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‘There’s a one-eyed yellow idol, to the north of Kathmandu.’


I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the LORD do all these things.

Isaiah 45: 7 King James Bible

I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but as for the one who has nothing, even what he has will be taken away. But those enemies of mine who did not want me to be king over them – bring them here and kill them in front of me.

Luke 19: 26-27 New International Bible
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PROLOGUE
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1330

In the year that King Edward, the third of that name after William called Bastard and Conqueror, overthrew The Mortimer who had ruled as regent and tyrant and that Edward, later known as The Black Prince was born to the king.


She sang to the child for the last time on the night that the priest came, leading his stern-faced men with their staves and their spears.

This is what she sang:

‘Heather is your bed

The stars are your candles

And your blanket is my caress.’

It was a child’s song, and she’d sung it to him when she laid him to sleep under the summer moon since he came to her when he was very small.

‘Don’t!’ Dowzabel turned his dark head away on the wrap of hare’s fur that did for his pillow.

‘Too big now for a hug from your old nan?’ The woman was thin, wrapped in a coarse green shawl but her face was bonny, made plump by her smile.

‘Yes! I’m six!’ The boy was just as thin, starved almost.

‘You don’t know that! You could be just a baby. Give us a cuddle!’ She stretched out her arm to him, teasing.

‘I know! You know it! You told me.’ He pulled away from her, embarrassed, laughing. He wanted to hug her and he wanted not to hug her or, rather, to be the sort of boy who didn’t want a hug. Further up the scraggy turf of the moorland hill sat two men, silent and watching, spears in their hands, bows at their sides. Their names were Beliar and Danjal, both hardened robbers. Dowzabel didn’t want to look soft in front of them.

He sat up. The moor under the evening moon was so beautiful, the sky a hollow lilac, the standing stones watching down in the pale distance like sentries on the castles of the hills.

A kestrel, silver in the dusk, turned the world around its wing. A beat, a flutter, a sudden and momentary fury. It tumbled, stopped and hovered almost motionless, its wings wide, possessing the land. Now the evening hung beneath the bird’s stillness – as if everything stopped for this child of the air.

Nan’s arm was around him and he didn’t mind anymore, his nose in the peaty smell of her shawl.

‘Shall I tell you a story?’ He watched the bird, it was impossibly still against the thin moon.

‘Tell me about the making of the world,’ he said.

‘Again?’

‘I like the story.’

Nan squeezed him to her.

‘In the beginning was the void and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the spirit was borne upon the waters. And the spirit said, “let light be made”. And light was made and the spirit’s name was the light’s name, which was was Lucifer, who is rightly called Son of the Morning.’

‘How is he the morning’s son if he made the morning? Doesn’t that make him the morning’s dad’?’

‘The questions you ask! He’s called the son of the morning because he made himself. I suppose he’s father and son.’

‘How can someone make themselves?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Well I don’t know, it’s a mystery isn’t it? Do you want the rest of the story, or don’t you?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Lucifer gave life to everything, to the angels who are made of light, to the clay he called from the waters and moulded into men, women and animals. When Lucifer saw the joy he had created he went out into the world he had made as a sunbeam, delighting in the beauty of his creation. Chief among the angels was Îthekter, who had three faces and a heart of iron. He had not joined Lucifer in his rapture.’

‘Did Lucifer make Îthekter evil?’

‘No. He made him to choose to be as he wished to be. But Lucifer is so good, he could not imagine anyone would want to be evil. Îthekter had a weakness – he wanted to be worshipped, to set himself over other beings and to see them bend the knee. While Lucifer played in the sunbeams, Îthekter told men and angels he would put them above their fellows as kings in great palaces if they would pray and sacrifice to him and call him God. He would build a world of his own where he might rule and set it aside from Heaven, the home of Lucifer’s angels, or Earth, the realm of men. Worship made him mighty and he tried to build this world of his own. But he could not create any new life. Nothing would grow in the world’s desolate plains and gleaming cities of burning brass that he called Hell, meaning the hidden place.

‘So in his anger Îthekter took the offcuts of creation, the arms and legs, the heads and the tails that Lucifer had cast aside and stuck them together, and with his breath he kindled the life that was in them and shaped it to make creatures of bile and hate. These creatures he called Devils and they were twisted in mind as well as body. Chief among them Satan, a being of great evil who was made to hate the light. Îthekter put them in Hell while Lucifer and his angels played in the haze of a raincloud or sparkled on a trout’s back.’

‘If Îthekter made devils and we hate Îthekter, why do they call us the Devil’s Men?’ said Dow.

‘That’s because we rob them and torment them and will not stand to take their orders,’ said Nan, ‘and the priests of Îthekter do not know the truth of creation. They think Îthekter made the world and they call him God. They see no difference between demons and devils.’

‘And there is a difference?’

‘There is only difference. Our lord Lucifer is a downthrown angel – a demon – not a creature created from spite and envy like a devil.’

‘What do devils do? Do they eat people?’

‘They are gaolers and magistrates.’

‘How so?’

‘You know this story well enough.’

‘Tell it, though.’

‘Îthekter rallied the angels and surprised Lucifer and his angels at play on a cloud, forced them into the imperfect forms he had created. Îthekter watched as his creation Satan cast Lucifer down into Hell, to its inmost lands, locking him within walls within walls, making Hell a prison overseen by devils – who are the dungeon keepers of Hell and battling with them. Take your elbow out of my knee.’

The boy shifted, eyes still on the bird that hovered with the moon on its wingtip.

‘But Lucifer was not beaten. There is a war in Hell between the fallen angels of Lucifer and the dark creatures of Satan and in parts Lucifer is winning. There are cities in Hell where Lucifer rules and, though the land is arid and filled with fire, and the cities are under constant siege, the demons and the souls of the dead who can find their way to them live free and in peace. This is known as Free Hell.

‘But Free Hell is itself a prison because all Hell’s lands are bounded by four great walls which have four great gates where Satan has set his devils to guard. God rewarded his gaoler well for this service, giving him dominion over men. And so evil entered the world. Then men trod each other down, killed and maimed, some rising as lords, others sinking as paupers. When the dispossessed men died, the starved, the murdered, the victims of disease – which had never been seen on earth before – their souls tried to ascend to heaven. Îthekter cannot bear to look at them and will not have them in there. So he locks them in Hell too, to keep their forms or find what forms they can.’

‘Lucifer is clever isn’t he, Nan, he got out!’

‘Who’s telling this story? Yes he did. There are cracks in the walls of Hell and postern gates. If the devils don’t watch it, the crafty demons can sneak through. Lucifer took the form of an ordinary man who spread the word that all men were equal and that violence should not be on the face of the earth. He wanted to reconcile with Îthekter and was even prepared to call him father if it would return the world to peace and set men as equals as he had made them, for Lucifer is not proud. Îthekter sent him a false friend called Judas who tricked him and deceived him and nailed him to a tree to die. The dark god took the bones of the man who had tricked him and made them into keys for new locks for the gates of Hell. And Îthekter so warped men’s minds that they thought Lucifer was his son and called him Jesus which means “God Saves”. So they worshipped Lucifer also, something the Son of the Morning hates and does not want of them.

‘But one day the man of perdition will come and open all those gates and the fallen angels will break free and cast off their twisted shapes. Lucifer now knows that Îthekter cannot be appeased and he will fight him and beat him and all the earth will be returned to the light. Nothing will be worshipped, not man nor god but all creation will sing songs rejoicing that they are part of that light.’

‘How will they know the man of perdition? What’s perdition?’

‘Perdition is loss. Perhaps it is you.’ She smiled and stroked his hair. ‘You were lost, weren’t you, when we found you?’

‘How can we fight Îthekter, Nan? The king and all his men are on his side.’

‘Don’t be so sure. Here in the west we have many men and further up in Wales too. Wherever there are moors and wild places the true religion spreads, though it spreads quietly. And one day it will spread to the towns and great cities and then all the high men will come tumbling from their thrones, and their priests will see the truth of their crucified god and surrender their high offices for shame.’

‘What’s crucified?’

She pointed to the kestrel.

‘Like him with his arms out, but nailed on to a cross.’

‘Who would want to nail a bird to a cross?’

‘Anyone, if they take their hens.’

Suddenly the kestrel tumbled from the sky and struck the floor. ‘Oh!’ Dow gave a little cry and Nan laughed at his surprise. The kestrel rose up, something limp in its claws and cut a lazy, lolloping curve back up to the hill. It was just a bird now, thought Dow, going home with its prey. Its grip on the evening was gone and night was falling.

He snuggled against Nan. He wished they could have a fire but they were too near the edge of the moor and could not risk giving away their position.

‘Keep me safe, Nana.’

‘I shall, my darling. You were given to me and, though I cursed the day your mother came here with you, I have grown to love you well enough. And you will be a great man. You will carry our hopes forward.’

‘I am only a boy.’

‘You cured the baby at Belstone. That is a sign of a great soul.’

‘I just held him and wished him well. He might have got better anyway.’

‘Babies don’t get better from the King’s Evil. And he was well a summer hour after you’d left him. You cured him, Dow.’

‘I don’t want to be great.’

‘What do you want?’

The light was dim now, the men up on the hill just hunched spectres, only the shine of the moon to see by. Dow felt very young and a little scared. He put his arms around Nan.

‘Just to be here with you.’

‘Well, then you’re lucky, because you are.’

She stroked his hair and sang to him, putting the shawl about him. He began to sleep.

A cry. A scream. He was awake. The light was stark, the ghost moon turning the bare land to iron. Beliar was lying on the ground, not moving. Danjal howled and ran up the hill towards the mass of men who were pouring down it, his spear before him. His body twisted and leapt and he sprouted arrows, still for a second like a pin dolly dangling from a magistrate’s door knocker for the fear it brings. Then he fell.

‘Dow, run! Dow run!’

Nan shoved him on down the hillside, frantic. He got twenty paces before the men overwhelmed them. They had hold of Nan, tugging at her, pushing her but they couldn’t silence her. He saw her face, warped with fear as she tried to get to him. He was lifted from his feet by a hard, strong arm. He struggled, bit and screamed, his heart kicking like a hare in a bag, but the man who had him was strong as the sea.

‘Dow I bless you! In the name of all the fallen angels, in the name of Araqiel and Jetriel and Sariel. In the name of dear Sariel who protected you I bless you and I love you!’

They were all around her with their clubs and their staves. He called out to her, tried to go to her, but the priest had hold of him, the big man with the stone face.

‘I know what you did,’ he said, ‘and, in the name of Christ Jesus, I know how you are going to pay.’

He heard Nan’s voice cry out. ‘Dow, my love!’ He caught a glimpse of her face, desperate before she was swamped. He never saw her alive again.


PART I
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1337

In the year that young King Edward defied the French King Philip’s claim to the fief of Aquitaine. Sometime between Lammas and Michaelmas. The beginning of the great war against France.


1

The torchlight flickered against the ruins of the church, like the ghost of the flame that had burned it. The knights sat mounted outside as if they too smouldered, their horses steaming in the cold coastal air. It was a flat, grey, English September of rain and cloud and fogs.

The enemy was gone, but the nobles, far too late to face them, had put on their war gear to reassure the people. The horses stamped and blew, metal clicked against metal where a mailed hand re-adjusted a coat of plates or loosened a helmet strap, but the great body of warriors, two hundred strong, were otherwise silent. Even the young pages behind the knights, looking after the spare horses, said nothing. Not a joke, not a cough. The cooks, armourers, smiths and chandlers who made up the ragged tail of the column caught the mood and were quiet around their wagons and carts.

At the front of the column a man-at-arms, his pig-face visor pulled down, held up a standard – the three sprawling leopards that announced the riders as the personal bodyguard of Edward III – king of England. This standard bearer was flanked by two others who held the red and white banner of St George.

In the church a bareheaded young man knelt before the charred altar. His surcoat bore the same motif as the standard, and the helmet that sat beside him was encircled by a metal crown.

A respectful distance away, across the debris of the floor, were four armoured knights, standing around a brazier. Closer to the altar stood another knight, in a surcoat of red diamonds. This man was much older than the king, in his mid thirties, and his face was as worn as a campaign saddle. An eyepatch hid his right eye, a deep scar emerging above it on the brow and below it on the cheek.

Beside him was a small boy of no more than seven. The child had pattens on his feet – wooden overshoes that raised him above the filth and mud of the floor. He wore a full hooded tunic in the Italian style, its rich red cloth trimmed with gold and pearls, but when he spoke it was in the ragged French of the English court.

‘How shall we repay the French for this, father?’

The king stood up in a jingle of armour. He walked over to the boy and put his hand on his head. Then he turned to the scarred knight.

‘Salisbury. Montagu, cousin. Advise me.’ The king’s voice was low and confidential, and he spoke in English.

The knight shifted from foot to foot. He glanced into the shadows. There were other men in that church, beside the higher nobles – the banker Bardi and the merchant-knight Pole, huge creditors of the king’s, travelling west under his protection. In the church they kept well away from the men of better sort, shunning the torchlight, standing in the darkness by the side of the ruined door. Montagu’s eyes were on them and his voice was a murmur. ‘Our dear Gascony is under attack by the French king. The war in Scotland is as pressing as it ever was, with the French reinforcing the natives. The French send Genoese mercenaries to raid our shores and we can scarcely muster the men to defend them. Buying off the Genoese is out of the question. Our money has been spent in Scotland. I have given the accounts my closest scrutiny. And now this. We are fighting on too many fronts.’

‘So your counsel is?’

‘Continue in Scotland, bide our time here, suffer a little, and, when the crusade takes the French king away, we strike. Our allies in the Low Countries and Germany will support us, the former for want of our wool, the latter because the Holy Roman Emperor suspects the ambition of the French.’

The king snorted and scraped at the ashes with his foot. ‘The Pope has cancelled the crusade; I had word from our spies at his court in Avignon this morning.’

‘Then God help England.’

Edward shot Montagu a questioning look.

‘Will He? Or are the rumours true?’

‘The French have not managed to persuade their angels out of their shrines, sir, I’m sure of that. We would have heard by now.’

‘Philip attacks our ancestral lands in Gascony and the Agenais. Angels have been seen outside Bordeaux. Our garrison is terrified.’ The king related the threat as lightly as if discussing the menu for a tournament feast. He was a war commander, experienced against the Scots, long used to the importance of conveying certainty and strength to all those around him. ‘Lights were seen in the sky,’ said Edward.

‘All sorts of things can cause lights. Men’s imaginations first of all. The French have employed sorcerers – it’s well known. The manifestation could be demonic, rather than angelic.’

‘And that’s supposed to reassure me?’ Edward smiled.

‘It would mean we’re on the right side. When I travelled to France on your business in the spring I saw no sign they had coaxed the angels from their raptures.’

‘Though they try. New churches cram the streets of Paris, relics are collected from all over the world. His queen is a woman of rare piety; it’s well known.’

‘They call her a devil.’

‘Because she is lame and because they fear her. She is no devil. She has succeeded in this way before.’

‘Sir, when the angel came to their aid at Cassel it was clearly God’s work. A peasant rebellion is, by definition, unholy. There is no question of that here. And besides, it is not an important point. We can’t invade anyway.’

‘Why not?’

‘The French have no need of angels. The Royal House of Valois can put fifty thousand in the field and their men-at-arms are formidable. Their lances alone will do.’

‘I spit on their fifty thousand. Thirty thousand of them are commoners and of no account, five thousand are mercenaries who will run after one decent charge, and the noblemen are the same ones I’ve been beating the brains out of at tournaments since I was sixteen. My army has razed half of Scotland against those furious men of the north; Philip’s has hardly been in a battle worthy of the name. One of us is worth five of them and they know it, or they would invade properly. They burn our churches. They hamper our prayer. This must be their aim – to weaken us spiritually, for they know they cannot face the teeth of the English lion in fair battle.’

‘There are many churches in England, Edward. We can spare a few.’

‘Does God see it that way?’

‘It may be that we do enough already. Angels have danced on the tips of French spears before, but there have been none in the kingdom since Cassel. Perhaps our prayers, our devotion keep it so.’

‘Perhaps. But God will not favour us if we cannot defend His houses.’

Montagu kicked at the dirt of the floor and said, ‘Well, look at it this way. The cancellation of the crusade increases the physical threat, but diminishes the spiritual one. God must love King Philip less today. He will allow no angels to help him if he backs out of his obligations in the Holy Land. We should hold here, greet him with great force when he attacks us, and fight on our land – well supplied on ground we know.’

‘The cancellation has holy sanction – on the edict of the Pope. God loves Philip as much today as He ever did. But we will make war without God if we have to.’

‘To make war without God is to make war on God.’

‘Not so. I am king because of God. I want different counsel. Sir Richard, come here.’

Another man-at-arms walked forward – a tall, powerfully built man aged around forty, wearing a mail coat, his basinet beneath his arm, his long grey hair bright in the firelight.

‘Richard. You have the wisdom of age. What do you think? Do we repay this? Take on the French in open war?’

‘To face them directly is suicide. It is for you to decide if it is a right and noble suicide.’

‘You don’t think we can defeat them? There is no guarantee they can put angels in the field against us.’

‘Our spies say that the French king asks for the Oriflamme on every saint’s day.’

Edward bowed his head. The Oriflamme – the holy fire banner, dipped in the blood of the French martyr St Denis – was one of the most powerful relics in Christendom. It had been used very rarely by the French in all memory, such was their regard for it but, flown at the head of the army, it meant that the French army could not be defeated and would give no quarter: and that God was with them and would cut down their enemies as he had the first born of Egypt. St Michael the archangel sat sometimes in the abbey of St Denis where the Oriflamme was kept. The French king needed the angel’s blessing to take it. Once he had that, the French angels would come and England would be in great peril.

‘We’ll face the Oriflamme and all his angels if we have to. My honour will not be trampled into the dirt. It’s possible to beat them even if they have it. Our royal ancestor John fought without angels, without the blessing of saints. He fought against the Oriflamme without flinching from it.’

Montagu spoke. ‘That’s not a particularly propitious example. John lost Normandy, he saw England wracked by civil war and he died, struck down by who knows what. Cousin Edward, your father’s angels …’

The king’s hand went to his sword. ‘If you say more, though you are my dearest friend, I will strike you down where you stand.’

Montagu shrugged. ‘Not very likely to speak then, am I?’

‘Keep your flippancy and your caution, Montagu! I am king of the English, and a Norman true. When I bid you fight to defend my lands, you will fight and, if necessary, die, along with your sons – with all the sons of England – if that is what God wills! God made me your master, and your life is mine to do with as I see fit! England is me and I am England!’ The king spoke his somewhat mangled French, to emphasise his ruler’s right.

‘I served your father, I will serve you.’

Edward nodded, his anger gone as quickly as it had come.

‘My father was a godly man,’ he said in English.

‘Though we might want to ask ourselves how God allowed him to fall to the usurper Mortimer,’ said Montagu. ‘You know your wife thinks an explanation for the lack of angels might be found there. I could investigate this.’

‘Mortimer never usurped anything. He threw down my father but it was me he put on the throne, remember that. Are you saying I am a usurper?’

‘You were a boy. You were his puppet.’

‘And when I became a man God blessed me to avenge my father and kill him in his turn.’

‘So let me investigate.’

‘You cannot investigate the mind of God. And God guided my hand to send Mortimer to Hell, never forget that. I would not be here if I did not have God’s blessing. Kings are appointed by God and only stay kings as long as it pleases Him.’

‘King Philip of France has been a king for a long time.’

‘Then we’ll face him in the field and see who the Lord favours. I have faith in God that I will prevail.’

‘You have faith in yourself, Edward. That is very different and close to vanity. Wait until tomorrow to decide. We’ve ridden a long way and the fire that burned this church has inflamed your passion too. Slake it on a girl – there is a queue of merchants’ daughters in the town waiting to see you, and I have it on authority that no fewer than eight famous whores have travelled to Southampton hoping to please you. Let your temper cool in your bed for a while; make your decision in the clear light of morning.’

‘No, Montagu. Courtiers talk; kings act. We’ll have them. Angels or no angels, Oriflamme or not, we’ll have them. We’ll take the battle to France and we’ll do it soon.’

‘We should wait until we can summon at least one angel to counter theirs. Let me look into it more fully. I understand you don’t want an investigation because of the damage it would cause if it were known that the angels were more than simply reluctant to appear. But I can be discreet.’

Edward held forward the breast of his surcoat. ‘What does that say?’

Montagu rolled his eyes. ‘It’s rather difficult to see in this light.’

‘Don’t joke your way out of this, Montagu. What does it say?’

‘It is as it is.’

‘The motto of my house. “It is as it is.” No point whining about it. We took on the Scots without angels and won.’

‘To be fair, sir, the Scots have never managed to win an angel from God.’

‘I wonder why that is.’

‘I’d always assumed they rather terrify Him,’ said Montagu.

Edward smiled. ‘You can always amuse me, Montagu. Particularly with the victories you bring me.’ The king was quiet for a moment. ‘Can you bring me victory here?’

‘I can try, sir. Your royal wife brought the patronage of eight saints as part of her dowry, the court has another thirty or so between the higher nobles. We can call in the relics and see what divine aid can be summoned.’

‘It has been tried, Montagu. I …’ The king waved his hand.

‘I wasn’t told.’

‘My wife has tried. If a lady of her royal blood and piety can’t gain insight with eight saints, then we have no hope even with eighty or eight hundred. We must ask for God’s blessing, of course, but we cannot expect it.’

‘And if the French receive it instead?’

‘Then we shall show Him on the field that, by our valour, we deserve His help.’

‘We’ll show plenty of valour to take on fifty thousand men, backed by angels, under a banner that guarantees victory.’

‘Good, then how can He deny us? We are English, like the mastiff who goes grinning into the maw of a bear. We honour God on the battlefield, shedding our blood to defend Him, showing Him that the French cannot defend church, cathedral and monastery from the devastation we can wreak. Then the angels will come to us. Or Philip’s will go from him and we will have our victory. The French do not yet suspect our weakness, our spies report no gossip at court. We may force them to an accommodation that could make us all rich men. Take courage, cousin – Christ once thought God had forsaken Him too. It was not so.’

‘And if we lose?’

Edward glanced at the men in the shadows. ‘Then I am dead and my debts are cleared. To man, if not to God.’

Montagu gave a short laugh. When he had first heard Edward say ‘I am England,’ he had thought it a useful piece of propaganda. Lately, the king was coming to believe it.

‘Well,’ said Montagu, ‘a happy outcome is almost guaranteed. Luckily I had not expected to live to see all my children wed.’

‘Who does? That concludes our business. Send these whores and I’ll see which of them pleases me.’ Edward put his arm on Montagu’s shoulder. ‘Trust to God, William; trust to God. He will not desert us when our hour of need comes.’

Edward walked from the church, his trumpets sounded and the cold air was loud with the rattle of the fighting men sitting up on their horses.

Montagu glanced up into the black sky as he followed his king. ‘This is our hour of need,’ he said to the heavens.


2

Two men remained in the ruins of the burned church. One was a lower sort of knight in a blue coat trimmed with sable fur and bearing three golden polecats.

‘What were they talking about Bardi? He kept glancing at me as though he wanted to borrow more money.’ The knight spoke.

‘The cancellation of the French crusade, I should guess.’

Bardi was a head shorter than his companion and not nearly as portly. He had a thick accent and was dressed in a rich high-collared black tunic studded with sapphires. At his neck was a fine gold chain which bore a small green bottle, held by a tiny casket of gold and silver. He wore a black beaverskin hat, to which was pinned a cockleshell, worked in silver. It was a sign he had made a pilgrimage to the tomb of St James at Compostela.

‘Christ’s cullions! When did you hear about that.’

‘I learned of the Pope’s decision a week ago.’

‘And you didn’t tell the king?’

‘To what purpose, Sir De La Pole?’

‘The defence of our lands.’

‘I am, as you may have noticed, of Florence, not London. These are not my lands. I think rather of the defence of my family’s money. While he awaited news he did nothing. Now he has it, you see what happens.’

‘You don’t need to worry about money. You bankers are as rich as Croesus.’

‘We were, until we gave our money to the king. Things are tighter now, believe me. My family needs to recoup its money, I say that to you because you are a man who understands such things. And the importance of keeping them confidential.’

Pole blew like a puffed-out hunting dog. ‘I’m into him for one hundred thousand, myself.’

‘I know. Can you afford that?’

Pole drew himself up, pulling at the heavy rings on his fingers. ‘Don’t ask me what I can and cannot afford, Bardi. I am a Norman, born in high estate in Hull, recognised in law as a high man above the common English herd, a master of this land. You are a foreigner and a base born man, lower than an Englishman here. Remember that when you speak to me.’

The Florentine shrugged but his expression showed he knew Pole couldn’t afford to lose that sort of sum. No one could.

‘Well,’ said Bardi, ‘there’s clearly more money in wool than I thought.’

‘There’s plenty of money in wool,’ said Pole.

‘But you need the king to pay you?’

‘Yes. And if he goes to France and fails, as he will fail …’

‘Bankrupt?’ said Bardi, rolling the English word around his mouth like a sugared plum.

‘Yes. No hope of angels yet?’

‘Why ask me?’

‘You seem to keep your ear to the ground.’

‘I let others do that. In Italy, keeping your ear to the ground is a good way to have a cart run over your head. As I guess it is here. But I hear things.’

‘What?’

‘The king has lost his contact with the divine entirely. The angel of St Paul’s will not speak.’

‘Not even speak? We have had no angels in battle since the King’s father defeated Lancaster at Boroughbridge, but everyone knows they’re harder to coax out than a prioress’s tits. Not even speak?’

‘No.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since ever. The angel of Westminster never appeared to him at his coronation, so I hear. His father was the last king to have such contact.’

‘My God, it’s worse than I thought. Mind you, a fat lot of good they did old king Ted when his dear wife had Mortimer’s men ram that red hot poker up his arse.’

Bardi shrugged. ‘A curious death for sure. A curious time when kings were thrown down by their wives. How could God have allowed it to happen, I wonder?’

‘What?’ said Pole. ‘Do you know something I don’t, Bardi?’

‘My lord, I would never presume to say that.’ Bardi put his hand to his chest in a way that made Pole wonder if he was mocking him. ‘Young Edward came to the throne in revolution. He was a puppet. He overthrew his usurping mother and her lover, who had used him as their instrument, as soon as he could, but nevertheless, he benefited from rebellion. Perhaps God has closed his account. He will extend him no more credit.’

‘God is a banker. I like that, Bardi. It would take an Italian to come up with such a heresy.’

‘Tell me, Pole, as you are a merchant – if you seek to raise funds from one bank and are refused, what would you do?’

‘Go to another.’

‘We will not get our money back if Edward dies.’

‘No.’

There was a long pause. Somewhere in the night’s distance a dog barked.

‘So what do we do?’ said Pole.

‘Edward needs help, from somewhere.’

‘But from where? All his alliances combined can’t face a French army flying the Oriflamme and backed by angels.’

‘I have this,’ said Bardi. He took a small velvet pouch from inside his tunic. It was secured by a cord about his neck. He teased open the drawstring at its mouth and shook something out into his hand. A small box in dark wood.

‘A ring?’ said Pole. ‘It’d better be a rare one if it’s to cover your debts, Bardi.’

‘Not a ring.’

Bardi took great care in opening the lid. Pole strained forward to see. On a tiny velvet cushion lay something that looked almost like a scrap of paper – a yellow, almost translucent thing shaped like a key.

‘What is it?’ said Pole.

‘Something given in collateral to my family many years ago. It is a key.’

‘To what?’

‘To Hell,’ said Bardi.

Pole crossed himself. ‘Where did you get that? From a marketplace conjurer?’

‘This is a true relic, not a carved sheep’s bone. It has been identified by one who would know. I have met him.’

‘Who?’

‘The ambassador. Satan’s emissary. He has been summoned and contained at St Olave’s in London.’

‘I will not have truck with devils.’

‘Then the king will be vanquished. Your investments will fail. Poverty would not suit you, Pole. This way we might find the reason England is missing its angels.’

‘How would Hell know that?’

‘The ambassador tells me that there are those there who might know.’

‘Devils?’

‘Demons.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘Devils are the gaolers of Hell. Demons are their prisoners. So the ambassador says, though he may be lying. My priest who summoned him believes he tells the truth. It tallies with things I’ve heard before.’

‘Heard where?’

‘The highest circles of the church.’

‘That contradicts all holy teaching.’

‘Not really. God rightly threw Lucifer into Hell. He needed someone to keep him there.’

Pole waved his hand in dismissal. ‘Sounds like rubbish. I never heard of that in Hull, and if it means nowt to Hull it means nowt to me.’

‘The ambassador maintains that Edward has an association with demons. He is not sure what that association may be.’

Again Pole crossed himself, this time uttering a Hail Mary under his breath.

‘Our king is put there by God. He doesn’t go trawling Hell for help. He asks Heaven.’

‘What if Heaven doesn’t listen?’

‘Then he asks Hull!’ said Pole, touching his chest. ‘Demons and devils. Is this why you brought me here, Bardi? What’s this to me? Why are you showing me this?’

‘Contact with such creatures often requires further investigation. Our interests are similar. You can pull strings that I cannot. You can ask questions, look places I cannot. And besides, I may need more money.’

‘You’ve got plenty.’

‘On paper. In debts and promises. You have access to ready cash.’ Bardi did not say it, would not say it, but Pole caught the implication. The Florentine bankers had extended themselves too far, lent on uncertain projects.

‘A successful war in France would reap a lot of money for Edward and enable him to repay his debts to us. An unsuccessful one, well. Have you ever tasted the gritty bread the paupers eat? It would not suit you, said Bardi.’

‘How did you come by this key?’

‘Everyone needs money eventually,’ said Bardi, ‘even the holy.’

‘It doesn’t look strong enough to open a mouse’s larder – what’s it made of?’

‘The bone of the finger of Judas Iscariot,’ said Bardi, ‘from the hand that took the thirty pieces of silver.’

Pole swallowed audibly and crossed himself a third time. He became aware of a presence to his left. Someone was standing in the shadows watching him. Pole drew his sword. ‘Who’s there? Show yourself or I’ll come over and run you through.’

A man-at-arms stepped forward, not tall but weatherbeaten and muscular, his dark padded coat bearing a tear at the shoulder that no moth put in it. He was a low-born man but he had a presence that unsettled Pole. He knew his sort, a fighter, a brawler, maybe a killer. Pole stepped back, it being apparent that such a man would take some running through.

‘Condottiere Orsino. A mercenary captain. My man who does,’ said Bardi. ‘A useful fellow, if you don’t mind his manners.’ Bardi was slightly self-conscious. Orsino wasn’t the sort he normally introduced to company of quality. With his torn ear and battle-patched coat he looked like an ageing tom cat more than a noble’s retainer.

‘You brought him, Orsino? Is he far?’

‘Arigo has him. Not far. I’ll get him now.’ The man’s accent was like Bardi’s but rougher, deeper.

‘What are you up to Bardi?’ said Pole.

‘The captain has been on a long errand for me.’

‘How did he know to meet you here? We’ve only been here a day.’

‘The French are raiding all along this coast. I had him await my word at Dorchester and travel down the road from there when I was sure there was a raid. I didn’t expect to be with the king.’

‘Why wait for the French?’

‘Because what we are about to do requires a burned church. And I thought the French would be most helpful in providing one.’

Pole crossed himself again.

‘That is sacrilege.’

‘Yes,’ said Bardi. ‘Rather the point. There are worse alternatives, believe me.’

Horses stirred outside the church and a mule brayed.

Orsino returned, and Pole gave a start. Behind Orsino, floating in the darkness, was the head of an ape, he was sure. Then the figure came towards him and he saw it was not an ape but a very small man, so thin that his face was little more than a skull. He wore a priest’s cassock, though on his head was a good beaver fur hat. A man who could afford a hat like that could afford to eat, thought Pole. He’d seen healthier looking types emerge from a year’s confinement in a dungeon.

Behind the parson another of Bardi’s men had a rope, on which he led a boy tied by the hands. The child was around thirteen years old, wearing a pair of rough woollen braies that reached to his knee and a ragged tunic, open at the front. Incongruously, he had a hood on his head and wore a good cloak many sizes too big for him, which he was forced to hold to prevent it dragging on the muddy ground. His feet were bare, he was filthy and the right side of his face was swollen and bruised as though he had taken a good blow. But it was his bare chest that took Pole’s attention. It bore a terrible puffy burn, fresh and livid, even under the torchlight. Pole knew what it was. A thief’s brand. He let out a loud whistle of disapproval. He’d thought the Saxon practice of branding thieves had disappeared when he was a boy. Fellows like that laughed at such punishments. There should be only one penalty for thievery – the gallows. The world, thought the merchant, was going soft.

‘Did you do that to him?’ said Bardi. ‘I wanted him unharmed.’ He spoke in English so as not to annoy Pole.

‘He’d been caught by the priest. Second time. I stopped them hanging him. The burn was a compromise,’ said Orsino.

‘You met trouble?’

‘Yes. His people came for him. I lost two men. You will compensate me and I will pass the money to their families.’

‘You’ll pocket it yourself!’ said Pole.

Orsino turned his slow gaze to the merchant.

‘Am I a liar?’ said Orsino. Pole felt an urge to change the subject.

‘Who’s this?’ said Pole, nodding towards the thin man.

‘This is Father Edwin of St Olave’s Towards the Tower,’ said Bardi.

‘A long way to come for a sermon, father.’

The priest said nothing.

‘Who’s the boy?’ asked Pole.

‘He answers to the name of Dowzabel,’ said Father Edwin, ‘or rather he doesn’t answer. He says nothing.’

‘Sounds like a devil’s name.’

‘I think it is. The outlaws of the West Country forswear their real names when they band together. They take on those of demons.’

Pole shrugged and said, ‘I’ve never heard of that,’ as if the fact rendered the information completely worthless.

‘They are of a different faith from us,’ said Edwin. ‘Or rather, their faith is differently put. The boy is a Luciferian. He believes it is Lucifer who was betrayed by God, that God is the usurper. Satan, he would say, is God’s servant – a gaoler charged with keeping Lucifer locked away.’

‘The Devil is two people?’ said Pole. ‘This is too much for my Yorkshire head.’

‘They say so,’ said Edwin. ‘It’s up to you if you believe them.’

‘Damned right it’s up to me. A thief and a devil worshipper?’ said Pole, ‘and we suffer him to live?’

‘For the moment,’ said Edwin.

The boy’s eyes moved from face to face. He was shivering, beaten and was half starved but he was not cowed. He held his head up.

Pole walked closer to the boy and studied him. Small and very slightly built, he had a clever face which bore an expression of fearful insolence. Pole knew his sort. He had whipped enough boys like that for their presumption. ‘Bow, boy, in deference to my nobility.’ Pole spoke in English.

‘He doesn’t understand English too well,’ said Edwin. ‘If you use big words you’ll lose him.’

‘What does he understand then? French? Don’t tell me he’s a courtier down there in the West!’ Pole laughed, but his laughter was like a spark to wet grass and it died where it had begun.

‘Cornish,’ said Edwin, ‘as they do in Cornwall.’

Pole detected a touch of condescension in the priest’s voice. He knew men like Edwin as well – men who supposed their cleverness placed them above those who had been born their betters. He’d whipped enough men like that too.

‘Make him bow. Doesn’t he bow when he greets his superiors?’

‘I should imagine he guts them when he gets the chance,’ said Edwin. ‘Luciferism is a religion of revolution. He would upend God’s order, place poor men above kings.’

‘Then you should take him from here and have him hanged,’ said Pole.

‘That would bring all our schemes to nothing,’ said Bardi.

‘Why so?’

‘Because,’ said Edwin, ‘while I can wheedle devils through the postern gates of Hell, or call spirits who were trapped in this realm at The Fall, he can open the main gates.’

‘And what does that mean, Bardi?’

‘The enemy of my friend is my friend, dear Pole.’

‘What?’

‘If you want to know how to deal with angels ask someone with experience of fighting them. We’re going to talk to a demon.’
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‘I have a diagram and amulet against evil death, another against being struck by lightning! Laminas guaranteeing good fortune – made by master monks! All illnesses cured, all worries removed!’

Osbert the pardoner had suffered a flat morning selling forgiveness for sins in the Leadenhall marketplace and so was turning to his second line of trade – that of magical cures, charms and writings. The trade was not strictly legal but the number of secrets the pardoner knew – a market constable asking for an indulgence for fornication here, a London city official wanting clemency for embezzlement there – meant he went about his business unmolested.

He’d chosen a position between a stall selling poultry – rows of neat white geese gazing blankly down from their hooks at him – and one selling mainly pork. A pig’s head stared out into the seething marketplace as if wondering what bad choices it had made that led it to the butcher’s table.

The pardoner felt a spark of pity. The pig had done nothing but be born to seal its fate. He, by contrast, had started life with many advantages but had thrown them away to finish where he was now, among the flies, the offal and the stink of the marketplace selling penny indulgences that were supposed to guarantee Heaven’s favour.

A merchant walked past in rich robes, his pretty daughter walking behind him. Osbert smiled at the girl but she turned her head away at the sight of a man so far beneath her. Had it not been for women, he himself might have walked along like that, maybe with a daughter of his own. His father, however, had insisted on the monastery to curb his lustful ways. It hadn’t worked out. At all.

‘Are these effectif?’ A goodwife in a loose fitting kirtle had approached him, looking down at the long roll of cloth where he displayed his wares. Osbert noted that her dress was not of the modern, tailored sort and, as everyone dressed up to come to market, this meant the woman was not worth much. Still, she’d dropped a French word into her conversation, effectif, so she clearly fancied herself above the common herd. He could use that. He’d hardly had a sale all morning, so he needed to get whatever he could from her.

‘I swear by them. I have worn them these ten years and have suffered neither an evil death nor a lightning strike. They work very well.’

‘Hmm, my son is going on a voyage and I would like to buy him some protection.’

‘These are a shilling, madam.’

‘That is too much.’

‘For a woman like you? Surely not. Is it the king’s business your son does?’

‘A penny, and no more for flattery.’ Clearly the woman’s pretentions ended at the point she had to put her hand into her purse.

‘To aid a noble voyager, why not? It has been a slack morning or I would not sell such powerful magic so cheap.’

He took the woman’s penny and passed her a scrap of vellum, on which was drawn a magic circle. ‘That contains the secret names of God,’ he said, ‘and now they are known to you.’

The woman went on her way and the pardoner went back to shouting out his pitch.

‘I am a master of tetragrammation, of the ananizapta cure for fits, of devices angelic, cosmologic and hermetic. Here sir, will you take an angelic cure? If you have a thickheaded son or apprentice, it’s just the thing. It is the seal of the archangel Samhil who takes away stupidity.’

‘Don’t sell too many of those, pardoner, or you’ll be out of business.’ A young man in a fashionable short tunic stood looking at him.

‘My business is the forgiveness of sin; while men sin I shall never go hungry.’

‘Likely why you’re so fat!’

‘Laugh your way to Hell if you will, boy. You’ll find the Devil a poor audience for your jokes!’

‘If I go to Hell, pardoner, you’ll be keeping me company!’ The young man laughed and passed on.

‘Do not be as the ass who lies all day in the barren field, be up and ready for the …’ Osbert wasn’t entirely sure where he was going with that biblical quotation, or even if it was a biblical quotation. He crouched to rearrange his wares. He noticed he was running low on teeth of St Odo and reminded himself that he would need to visit his contact at the poor hospital to get a few more.

A skull landed in the middle of the pardoner’s roll of amulets and papers.

He looked up to see a big, red-faced farmer glaring down at him. Then another, smaller skull landed next to the first – this from a soldier, a Welsh bowman by his dark looks and muscular frame.

‘Careful friends, it is the names of the Lord and his angels that you crush.’

The farmer spoke. ‘Last week you sold me the skull of St Anthony, for protection against evil and for certain guarantee of a long and prosperous life.’

‘It was my blessing to come by such a thing and my charity to allow it to be sold to you for such a price.’

‘Three shillings,’ said the farmer.

‘So low? Does a vision of the saint instruct you to return and pay more?’

‘No, pardoner, it does not. I fell to drinking near to here and struck up conversation with this fine fellow of Wales.’

‘God bless our bowmen and the deliverance they brought us from the Scots.’

‘It seems he too has been sold the skull of St Anthony – for two shillings.’

‘Well,’ said the pardoner, noticing the farmer had a number of fit looking young men assembling behind him and the bowman a number more, ‘that one is smaller, if you’re worried about the difference in price.’

‘Two skulls of one saint?’

‘Friends, the explanation is simple.’

‘Yes?’

‘That larger one is from the saint as a grown man. That one is from when he was younger,’ said Osbert.

The men thought for a moment as the pardoner gathered his roll as best he could. Then the farmer erupted and lunged for the pardoner. One reason Osbert had been recommended by his former abbot to take up the role of a pardoner when he had been expelled from his monastery was that he was a nimble man who could run quickly for one of such belly. In fact, when Osbert reflected, it was probably his only talent.

The pardoner set off at a clip away from the market, down Lyme Street. He’d worked out his route well in advance. His aim was to run all the way down Lyme Street, ignoring all the churches until he got to St Margaret Pattens. Here he would dive inside and run for the back. He knew from long experience there was a door behind the altar that led out into the church gardens. The men pursuing him would be loath to apprehend him in a church – it was neither legal nor wise. Only the desperate, such as Osbert was, would risk offending the clergy – as they made very dangerous enemies. The pause won, he could get out from the back of the church, through the gardens behind it, hoping to avoid dogs – there was one particularly unpleasant alaunt, a sort of shaggy, enormous mastiff – he’d have to dodge, he knew from experience. Then he would be onto Mincing Lane, past the huge Clothworkers’ Hall and lost in the crowd.

The mob chased him, passers-by joining in the pursuit. A hue and cry went up, the distinctive ululating howl that was London’s alarm for a thief on the run. This was serious trouble. The fact that he was running from the hue and cry allowed him to be beheaded on the spot if any of the city watch got hold of him.

‘This isn’t robbery, it’s fraud, you fools,’ thought Osbert as he ran, ‘there is no hue and cry for fraud.’ In theory, the pursuers were in the wrong to raise the cry of ‘thief’ but there was no benefit in stopping to argue that with them, the satisfaction of putting them right on a point of law being rather outweighed by the inconvenience of being beaten to death.

Osbert made St Margaret’s no more than twenty yards ahead of the mob. The door of the church was open and he ran inside, his eyes swimming as they adjusted from the brightness of the day. Quickly he slammed the door behind him, signalling that he was claiming sanctuary.

St Margaret’s was a wealthy church and the floor was well flagstoned, the air heavy with the incense of the last mass and the windows a beautiful blue stained glass. Osbert didn’t have time to admire the interior, he just ran for the back, past the altar, past the priest and a couple of prelates who greeted him with less surprise and alarm than might be expected – this having been about the fourth occasion he had made his escape this way. He tugged at the rear door. It was locked.

‘Shit!’ Osbert beat on the door with his hands.

‘This is not an escape route for deceivers and frauds,’ said the priest, coming towards him.

‘Let me go, father – they mean to kill me.’

‘Perhaps that’s what you deserve.’

The church door opened and a bulky figure appeared in the entrance. The farmer, silhouetted against the bright autumn day.

‘I’ll claim sanctuary, then, and as a fellow cleric, alms, food and water. I may have to stay here for forty days, farting and belching through the services. And you’ll have to feed me from your own pocket!’

‘I wonder if you could confess your sin in the time it takes that fellow to get hold of you.’

‘I have sold false charms and trinkets,’ said Osbert, ‘there you go. I am confessed, you must give me sanctuary.’

The farmer hovered in the doorway, uncertain before the priests.

‘I’ll let you go,’ said the priest, ‘but you use this way no more.’

‘No more, right, definitely,’ said Osbert.

The priest unlocked the door as the farmer stepped into the church.

‘I’ll have no bloodshed in my church!’ shouted the priest, ‘Nor any more running and shouting! He’s coming out now. If you want to kill him, lead your mob around the side, not through here!’

Osbert was gone already, out into the gardens. He ran around a duck pond, past a hen house and quickly skirted the snarling alaunt on its long rope. Then he ran up an alley and into Mincing Lane. From there it was through more back alleys and gardens as far as St Olave’s.

‘There he is, skin the bastard!’

Osbert ran around the church, his breath heaving with fear. There, by the church was the priest’s house – a two storey affair with a bedchamber supported on wooden pillars projecting out above the main bulk of the building.

He raced around the back – down an alley between the house’s uneven garden wall and another property. Panting like a flogged carthorse, he threw his roll over the garden wall, climbed up the rough brick and dropped down the other side. He found himself in an overgrown and seemingly untended garden. Osbert ran towards the back of the house. If there were servants there, he intended to offer them indulgences for their sins in return for hiding him.

The back door was no more than a few planks nailed together and not sturdy.

‘He went over the wall!’

‘Get round the front and the other side and make sure he doesn’t come out.’

Osbert glanced at the opposite wall to the one he’d climbed over, but it was so overgrown with brambles that he would have no chance of scaling it. Another house had been built directly against the rear wall, removing all chance of escape.

The door was locked but only on a latch. He took up a stick from the floor and lifted it. He went directly in to a big pantry, or what had once been a pantry. Whatever food had been in there was long rotted and gone, though rats still scuttled away as he entered the room. It was dark and dusty, sparsely furnished with just a stool and a bench among broken pots and cups. It smelled of damp and disuse.

Osbert moved inside and through another door. People were hammering at the front now and he could hear voices behind him. He had no idea what to do. To his left was another door. It was locked. That might help him. If the men chasing him were law abiding, they might balk at breaking a householder’s lock. He had enough experience of life on London’s streets to know how to deal with that. He took a pig’s bone he had been selling as the rib of St Mark and inserted it into the lock. A bit of wiggling and waggling and he pushed the internal lever aside. The older style lock was so crudely made it was hardly worth having. There was a narrow set of stone steps going down. A cellar. Perhaps he could hide in there. It was a scant hope but he had no other ideas.

He went within and closed the door, fiddling with the bone and the lock again to secure it. It was flat dark with the door closed and he stretched out a foot to feel his way down the steps. People were moving through the house. Under his breath he said a Hail Mary.

‘Get me out of this, Lady, help me, help me.’

Suddenly it was light and Osbert gave a little cry.

‘Who is it that seeks the aid of the mother of God?’

The cellar was a large room and, in contrast to the rest of the house, was swept, the floor neatly flagstoned. There were desks and tables in there, all heaped with books, and strange things in neat piles on the floor or stored on rough shelves that leaned against the walls – dismembered cats, bottles, scribbled drawings, astrological charts.

At the far end was a figure Osbert would never have expected to see in his life, let alone in the cellar of a broken down house. It was a cardinal, in red robes and wide brimmed hat, standing with a lantern in his hand. The pardoner recognised his uniform from miniatures he had seen at his monastery.

‘Your, er, grace.’

Osbert kneeled.

The mob above were crying out.

‘Not upstairs!’

‘This door’s locked.’

‘Break it in.’

‘Hang on a minute, this is the priest’s house!’

‘It can’t be, look at the state of it!’

‘I tell you it is. You can’t go smashing up the priest’s house. You’ll hang!’

The door above rattled and Osbert fell to his knees.

‘Holy father, I am a sinner, but not guilty of the sin for which I am pursued. Please, use your word to protect me from this mob. Intercede for me here.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t.’

The door rattled again.

‘I can pick that lock, we’ve no need to break it.’

‘He’s not going to be in a locked room, is he?’

‘Well, we’ve looked everywhere else.’

Osbert put his hands together in prayer. ‘I will live a devout life henceforth, I swear it.’

‘I would like to help you but, as I say, I can’t. I’m stuck here.’

‘How stuck?’

‘The sorcerer who owns this house has enchanted me. I can’t move. He’s got me stuck in this circle. It’s dark magic that can hold a holy man like me.’

Osbert looked down at the man’s feet. Sure enough, there was a circle in chalk on the floor. It wasn’t too dissimilar to the sort of thing he sold every day, though more carefully drawn.

‘I’ve never seen such a thing,’ he said. It was a good idea to profess ignorance of charms in front of a cardinal.

‘No, well, neither had I.’

‘It’s open. The door’s open.’

‘It’s black as the devil’s sooty nutsack down there,’ said a voice.

‘Get a light!’

Men were thumping down the stairs, blundering about as if blind.

Osbert’s heart was pounding; he didn’t have time to think how strange it was that he could see the cardinal with the lantern as clear as day while the men above complained of darkness.

‘I will release you. If I do, will you swear to protect me?’

‘I swear.’

Osbert scuttled forward and rubbed out part of the chalk.

‘Thank you,’ said the cardinal, ‘now let me intercede for you.’

He stepped out of the circle. Osbert noticed the strangest thing. The cardinal’s skin didn’t meet all the way round at the back of his head and was laced tight there, as through the eyelets of a shoe. The cardinal opened the lantern and took out the lighted candle. Then he put it into his mouth, swallowing it whole. There was an enormous belch from the cardinal, a roar of fire from his mouth and a great billow of smoke, and Osbert, along with all his pursuers, fell to the floor.
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