg is doing more or less what it’s told but is still weak and hurts. My left arm is still wrapped and splinted; Eirlys has set it bent across my chest. So although I can get around reasonably well, I’m still a bit helpless when it comes to things like boots.  
 
   “Special treat,” she says, as she snugs me down. “Going to let you off splinter patrol till Abeille gets at you.”
 
   Our daily session of splinter extraction will be an abiding memory of my treatment. Mind you, I can’t see Abeille using some of her methods of getting the timber out. 
 
   The first time I crossed the North Sea I was as sick as a dog. The next time, on the Zeeland with Repington, was so gut-wrenching scary that I didn’t have time to think about it, and I’ve been all right since. I still get Eirlys to position a bucket though, just in case.
 
   The wind is southwesterly, on the starboard quarter. Nemesis runs easy through the night. We both sleep, in that happy state that comes when someone else is responsible and all you have to do is go with the flow.
 
   Someone knocks. There’s a bit of grey dawn showing through the scuttle in the door to the deck, but the stern windows are still dark. Eirlys answers.
 
   “Master’s compliments, Mr Meredith, Sir, and says we’re past the Wight.  Hot drink for you and the captain.”
 
   “Thank you. Your name?”
 
   “Mason, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Mason.”
 
   “Bring you breakfast when it’s full light. You’ll be wanting to eat in the cabin.” It’s an order.
 
   “That’ll be fine. Thank you again.”
 
   She brings in a single large tankard.
 
   “Loving cup, I’m afraid. Dia alone knows what’s in it, and She can keep it to herself.”  She takes a drink, and grimaces. “Least it’s hot. Sleep?”
 
   “Well, thank you. Cradle of the deep. Can I ask for a help out back?”
 
   It takes time. The stern gallery is everything Eirlys said it was.  
 
   “We’ll get your boots on, then I’ll wash what shows. And I want to look at your eye compress.”
 
   “Sooner you than me.”
 
   “It’s doing all right, Schmied. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Do it after breakfast.”
 
   I am duly chastened. Breakfast comes, and it’s bacon, which shows the advantages of sailing the narrow seas.  
 
   “I’m not even going to think of changing that compress,” Eirlys says, rebinding the bandage. “Now, where shall we go today?’
 
   “Dover and points northeast” says Repington, coming in after a perfunctory knock. “We’re well into Parliament waters now. Weather’s looking good, though I have my doubts about the trip back. This’ll go round to South as we cross the North Sea, bit of East in it the other side.”
 
   “She rides easy, Commander.”
 
   “She’s a sweetie, Captain Elyot. I had something to do with her lines and rig.”
 
   Remembering Repington’s habit of understatement, from that I understand he designed Nemesis himself, from keel to truck. 
 
   “I have had that throne of yours lashed down just outside. Thought you might like to take the air later. It’s a bit fresh but I don’t think you’ll take any harm.”
 
   “Thank you for that, Commander. I dread to think what he’ll be like if he has to keep to the cabin.”
 
   So she wraps me in a pea-jacket borrowed from ship’s stores and my own winter cloak, and manoeuvres me out to the chair. Nemesis has a four-foot break at the poop, which is our cabin’s four-foot headroom, and my chair has been positioned on the maindeck forrard of the break. I’m out of the wind, positively snug in my wrappings and can take in my first proper sight of Nemesis at my leisure. Eirlys is back in the cabin, resting up, replenishing her strength.
 
   Nemesis is just seventy-five or eighty feet overall, two masts, rigged as a brig, square sails on both. Low in the water, as we’ve already noticed in more ways than one, but a lot of sheer giving her a decent amount of freeboard at the bow and stern.  She’s broad in the beam, where I would have expected her to be lean and mean like the blockade runners. Three long guns a side on the maindeck, sixes by the look of them. Two fours on the poop, a single chaser fore and aft. Ten guns in all, a lot for a little ship.
 
   “Admiring her, Captain Elyot?” Repington has come down from the poop.
 
   “She’s very trim. Surprised how wide she is.”
 
   “That’s shallow draft. We do a lot of estuary work. She’s beamy for stability, like an Essex bawley. Square rig goes with that, and use the sweeps uphill. Needed a bit of magic to get the speed.”
 
   “I’m impressed.”
 
   “Delighted to hear it. I understand you were at Edgehill?”
 
   “Yes, but it seems a very long time ago. I’ve been out of the war since then. I was taken prisoner by the Parliament forces and paroled.”
 
   “You hardly look like a man who has been out of the war.”
 
   “This was something else. Defending what was mine against a man using the war as an excuse to carry on a private feud. I’d like to leave it there, if you’ll excuse me.”
 
   “Of course. We all have our privacies in these times. The Navy too.”
 
   “I see – or perhaps I don’t. Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “Actually, yes. Spread the word.”
 
   “Can I ask – why?”
 
   “You mean, why Parliament?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He pauses, choosing his words. “Fundamentally, and it applies to a lot of us, who aren’t political, or even less religious, it’s because our loyalty’s to the Navy first and foremost, and what the Navy means to the land. Whatever the factions are doing, squabbling and worse, someone has to protect the land – and that’s not just the ports, and trade. The King can’t pay for the Navy. The Parliament can, and does, most of the time. So the Navy goes with the Parliament. Why are you smiling?”
 
   “Because I told Prince Rupert before Edgehill you can’t fight a modern war with a feudal army. Seems like you can’t run a feudal Navy either.”
 
   He thinks for a moment, then smiles too. “Quite right. Does that answer your question?”
 
   “Entirely. But you should know you’re giving me seriously to think.”
 
   “I don’t mind that at all. Now, Captain Elyot, you should meet my warrant officers.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Pass the word. Mr Hodge, Mr Brennan, Mr Higgs, aft.”
 
   Hodge is the sailing master, Brennan the gunner, Higgs the bosun. There’s a lot of experience there. Hodge the youngest, looks the most intelligent, no bad thing in a sailing master. Brennan has the serious look that goes with being a professional gunner. Reminds me of Ansaldo, my master gunner for ten years in the wars. Higgs a big man, tough-looking, must have a hell of a job fitting into the space available in Nemesis. They are professionally uncurious about Eirlys and myself. Part of doing their job is not to know too much about the job they’re doing.
 
   “But they do need to know the bare bones of what we’re up to,” says Repington when they are gone. “Stops ’em speculating.”
 
   “They been with you long?”
 
   “On and off, quite a few years. Higgs fifteen, others a bit less. You all right here? I ought to be tending to the ship.”
 
   The grey of the early morning has given way to a watery, patchy sun, and as Nemesis makes her way up-Channel, the chalk cliffs rise on the port side, gleaming white in the occasional shafts of sunlight. England’s rampart. I watch them slowly pass, and begin to understand where Repington is coming from. The land. Das Land. What Elizabeth had said to Gretta, what Jem had said to me. 
 
   “Do you realize you’ve been out here three hours? You must be frozen.”
 
   “Actually, not. I’ve enjoyed it. Good chat with our Commander, lot of thinking about nothing. How about you?”
 
   “Much better. Rebuilding time. Nothing like a sea voyage to relax you.”
 
   “When it’s like this. Can be character-building.”
 
   “Come inside for a bit, anyway. You can sit out for another session later if you want to. The cliffs look wonderful.”
 
   “Don’t they just. I was thinking about England.”
 
   “Jem told you to do that, didn’t he?”
 
   “He did. And Repington was saying things.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “About why most of the Navy is with the Parliament.”
 
   “It’s an interesting point. Sailors aren’t usually Puritans.”
 
   “These sailors are Englishmen. And they rate being sailors and Englishmen higher than being Royalists or Parliament men. But Parliament has the money to keep the Navy in being, and the sailors want to keep the land from harm.”
 
   “I see. And you’ve found something to bite on. I couldn’t be happier, wherever it goes. And talking of Jem, he gave me something for you.”
 
   She takes a bundle of blue cloth from one of the bags.
 
   “Open it out.” The three gold hawks, on the tattered blue ground.
 
   “How on earth?”
 
   “Westerhead’s lot forgot to strike it before they pulled out. It was still flying the morning after. Jem thought you’d like to have it. You’re crying.”
 
   I can’t manage to speak for a moment or two.
 
   “All of them. Not just Abbot’s Grange but all down the years. Too many deaths.”
 
   “You’ve paid. Be shriven.”
 
    Luncheon is salt beef and biscuit bread-oh, as per the song, but it tastes of meat rather than old boot. There’s every indication that Nemesis has victualled within the last couple of weeks, whether for our benefit it would be impolite to ask. To wash it down there’s a gin-grog with a bit of spice in it. Even Eirlys allows that it’s getting a bit cold and she’s glad enough to swig her share down. I resume my place on my throne around four bells in the afternoon watch. Eirlys has equipped me with a book of Kit Marlowe’s plays in case I get bored with the scenery, but I’m happy taking in the English South coast passing by, the sights and sounds of the ship, the bells every half hour on the turn of the glass, the occasional helm orders from above my head, the voice of the master’s mate who’s taking the watch streaming the log 
 
   He calls down. “Captain Elyot, Sir. You may like to know we’re doing six and a half knots. We’ve a knot or more of tide pushing us, so that’s getting on for eight over the ground.”
 
   “Thank you, master’s mate. Clean pair of heels she has.”
 
   “She has that, Sir.” You can hear the pride in the voice.
 
   I stay out till the light starts to go. By then the cliffs are rising to the great mass of Beachy Head. I’m finding my sealegs and getting to know where where the handholds are, so make it back to the cabin on my own. Eirlys is asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s time to stop avoiding the big issue. I’ve been taking advantage of invalid’s privileges. In less than two days we’ll be saying goodbye, and we both know it will be final. And we’re making flippant conversation to pass the time, when we ought to be being grown-up and settling what needs to be settled. I know I’ve said goodbye to Michael for the last time. In a word (or two), it’s time to start being grown up.
 
   “Something revolting has taken place in my mouth. Is there any water?”
 
   There is, and I get her a mug. She goes out on the gallery. Some energetic hawking and spitting.
 
   “You fraud. You can get your own drink from now on.”
 
   “Not bad, eh? Found my own way back, too.”
 
   “All of ten feet.”
 
   “Stop it, Auntie.”
 
   “Stop what?”
 
   “You know perfectly well what. Not like you. I’ve been going along with it too. Easier.”
 
   “Yes. There’s several lifetimes to cover. How long have we got?”
 
   “This wind holds, we’ll be off Den Helder some time in the morning day after tomorrow.”
 
   “Hold my hand.”
 
   It was like the first time with Karl, at Bad Waldbach, except then it hadn’t been my hand she was holding. Some words, but more the understanding of thoughts, where one sentence triggers the transference of much, much more. I’ve likened it to the understanding you often find in the long married, only more so.
 
   The awful year of 1606, when young Richard, the first-born, and little Mary, not a year old, had died of the measles. My official father’s black depression, and the strife in the family that Janet, who had been five years old at the time, remembered. She had passed what she had been able to understand of the story on to Henry and myself, but that was all we had known. Henry had been only two, and unaware of what was going on, but the experience marked them both and helped make them what they are. Eventually Rosalind had been unable to continue living at Abbot’s Grange and had gone home to her family at Wootton Rivers, near Easton. Richard Hawken had refused to let her take the two surviving children with her, and she had had to leave them with their nurse.
 
   Rosalind had drifted almost by accident into the same orbit as Sir Michael.  Sympathy had rapidly grown into a lot more. In July 1607 she had suspected she was pregnant. Eirlys had confirmed her suspicions. There was a lot of agonising crammed into a very few days. After that, Rosalind had returned to Abbot’s Down and resumed normal relations with Richard. I had been born as a delightful surprise the following March, favouring my mother, so they said.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me all this earlier?”
 
   “Don’t be obtuse. There’s no way you could have this while your mother was alive. Michael and I agreed you should know the full story, but only after you left the Old Hall. You said yourself that Henry ought not to know about your parentage, and as for Janet…”
 
   “Quite. But what you’ve just been saying really confirms what I’ve been working out for myself. It all fits together. Move on. Why the gift?”
 
   “I do not know. Power comes, when it comes, in a form we can’t predict, direct or control. Your life’s path changed because of Lizzie. You were given power to fit what you were doing – all right, Michael helped steer you into it but he had no idea what was coming.”
 
   “Potter noticed it first.”
 
   “Potter may have been the channel. You smiths are all magicians, more or less.”
 
   A silence. Something unspoken hangs in the air between us. Eirlys crystallizes it.
 
   “You’ll adapt. As I said, we can’t predict, direct, or control. You must wait and let it happen. After all, you had a gift for working iron, but they say you’re pretty good at soldiering.”
 
   “Hardly that, now.”
 
   “Bollocks. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. What about your friend Strelitz? Doubt if he gets into scraps like the Grange. And the Swedish general you told me about.”
 
   “Torstensson.”
 
   “Torstensson. From what you said about his arthritis he can barely raise a glass, let alone a sword. How often did you use Goosefeather when you were commanding Hawken’s?”
 
   “After Hollenstedt, not at all.”
 
   “Case rests. You’re a senior officer now. If at Edgehill you’d acted like a senior officer instead of an enterprising cornet of horse, none of this would have happened. You’d have been on Rupert’s staff by now and helping the Royalists win the war.”
 
   She stops there. She could have said more, about people dead and ruined lives. It hangs in the air, each of us fully aware of what hasn't been said. The moment passes. 
 
   “My father wouldn’t have liked that. Anyway, I’ve given up soldiering.”
 
   “Question is, has soldiering given you up? Or would you like to try politics?”
 
   “God forbid. Nearest I’ve come to it since Germany was at Shrewsbury.  Didn’t like the idea at all.”
 
   “Again, politics might find you. Michael will leave a gap. No, I didn’t imply you should fill it. You couldn’t. You aren’t Michael and he isn’t you.”  
 
   “No, I’m not, and I know enough about his work to know it’s not for me.”
 
   “You couldn’t do what Michael does the way he does it, because you’re too honest. But there’s work of that sort to be done. The middle-of-the-roaders are being squeezed out, as Michael predicted.”
 
   “Or killed. Falkland died at Newbury. My father says there’s rumour he got himself killed deliberately. Despair.”
 
    “Adding up, isn’t it? If you want to influence the way England’s going, and I think you do, you may be drawn in.”
 
   “But not for a month or two.”
 
   “You intend to come back?”
 
   “I suspect it’s already being written.”
 
   She laughs. “How is the Sight?”
 
   “Voices in my head. Not clear since the fight. No perceptions.”
 
   “I’m not surprised.”
 
   There is a pause.  
 
   “You’re thinking of Karl. You should marry.”
 
   “I’ve known it for a long time. Needs propinquity and we’ve been a bit short on that. I ought to tell you that the politics in Shrewsbury included a marriage offer.  I told my father. Did he pass it on?”
 
   “No. He’s good at confidences. It’s got to be Elizabeth Stuart. How in the name of the Goddess did you get into that?”
 
   So I tell her, omitting some of the detail.
 
   “Regrets?”
 
   “I’ll always be wondering how it might have turned out, but no. She’s a friend, and she’s good at friends. Karl disapproves.”
 
   “Surprise, surprise. Tell me, have you made up your mind about who you’re going to be once all this works out?”
 
   “Hawken or Elyot?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I’ve thought a lot about this, in the plentiful time I’ve had for thinking.
 
   “I am very much drawn to being Elyot. Honour thy father. If I were starting afresh, clean slate, yes. But things haven’t stopped. If I take the Elyot name, and come back to England, you could fill a book with the implications.” 
 
   “And not just on the Hawken side. Nicholas as well.” 
 
   “Exactly. And although in England Roger Hawken’s officially dead, he isn’t in Scotland, nor in Europe.”
 
   “And once the hue and cry’s died down there can be a discreet resurrection in England as well. I think you’re right. And as you’re being sensitive, I’ll say it. The only people who might be hurt in any way by your becoming Hawken again are Michael and myself, and we’re not going to be here to see it. Jem and Dorothy will keep their counsel.”
 
   “Moorhouse?”
 
   “Does not know. I have looked as far as I can into his mind and I am as certain as I can be. And there is nothing written. Michael was doubly careful as to that.”  
 
    Another pause.
 
   “My turn. I don’t want to push if you don’t want to answer, but what happens to you?”  
 
   “We meet the Montecuoli ship, I sign you over to your man Abeille. I give you a big kiss and Commander Repington takes me back to England, and puts me into the capable hands of Ephraim Fitch.”
 
   “Than which no hands are more capable. What will you do then?”
 
   She answers slowly. “First to Easton, and Michael. Then I will make my way back to Abbot’s Down, and I will pass on my care of our people to my successor.”
 
   “Dorothy Gosforth.”
 
   “As I said, these things find you, you don’t go looking for them. Dorothy knew nothing. I believed she had latent power. The day we woke you up, woke her up too. After that, we were into inevitabilities.”
 
   “Will it go well for her?”
 
   “I don’t do fortune-telling. The land is in ferment. When things go wrong ordinary folk look for scapegoats, and our kind of people are vulnerable. It’s happened before. We keep our heads down and wait it out. That applies to you too.”
 
   “I won’t ask what happens next.”
 
   “I can honestly say I do not know. As I said to Dorothy, the Sight can be kind.”
 
   I leave it there.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
    
 
   Repington shortens sail at nightfall, and Nemesis rides easy through the Straits and round the South Foreland, picking her way through the night traffic of the busiest seaway in the world. We are carrying full lights. All cats are grey in the dark, and no one is going to recognize Nemesis, nor would it matter if they did. She is in her own waters, on the business of the English Parliament. If that business is a little out of the ordinary, that is because it is what she does. 
 
   The next morning is as grey as its predecessor. St Martin’s summer is proving a disappointment as far as sun is concerned, but the breeze is holding steady and the sea is showing barely more than a popple. Count your blessings. Eirlys is resting up.  I don’t have to be told she’s gathering her resources for the morrow. Christopher Meredith will be giving it all he’s got, but I doubt that he’ll be able to do many more performances. I slip out to my chair, pass the time of day with the afterguard, and settle myself to take in grey sea in all directions.
 
   “I’m staying outside all the shoals, Captain Elyot,” says Repington, stopping to pass the time of day. “Easy run up to Den Helder northing. Be nice to get a sun sight, or a star shot tonight, but I’m happy enough with the dead reckoning. Got a good fix off North Foreland.”
 
   “Would I be right in thinking we’re a bit ahead of schedule?”
 
   “Yes. Wind holds, I’ll be shortening this afternoon. Mr Meredith all right?”
 
   “Yes. Tired. He’s not in the best of health himself, and the journey took a lot out of him.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   I’m damned sure you do, Commander, and I’m sure you know, or suspect, a lot more than you’re letting on. But discretion’s your business, you’re keeping up the Elyot play-acting without a hint of irony, and I trust you to deliver your cargo, both of us. Ephraim Fitch has set this up. Fitch speaks for Noll, and not many people argue with Noll these days.
 
   I’m glad of the book today. The grey doesn’t change, not to my landsman’s eye, though I suspect that Repington and Hodge the sailing master are reading minute changes in the water that mean nothing to my untutored vision. We pass the odd sail, some close enough for them to dip to a man-o’-war, fishermen working the banks. In the afternoon Repington closes and speaks a small two-decker ship of the line heading South, having asked me to go below to avoid curious eyes. Eirlys is awake.
 
   “Too cold for you?”
 
   “Warship. Repington doesn’t want to advertise our presence. Asked after your health and was suitably concerned for your wellbeing. I don’t think he quite believes in Mr Meredith. And he knows perfectly well who I am.”
 
   “Sure of it. But he knows the rules. He’ll have carried people a lot less licit than us.”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Rested. Pretty good, really. I’m getting quite attached to this fug-hole.”
 
   “We’ve been spoilt. Weather like this in November.”
 
   “Roger Hawken. Are we reduced to talking about the weather?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now. Not after last night.”
 
   It didn’t. We’d said all that was needed last night, and where we hadn’t spoken, we had thought, and now if we were talking platitudes or Plato it really didn’t matter.  
 
   I’m taking the odd squint through the door scuttle, and see that we are separating from the two-decker, bearing away to resume our northerly course with a gybe before we settle back on to it. After ten minutes of snugging everything down again, Repington knocks at our door.
 
   “My apologies, but there was no merit in advertising your presence.  Minotaur, fifty guns, northeast offshore squadron. Heading back to Sheerness on relief.”
 
   “Northeast offshore squadron?”
 
   “Parliament’s holding Hull but most of the coast’s Royalist. We’re controlling what comes in and goes out, far as we can. We have inshore flotillas watching the ports, offshore squadron comes in if they need more muscle.  Mind you, some things have to go on as normal, like the coal trade.”
 
   “King cuts off the coal, London freezes? I would have thought that might have been a smart move.”
 
   “King cuts off the coal, coalowners lose money. Biggest coalowner’s my Lord Duke of Newcastle and he’s got an army to pay for, or the King loses the North. No, it’s business as usual, but we check that coal’s all they’re carrying. Now, I have been a rotten host on this voyage. I would be honoured if you would dine with me this evening. Just the three of us and Mr Hodge. The other two are men of very few words, and four is the most we can fit round the table.”
 
   “Time, Commander?” Eirlys, being practical.
 
   “I’m sorry. Start of second dog. Six o’clock for landlubbers.”
 
   “I don’t want to keep Richard up too late. Tomorrow will be hard going for him.”
 
   “I quite understand, Mr Meredith.”
 
   Hard going for you, too, auntie. A good thing Hodge being there. It’ll stop Repington asking too many questions.
 
   The wardroom is the same size as our fug hole, a mirror image on the larboard side, only it is normally occupied by two large, and one very large, warrant officers. And yes, we have evicted Repington.
 
   “Mr Higgs has moved out and made himself comfortable forrard,” says Repington, as we arrange ourselves around the tiny table. “Mr Brennan, Mr Hodge and I are doing well enough in here. There are smaller ships than this.”
 
   “Where we would be dining Roman style, reclining on couches, or on the deck?” Eirlys asks.  
 
   It’s a good icebreaker. There’s sherry-sack on the table and we help ourselves, and the gathering unstiffens. There’s soup, and I give thanks for the easy motion of the ship. Repington has shortened sail as promised, and the weather is still being kind. Mason brings in a meat course of very decent mutton, and I find the cook has anticipated my needs and cut it up. Solid figgy duff to finish. We toast, not the King, not the Parliament, but England, which is different, but no surprise.  
 
   I bring the conversation round to what Nemesis does for a living. Although Repington isn’t given to story-telling, Hodge is a natural yarner, and has a fund of tall tales of risky goings-on in the Scheldt, and activities on the French coast which make me wonder whether Nemesis and her company are Navy, privateers, or pirates pure and simple. Repington is dismissive.
 
   “Don’t believe everything Mr Hodge tells you. He tends to think he’s working for Francis Drake.”
 
   “They had more fun then. Too many rules and regulations these days, Commander.”
 
   The old and bold in the Montecuoli had their golden age, too.  
 
   Tonight’s been very like a Montecuoli evening in the old days (dear God, I’m joining the greybeards), good solid eats and as much to drink as Eirlys has allowed, and the stories tall enough to raise the eyebrows without going over the top. Four bells sound for the second time, ten o’clock by landsman’s reckoning. My dragon takes command.
 
   “Commander, this evening rates as the highest level of depravity that Richard has enjoyed since he was wounded. I feel that I must drag him away, kick and scream though he may, and get him into his bunk if he is to be in fit state for tomorrow. Mr Hodge, thank you for your stories. You ought to write them down and publish them. And our thanks to you both, and to your cook and Mason for a most delicious supper.”
 
   It’s beautifully done, and all I have to do is murmur some nothings in support. She’s timed it absolutely right, I’m tired, but not desperately so. We lurch across the deck to our own cabin door. There are gaps in the cloud. Repington will get his sight and our latitude.
 
   “I enjoyed that,” she says.
 
   “It was very easy. All we had to do was listen.”
 
   “Once you’d given Hodge his opening. You’re just the same, soldiers and sailors. Let me get those boots off. H’m, clean stockings for you tomorrow.”
 
   My mind is still next door.
 
   “It’s always interesting to hear how the other lot go about it. At the moment, it’s part of learning. The English seem to do this sort of thing rather well, while lots of other people are good at ordinary soldiering.”
 
   “Roger.” There is a sudden urgency in her voice.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Stop it. We don’t have a lot of time. There’ll be even less in the morning. I want to do goodbyes now. Then we can be terribly English in front of the audience.  But I don’t want to be English now.”
 
   She sits beside me on the narrow bunk. Puts her arms round me. She is awkward. I am awkward. We’ve no room, and she’s trying not to put pressure on my wreck of a left arm.
 
   “Lie down. No, I’m not making improper suggestions. Just being practical.  Need to get close. Witch mother talking.  Don’t want to let you go.”  
 
   I can feel tears on my face. Hers and my own. The empty socket stings under the compress.
 
   “I owe you my life. Twice over. Hollenstedt as well as the Grange.” My witch mother gave me life under the wreckage of the Grange as much as my real mother ever did, and at more cost to herself. And the wake-up call in the gate square at Hollenstedt, when I had been ready to give up and let Charlie Westerhead kill me.
 
   “Then you must do what you have to do when it comes, and it will. Otherwise anything I’ve done will be wasted.”
 
   “I thought when I came home from Germany I could have a quiet life like normal people.”
 
   “It’s not for you. You’re marked, just like Michael, and me. Things to do, places to see. I will try to be with you, a little, if it is permitted. Now hold me. Don’t say anything.” 
 
   There was no need, and I couldn’t have spoken even if I had wanted to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
    
 
   So the night passes, and whether we slept I do not know, but then it is dawn. Mason brings the morning brew, and reality with it, and Eirlys my witch-mother is back in the skin of Mr Christopher Meredith. Christopher Meredith is packing, sorting my stuff from hers rapidly and efficiently. She holds up Quill, the boy's sword, in its wrappings.
 
   “About this. If you ever have to use her, you'll find there's more to her than you'd think.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Michael and I took the liberty of looking into her. She's not Goosefeather, of course, but there's something else. You put love into this one as well as your skills. And she's still yours.”
 
   There had been no opportunity to pass the sword on to the son who had touched on life only for a moment, no time to say the words that would have taken her power away from me.   
 
   “You’ll be going in the launch,” Repington says when he looks in on the resolving chaos in the cabin. “Be stable enough with your throne installed. Don’t keep it more than an hour. We’re out of our comfort zone here and the sooner I can get away the better.”
 
   “I will be going over with Richard,” says Eirlys.
 
   “I’d gathered that. You’ve got a medical handover to do. Will the hour be enough?”
 
   “Assuming Abeille the doctor is there, yes. If he’s not, I ought to go on with Richard.”
 
   It’s an eventuality we haven’t considered, rather stupidly.
 
   “We can get Mr Meredith back if need be,” I interject.
 
   “Much better if it’s not necessary,” says Eirlys, “but I’ll have my kit ready.  Ah, breakfast.”
 
   We are all being more than a bit stilted. There are a lot of tensions barely below the surface. The light is getting better, but there’s a fret, visibility barely a mile.
 
   “I think we have a couple of hours before we ought to sight them, but I can’t guarantee it. Their position’ll be better than ours, but I’m sure I’m on the line to half a mile either way. If this lot doesn’t clear a bit, though, we could miss them.”
 
   It lightens, and the seeing gets a lot better, and just after two bells in the forenoon there’s a cry of ‘sail-ho!’ from the foretop. Half an hour later she’s hull-up from the deck, a big ship, not quite a warship but a lot more of that than a fat-bottomed merchantman. She hauls her wind for a moment to show her ensign and house flag. I catch my breath. It’s the old Montecuoli banner, the cloud-ringed mountain.  I know young Roberto is making great strides with the shipping line, but not to this extent.
 
   “Impressive, isn’t she?” says Repington. “She’s the Hendrickje Montecuoli, new flagship of the line. Knew about her, not seen her till now. Your Dutch friends are getting rather too good at this sort of thing.”
 
   “You implying squalls ahead?”
 
   “Could be. People get greedy.”
 
   “Hope not?”
 
   “That I do. Not in anyone’s interest.”
 
   The two ships are closing fast, enough to make out the details of the Hendrickje, not enough yet to identify anyone on board. If I had a perspective glass I wouldn’t be able to hold it one-handed, so have to possess my soul in patience. Look at the ship. Eleven gun ports on the upper deck, add chasers, no lower deck armament – as she sails, a twenty-four. Repington looking on the black side again.
 
   “She’d convert to a fifty or more, easy. If they’re building all their merchantmen like that we ought to be worrying about the future. Who’s Hendrickje?”
 
   “Matriarch of the Montecuoli. Old Roberto’s widow. I’m more interested in who’s on board.”
 
   He peers through his glass, concentrating.
 
   “Wouldn’t know any of ’em, of course, but there’s one who looks like a priest.”
 
   “That means you’ve got me for the return trip, Commander,” says Eirlys.  There’s a wistful tone in her voice. Our eyes meet. The thought of a few extra days together must have taken hold.
 
   “That’s Abeille, the doctor. Before you ask, he wears a cassock for comfort, after what the Inquisition did to him. He was a priest, once.”
 
   “Couple of youngish men. One not walking too well.”
 
   “We’re getting the full treatment. That’ll be young Roberto Montecuoli. Game leg from birth. Runs the company now. What about the other?”
 
   “Body language says aristocrat.”
 
   “I’m glad she’s here,” Eirlys says. “Abeille is duty. Meeting Karl is something I have hoped for these eight years.”
 
   And she’s still playing the man, I think. We’re getting close now.
 
   “Time to get Captain Elyot ready. Pass the word for Mr Higgs.”
 
   Both ships are hove to, a couple of cables apart. I’m in my chair in the waist of the ship, the launch alongside in Nemesis’ lee. The feeling of not wanting this short phase of my life to end is overwhelming. Mr Meredith is down the ladder and into the launch.
 
   “Till we meet again, Commander. And my deepest thanks. If you will take this purse and distribute it as you would prize money among your crew, I would be most grateful.”
 
   “Most irregular, Captain Elyot, but it will be greatly appreciated. I wish you a full recovery, or as near as can be. And I hope we may meet again.” Then, quietly. “Preferably not under false colours. Luck and go well, Schmied.” 
 
   “Thank you. And you also.” 
 
   “Haul away, there.” Higgs’s voice, and the chair rises from the deck, swings outboard over the rail, and drops towards the launch. The sea is smooth enough, but the launch is rising and falling a couple of feet and there’s bit of scrabble and grab to settle the chair, after which the Navy’s normal calm reasserts itself. I’ve ended up facing aft, looking back at Nemesis, and at Eirlys, sitting alongside the cox’n. Repington waves once, then goes about his business, a man anxious to be on his way. Eirlys and I don’t speak, but the air between us is thick with messages. She isn’t looking at the Hendrickje.
 
   “Coming alongside now, Captain Elyot,” says the cox’n. “Don’t worry, these cloggies usually know what they’re doing.”
 
   “I know. Sailed with ’em now and then.”
 
   It’s a repeat of three nights back, but a higher lift and the disadvantage of being able to see what is going on. Then I’m on the deck.  
 
   They’ve decided to do it formal. Doing it formal doesn’t work too well when the honoured guest is trussed in a chair, however throne-like. Roberto is first, as the host.  
 
   “Roger, may I welcome you aboard the Hendrickje Montecuoli.”
 
   “Delighted to be here in one piece, but I’d like to disentangle myself from this lot before the pleasantries get out of hand. Eirlys, may I introduce Mynheer Roberto Montecuoli, head of the Montecuoli Company. Roberto, this is Eirlys, my aunt, masquerading as Mr Christopher Meredith. Now if Eirlys will undo my bonds I will say hello properly.”
 
   Which brings the proceedings down to a normal level. I barely manage a hug from Karl before Eirlys drags her off in one direction while Abeille ushers me into a cabin that feels like a cathedral after Nemesis’ best.  
 
   “You’re looking and doing a lot better than I expected from the stories. I’m not going to do a strip inspection, just prod you a bit so’s I can ask sensible questions of your lady. You know she’s dying?”
 
   “Yes. And I’m responsible. You don’t miss much, do you?”
 
   “It’s what I do. Now don’t pretend to be brave. If I hurt you, say so.”
 
   He does, and I do.
 
   “You’re going to have to look after that leg as long as you live. It should do you all right, but you’re likely always to need a stick. The arm’s the worst, but you know that. It’s set as well as – no, better than you could expect. I can’t say how much movement or strength you’ll have, and I’m not going to talk about what I might be able to do with it.”
 
   “The eye?”
 
   “Clean as a whistle. I hope your Eirlys is going to tell me what she’s used on it.”
 
   “She’s got some paperwork for you.”
 
   “Look forward to reading it. What all this amounts to is that you’ve been remarkably well looked after, and what you’re going to need very soon is exercise, not rest, and not a lot in the way of treatment. I see you’ve still got a few splinters to come out.”
 
   “Worse luck. She’s been using a lot of salt.”
 
   “Good for her. Let’s go back to the others.”
 
   We go to an even larger cabin, where Roberto is holding court, surrounded by various foods and drinks and with the ship’s senior officers in attendance. It’s all wrong. I like Roberto, but two – no, damn it, Abeille rates as well – three of the four people I care about most in the world are on this ship. I’m about to part with one of them forever, and I know that I’m about to commit the rest of my life to another, and I don’t want to waste precious minutes exchanging nothings with the Montecuoli management. Eirlys and Karl are looking edgy too. Abeille, bless him, sums up the situation, exchanges meaningful looks with Roberto, and takes us back to his consulting room. The officers look a little nonplussed.
 
   “Eirlys, come with me. I need five minutes of your time, then you’ll want to say your goodbyes. As for these two, we ought to give them a chance to get acquainted again.”
 
   It’s been five years since we were last together, and it would take a lot more than five minutes – if one were rational about it. And there would be time, all the time in the world. But there is a charge in the air. She is wearing a suit I recognize, a gorgeous piece of tailoring, burgundy coloured. She’d worn it at Hollenstedt, the night before we thrashed the Spaniards.
 
   “It’s a copy,” she says. “I had it made specially. Filled out a bit since then. Bless you for remembering.”
 
   I could hardly forget being locked up with her that night in the powder magazine of the Hollenstedt Rathaus, and the uses to which a simple chair and table can be put.
 
   “We don’t need to rush things, but I must. Karl von Morsberg, I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, if you’ll have me as I am.”
 
   “I feel the same. And if I hadn’t before, Eirlys would have convinced me.”
 
   “She doesn’t do compromises.”
 
   “I know that. I have waited eight years to meet her.”
 
   “She said the same of you.”
 
   “Her blessing means a lot to me. Something of her to keep.”
 
   “Kiss me.”
 
   “The eye?”
 
   “Can look after itself.”
 
   She is gentle, as I haven’t known her before. Our lovemaking then had been as much challenge as tenderness. Now that all she has to contend with is the wreck of the Hesperus, for the first time her guard is down. Time enough only for a first taste of things to come, but we both know that all will be different, and that we are ready for it.
 
   Eirlys and Abeille return. Abeille is looking a little dazed. Eirlys’ information transfer methods have obviously come as something of a shock.   
 
   “I take it she’s been telling you everything.”
 
   “Everything ever invented, by the feel of it.”
 
   “He wasn’t exactly receptive straight off,” says Eirlys. “That’s why he’s feeling battered. Got it across in the end. You two all right?”
 
   “Never righter.” Karl has a dreamy look about her.
 
   “We all need some fresh air.” Eirlys leads us out, up the ladder to the poop. I find I can do it, albeit one step at a time, dot and carry, but with no help. More magic.  Nemesis rides easily two cables off, but even at that distance I can sense Repington’s eagerness to be away. A puff of smoke from her poop deck. The bang reaches us a second later.
 
   “Time to go, my loves. No tears, please. Stay up here.”
 
   The embraces are quick, but still the tears come. She stops at the bottom of the poop ladder.
 
   “Remember, ships’ captains have certain powers.”
 
   I think of Jem’s salutation.
 
   “Go well, Goddess.”
 
   She raises her hat to the quarter-deck, swings over the rail, down the side-ladder into the launch. Stands balanced in the stern-sheets, looking back, waving.  Nemesis’ yards brace round, sheets hardened in as she heads up to meet the launch.  The last of Eirlys is a slight figure slipping up the side as the brig bears away and the crew hoist the launch inboard. In my mind’s eye I see her in our fug-hole, flopping, physically and emotionally drained, on the bunk we had shared last night. I hope that Repington and his people have the nous to give her time to recover before she has to be Christopher Meredith again.  
 
   The Hendrickje too is under way, shaking out full sail as she heads due East for Den Helder. Karl takes my hand.
 
   “Let us go and find that captain.” 
 
    
 
   END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
 
   Rebellion has been ten years in the making and longer in the thinking; the first piece of what was to become the Weaponsmith Chronicles, Gosforths, Part III of this book, was first drafted in 2005. Having written that, I eventually found that I needed to write two and a half books of prequel to get back to where I’d started. My great regret is that my late and dear wife Sue, who was exceeding fond of this one, did not live to see it published. She is still around; there is a lot of her in the character of Dorothy Gosforth.
 
                 The origin of this book, and by extension of the Chronicles as a whole, lies in the activities of the ‘Wiltshire Clubmen’. These were a loose association of bloody-minded countrymen who had little interest in the issues dividing the country, no strong leanings to either side, and a burning desire to be left alone to get on with their lives and not be messed about by any passing military unit of either persuasion with the usual demands for large quantities of farm produce, free quarter, women, and other necessities of military life. With the catchy slogan:
 
    
 
                                             If you drive off our cattel,
 
                                             Then we shall give you battel (sic), 
 
    
 
   they did give ‘battel’ and eventually got in the way of the war to such an extent that the regular forces had to mount full scale clearance operations. In August 1645 Cromwell dispersed a force of 4000 just over the Dorset border at Hambledon Hill. The Wiltshire folk were not alone; similar movements sprang up elsewhere, notably in Worcestershire and through the Welsh Marches up to Cheshire. Thinking about this produced a mental picture of a Wiltshire manor house under attack, (a frequent feature of the wars, the siege of Basing House being probably the best-known) and that’s where it all started.
 
   The first two Chronicles, Weaponsmith and Queen’s Pawn, had major advantages for the author in that not many people know a lot about the Thirty Years’ War wherein most of their action takes place. In contrast, to set the narrative of Rebellion in the England of the Wars of the Three Kingdoms is to walk into a minefield, inviting comment from the vast number of persons who I am happy to admit know much more of the minutiae of the period and the detail of the real action than I do. At which point the fundamental arguments over historical or history-based fiction spring forth full-armed. 
 
   I hold firmly to the view that the writer in this genre is a story-teller first and a historian a fair way second, as long as one doesn’t play fast and loose with important fact, in particular, outcomes. I have again tried to keep within the framework of the reality of major events, personalities, and attitudes. Mostly the ‘big history’ is happening in the background, and the story is about people, not events. The account of Edgehill fight draws on a variety of sources; obviously the superimposition of Mickleton’s Regiment on the battle and the action of half its rear troop are pure invention. Cromwell’s ‘observer’ presence at the battle is well known. In contrast, Elizabeth of Bohemia’s presence at the Shrewsbury muster is also invention on my part, just as was her involvement in the Rhineland campaign depicted in Queen’s Pawn. In reality she was the honoured guest of the States-General at The Hague more or less from her departure from Bohemia in 1621 until the Restoration in 1660.  
 
   Other matters can be bent. In the Author’s Note to Queen’s Pawn I admitted to having spliced an additional 120km into the Middle Rhine to provide a setting; In Rebellion there are certain tweaks, explicit and implicit, to the geography of Salisbury Plain that will be noticeable to those with local knowledge, or who care to punch up a maps app. The additions to the landscape, particularly the village of Abbot’s Down and its little river, will be clear to anyone who studies the map of the Hawken Lands at the beginning of the book. I would also ask readers to think of the terrain around Abbot’s Down as being rather more humpy than is the real ground southwest of Amesbury – the valleys steeper-sided, the downs more rounded, like the landscape a few miles further North. And to get really picky, the intervisibility between Everleigh and Collingbourne Ducis is not quite as good as portrayed here. I must also confess that the nautical episodes are more post- than pre-1650 in terms of techniques and procedures. Mea culpa. And the usual admission about anachronisms: most of them are intentional.
 
    
 
   Thanks, first and foremost, to Sue for kicking this one along for almost ten years, and more recently to Bob and Liz Pearce for the same. To David Porter for continuous advice throughout the series, particularly on factual matters (though the buck stops here). To Arabella Murray (if you are wondering where the books went, I’ve still got them). And finally, my gratitude to all those good folk who have bought or borrowed the previous titles, particularly those who have taken the trouble to review them and still been kind enough to press for more. 
 
    
 
   Sources (selected): 
 
   A substantial debt to Trevor Royle, Civil War: The Wars of the Three Kingdoms. 
 
   Antonia Fraser, Cromwell, Our Chief of Men; and Kings and Queens of England.
 
   Geoffrey Parker, Europe in Crisis, 1598-1648 (Fontana History of Europe) 
 
   David Porter, Notes on the Civil Wars (unpublished). 
 
   Victoria County History – Wiltshire Vol 5: Parliamentary History, 1629-1660 (1957); www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/wilts/vol5/pp132-154
 
   UK Battlefields Resource Centre (Battlefields Trust) Edgehill base document and portal, http://www.battlefieldstrust.com/resource-centre/civil-war/battleview.asp?BattleFieldId=3
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   Mike Crawshaw has spent fifty-odd years earning a modest living in and around the British Army – latterly, more by pen than sword. Rebellion is his third book of fiction to reach publication, following on from Weaponsmith and Queen’s Pawn. Mike continues to insist that any similarity between military organizations featuring in this book and any element of the British or other armies with which he may have had dealings is entirely accidental.
 
    
 
   Mike lives in Cyprus with his son Richard and a feral cat named Morgenhall.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Preview
 
    
 
   PUPPETEER
 
    
 
   The Fourth Weaponsmith Chronicle 
 
    
 
   1645. Roger Hawken, in part recovered from his injuries sustained at the storm of Abbot’s Grange, has returned to England. Now married to the lady he still calls Karl, and thereby ennobled as the Baron von Morsberg, he travels by roundabout ways to the estate near Faringdon in Oxfordshire that he has inherited from his father. A visit from Ephraim Fitch (now firmly established as Oliver Cromwell’s fixer) with an invitation to join the Parliament forces leads him to the battlefield of Naseby. After the battle, he is invited to study the King’s captured papers. These make it clear that the King is ‘conspiring with outside forces against the land’; the fact that Roger had made clear to Cromwell at Edgehill was his condition for aligning himself with the parliamentary cause. 
 
    
 
   Despite his change of heart, Roger remains true to his vision, shared with his father, of ‘The King in Parliament’ as the basis of the governance of England. Puppeteer is the story of his endeavours, helped by some likely and some less likely allies, to hold back the wilder excesses of his new Parliamentarian friends while trying to divert the King from his own absolutism, which is leading him down the path to martyrdom. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If Rebellion is your first acquaintance with Roger Hawken, 
 
   you may enjoy the earlier books in the series:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEAPONSMITH
 
    
 
   The First Weaponsmith Chronicle
 
    
 
    
 
   Central Europe, 1625.  Seven years of the worst war in history – so far – have turned the region into a wasteland where only the sword rules, and only the rats and the bankers grow fat. Roger Hawken, seventeen-year-old Englishman, black sheep of a family of minor landed gentry, leaves his Wiltshire home to take service with a free company of mercenary soldiers based in the Netherlands. Roger’s indiscretions have resulted in his being apprenticed as blacksmith in place of a more gentlemanly occupation, and as a smith he joins the company.  Pitchforked into the bloody conflict of the siege of Breda, he finds there is more to his job than shoeing horses and forging short-swords, and starts to make his name as a fighting soldier…
 
    
 
   Weaponsmith is the first in a series of books following the fortunes of Roger Hawken through the Thirty Years’ War on the Continent of Europe, and the Civil Wars in Britain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   QUEEN’S PAWN
 
    
 
   The Second Weaponsmith Chronicle
 
    
 
   April 1635. Europe is seventeen years into the Thirty Years’ War, the worst war in history – so far. What started as a minor dust-up between Protestant and Catholic over the throne of Bohemia has escalated into multi-national conflict laying waste the whole of Central Europe. There’s a whisper of peace on the wind, but nobody’s holding his breath. It’s a bad time for the Protestant cause. In 1634 their main force has been smashed by the Spaniards and Imperialists, its leadership dead, prisoner, or on the run.
 
    
 
   Colonel Frido von Strelitz’s mercenary regiment has managed to stay clear of the disaster. Peace may be in the air, but so is a project to grab advantage before peace can break out. An army is assembling on the Middle Rhine, North of Heidelberg. The regiment is on its way to join it, the Montecuoli Company in the lead. There’s a river in the way, the bridge is controlled by the town of Hollen- stedt, and the burghers are being difficult.
 
    
 
   Roger Hawken, Englishman, ten years in the war, established as second-in-command of the Montecuoli but only too conscious that one day the luck will run out, leads the storm of the town. The action will change his life. It sets him on the path to advancement, a place as a small piece on the European chessboard, and a life-changing relationship. It also sets in train a feud that will stretch back to England and in time come close to destroying both Roger and his family.
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