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PROLOGUE
20TH SEPTEMBER 1369: AN ABBEY NEAR NORWICH …
I have lived seventy-six years so far, by God's grace. Events in the first Edward's reign are as sharp in my mind as ever but the name of the dear, patient girl who is helping me to set all this down escapes me for the moment.
It has been a long task, it seems like years since we started, and I have worn out two scribes along the way!
It was the Abbess' idea, a remarkable story, she said, which deserved to be told. You who read it must judge for yourselves.
Soon I will be at rest, here in the abbey, in the cold tomb, beside my beloved James. He was never my husband, legally, or in the eyes of the church, but God in Heaven knows that he was the only man I truly loved.
I have bequeathed money for masses to be said, that I may be certain of joining him in paradise.
It is strange - during my long life I have made and spent fortunes, never unwisely, I hope. But those bequests to the abbey are the best money I ever spent. If my prayers do not work, perhaps my gold will...
When I was young, I scorned my mother's piety, and proudly put my faith in my own ability to overcome adversity. That strength helped me through many a crisis, but when you are old, the idea of a forgiving father above is comforting. It is especially true when your sins are legion, like mine.
I am ill now, and close to my creator: the tale of Eve de Clavering must be drawing to a close.
So far away, so long ago: it all seems as though it happened to someone else, that I am merely an observer, reviewing events and emotions performed by skilful players at the king's court. I see the bright faces, and hear the youthful voices, but they are all gone now, and soon I must join them. I have told the story through the eyes of others, because it encompassed the lives of so many, many people.
Just now, the abbess came to see me, here in the little room which has been my home these last seven years, since Robert Benhales died. What joy! She brought me a letter from Poitou.
Even my dim old eyes can see it bears the great seal of the Seneschal, so it must be from James. Oh, my daughters visit occasionally, with my grandchildren, and their children - but it was always James, so like his father, who owned my heart!
He does not return to England now, and who could blame him? He was cruelly cheated out of titles and lands. God grant him many more years in Aquitaine, where he lives in splendour to rival the King's own glory.
Now I am tired: I think I will rest awhile before I read the letter from Poitou. My eyes are heavy, the present slipping away, and memories flooding back...
CHAPTER 1
DECEMBER 1303: STAFFORDSHIRE/CHESHIRE BORDER…
Straggling remnants of daylight dimmed into the fog, as the wagon rumbled onto a frozen, rutted side road. In seconds, the highway to Chester, which they had followed so faithfully, was lost to view. The entire world surrendered to swirls of chill vapour, in which trees loomed huge and dark on both sides of the path.
Shivering inside her blankets, Eve listened to the muffled sounds of iron-shod hooves, and the curses of soldiers struggling to keep their mounts on the ill-defined track.
The wagon jolted beneath her, jarring bones even through the rich cushions. Her father's voice came from the head of the column, chiding the horsemen to greater speed.
He was anxious to reach Heleigh before full night overtook them.
"Fetch torches, you clowns!" he roared, the order strangely muted by the mist.
Foot soldiers clattered about the luggage cart, rushing to obey their lord: nervous horses snorted and complained at the haste and clumsiness.
Flickering, oily lights appeared in the dim afternoon: their only value as markers to keep the riders, wagons, and footmen in sight of each other.
"Damn this fog! Treble-cursed country!" De Clavering's profanities were loud enough to be heard by his wife and daughter in the wagon.
Hawise tutted reprovingly, and offered up a short prayer for her husband's soul.
The next second, she and Eve were jounced out of their pillows and furs, thrown together in an undignified heap in the wagon's dark interior. Both managed to giggle, despite the danger.
"What in God's name…?" bellowed John de Clavering, galloping back to where the passenger wagon tilted dangerously into the roadside ditch.
"I'll have your skin if the wheels are damaged!" he warned.
"Nay, lord, t'aint broke," cried the wagoner, a surly Saxon lout.
Hawise knew her husband tolerated this fool only because he was so good with the draught animals. De Clavering travelled a lot between his scattered estates, and needed reliable beasts and men. His regard for the driver was little more than it was for a good horse, and he thought of him on that level. Two and a half centuries after Hastings, there was still much of the haughty Norman conqueror in de Clavering and his ilk, slow to be absorbed by, and into, the native life.
With shouted encouragement, the wagoner urged his beasts to heave their burden back onto level ground. Hooves scrambled for grip on the icy mud, then, with a mighty effort, it was done. All the wheels were intact, despite the rough treatment.
Little Eve climbed to the front of the wagon, towards the grey slit of half-light in the canvas. She clutched a blanket round her thin body, and peered out over the Saxon's shoulder. Her dark eyes searched in vain for some sight of her father.
The Wagoner risked a sideways glance away from the road towards the child. Eve could see a sheen of nervous sweat on the man's face, despite the penetrating cold: he was so intent on his task.
"My lady," he rasped, "I hope you and your mother wasn't hurt."
Eve's tinkling voice carried over the thud of hooves and the crunch of frosty mire beneath the wheels.
"We came to no harm. Where is my father?"
"My lord Clavering is searching for that dog of a guide! He's run off, afraid he's misled us!"
Eve, at ten, knew her father well enough to realise the guide's fate if de Clavering caught up with him. The tender side of her nature hoped he would escape, as she had often wised for a stag to avoid her father's hounds. A darker part of her wanted the peasant caught and punished for causing them all so much trouble. The imperious de Clavering streak struggled against her softer emotions, leaving her confused and uncertain.
"Are we lost, fellow?" called Hawise, from the rear.
"I dunno, my lady. I would have thought the road to a great castle like Heleigh would be better than this. The guide was useless."
He manoeuvred the horses skilfully to avoid a fallen branch, keeping his eyes on the spots of pale fire ahead.
"It's poor country, indeed, to judge by the shires we have seen," observed Hawise, "perhaps this passes for a good road in these parts?"
The Lady de Clavering joined her daughter at the opening in the canvas. She too squinted into the fog for the reassuring sight of her knight on his war-horse.
He had not yet returned from chasing the guide, and Hawise hoped fervently that he would not stray too far in his vengeful mood. A thousand perils awaited travellers in such a God-forsaken spot. Even a battle-hardened captain such as her John could fall prey to them.
Ghostly trees spread their arms above the lane: lofty, cathedral-like vaulting. They seemed to be plunging deeper into the woods. Everything appeared frozen and suspended in the December mist. It was just a week till the great festival of Christmas, and the turning of the year. Eve's thoughts turned to the changes, which the New Year would bring.
The thirty-second year of blessed Edward's reign would see her wedded to fifteen-year old Thomas, heir to the Audley barony. Marriage meant a new life at the castle of Heleigh, built just seventy years before by Henry de Aldithley.
"When these new upstart Barons crawled out of the woods!" John de Clavering had described these times.
Despite her father's cynicism, Eve was bringing a rich dower to add to the Audley fortunes: money, lands, and part interests in the manors held by her family. It was a bewildering welter of feelings, which made Eve's heart push up into her throat - to be lady of this grand estate!
De Clavering's venomous condemnation of the Audley pedigree was not accurate - the family had been favourites of the first Earl of Chester. Also, the first Baron Audley's mother was a granddaughter of William Longsword, Earl of Salisbury, and royal bastard of the second King called Henry.
Her father had been William Longsword II, who died at Mansura in Egypt, fighting for Louis IX, later Saint Louis.
Some Audleys bore Plantaganet lionels on their coats, and Eve's children would share the blood of Kings.
Children!
The girl squirmed uncomfortably at the thought of her marriage obligations. Eve was from a country estate, and had seen animals mating in the fields: her mother had tried to explain the ways of men and women on the day Eve first learned of the wedding contract.
It did little to allay her childhood fears, or dispel the half-understood jokes of the servant girls and older women.
Eve was slightly built, as flat chested as a lad: but she had a pretty oval face and dark eyes, which held the promise of sensual beauty.
Hawise reassured Eve there was a clause in the contract, which forbade 'intimacy' until her fourteenth birthday. Like most noble weddings, this was to be a financial and political union, not a love match. The feelings, hopes, and desires of the two young people came poor second to duty. If affection could blossom, then that would be a bonus. Eve had not yet met her groom.
John de Clavering was pleased to be ridding himself of an expensive daughter. As it was, he felt he was losing a limb with such a dower to pay! But, he had no sons, and docile Hawise was unlikely to produce any now, after fifteen years.
After all, she was twenty-eight, practically an old woman.
Audley was a good match for his girl, and any children they might produce (sons, if it please Almighty God!) would serve as inheritors for the de Clavering lands.
He had argued about the restriction on sexual union: he wanted his daughter and Audley to get on with it, produce a lusty grandson for him. Had he not married Hawise when she was just thirteen? There was no such nonsense in his day!
The contract, with its complex conditions, had been drawn up by monks from Audley's Hilton Abbey, and Cistercians had a sense of propriety about such things. De Clavering had been obliged to agree to the terms if he wanted to see his ambitions fulfilled.
For the time being, it would be a marriage in name only.
Something of the pagan in de Clavering's Norse ancestry rejected the preaching of the Church and regarded a marriage as complete only when consummated.
The promised three and a half-year delay hardly put Eve's mind at rest: in fact, it fuelled her suspicion that the marriage bed was to be avoided. She was still child enough to shut out these unpleasant aspects of life, and the time til1 she was fourteen stretched out before her like an unbroken horizon.
These speculations ran through her mind with dizzy speed, transporting her from the cold, eerie woods where horses plodded, wagon timbers creaked, and the iron-rimmed wheels ground on relentlessly, towards her new life.
Hawise mistook her daughter's unhappiness for impatience to reach the castle. In a rare display of affection, she pulled the girl to her side and they embraced: Eve could only recall five or six occasions like this in her life, and when she looked up at her mother's face she could see tears glittering.
"My lady," whispered Eve. Reaching out, she brushed the moisture away with her fingers. She wised this moment of love and warmth could last forever or that she could wake from this bad dream, sleepily safe, in her own room at Aynho.
Then a cloaked figure loomed out of the mist, alongside the wagon:
John, second Baron Clavering, mounted on his war-horse, Esprit. Steam flashed from the animal's nostrils, making him look like the fabled dragon of old. Here, in this fog-shrouded wilderness, the menacing atmosphere lent itself to a belief in monsters and ghosts.
It was in these woods that the Audleys’ forbear, Liliuf murdered Gamel, Saxon thegn of Heolla, at the time of the conquest. The locals believed his restless soul roamed the park, seeking revenge on his killer and his heirs. Liliuf had paid a rich amercement to the King for his crime, but gold was never enough. Blood must have blood, it was said.
"My dear lord," called out Hawise, "did you find him? Shall we reach castle Heleigh tonight?"
The guide's body lay bloody and broken at the base of a cliff: he had blundered over it in the murk, running from de Clavering's inevitable wrath. Death came before he even had time to cry out, the price for his incompetence.
Now the Norman lord threw back his mail coif, shaking loose a mane of silver-streaked black hair. The left side of his face was marred by a livid white scar, which ran from the temple, across his cheek, as far as the knotted veins in his neck. It was a trophy of the Scottish campaign five years earlier. The Scot who inflicted the wound at Falkirk had paid with his miserable life, but de Clavering was left prone to bouts of pain, fuzzy vision, and black rages.
One of the moods was on him, for he was grumpily silent in response to his wife's question. Ten minutes later he was forced to halt the procession, of horses, footmen, and carts. They were hopelessly lost, and it was folly to go further.
Eve shuddered at the prospect of spending a night in the wagon, and she looked to her mother for more comfort, but de Clavering's temper had unnerved Hawise, and she was her distant self once more.
Torches were placed in a smoky circle round the poor camp, and the soldiers worked frantically to light a fire.
The only fuel was damp, frost-rimed wood, but they all knew they could not endure a night in the open without a blaze, in such raw weather.
Someone found a flask of oil, sprinkled it on the smouldering faggots, and bright yellow flames danced up into the night. Cheered and encouraged, the soldiers set to, building a bonfire to warm themselves and the horses. The stream of hot air, smoke, and sparks rose straight up, burning a small gap in the fog. Evil shadows flickered under the roof of boughs.
Bread and cheese were issued, and the men sat huddled in their capes and helmets, toasting food above glowing embers on the ends of spears and swords. Hot ale was passed around from a battered kettle, and an old war song struck up.
Lady Clavering's maid prepared what simple fare she could manage with the limited resources at her disposal The Baron joined his wife and daughter in the comparative luxury of the wagon, and candles were lit while they waited for their food. Eve sipped hot, spiced wine, sweetened with honey, and drifted into sleep before the meal was served. She was exhausted by exertions and emotions beyond the experience of a young girl
De Clavering wolfed his rations in petulant silence. Hawise picked at morsels on her plate, wary of her lord's bad humour. It would pass soon enough, and then he would talk to her. For now, she must wait, bearing it patiently.
What a contrast to the night before! They had arrived mid- afternoon at the New Castle 'under the lyme' where the constable had feasted them as lavishly as the restrictions of Holy Week would allow. After Tutbury, it was the most civilised spot they had found in these bleak northern parts, and Hawise marvelled at the richness of the decorations and exotic furnishings. Could Heleigh possibly be finer?
Houses clustered round the walls of the castle and fine new church. It was obviously a prosperous, thriving town. Just a few miles to the west lay the Welsh Marches, a dangerous land as yet unsubdued by the Anglo-Norman kings. Heleigh had been built as a baronial home for the Audleys, but also as a fortress against Welsh marauders. Its high and splendid isolation on a rocky bluff was easily defensible. By contrast, the 'new' castle had to be artificially secured by excavating a pool around it, filled by damming a stream. It would never be a good stronghold in times of conflict.
One of Audley's heralds, waiting for the Claverings at Newcastle, had ridden the five miles to Heleigh that morning, to announce their impending arrival. He had made the journey in a couple of hours, but a late morning start, and the slow pace of the wagons, had left the Baron's party floundering in darkness on poor roads.
Eve was roused from fitful sleep by the brassy tone of a hunting horn. She saw her father sit bolt upright, tilting his head from side to side to catch the direction of the noise.
"What..?" she began, but Hawise gently shushed the child, so that Clavering could concentrate.
"A signal," he muttered, pulling his cloak about him, "it is the castle Heleigh, signalling us! Perhaps they have men out, searching. We cannot be far off - there it is again!"
With a grin, he jumped out of the wagon and called for Esprit. His mood had lifted. A commotion started up near the bonfire, and two soldiers brought a bowing, scraping peasant before the Baron.
"Well, who is he?" demanded Clavering.
His sergeant answered: he was from the north, and could understand the fellow's barbaric dialect.
"This track leads to a farm," explained the sergeant," he smelled our smoke and came to spy us out. Thought we might be Welsh bandits!"
Clavering snorted with impatience and the sergeant continued,
The guide should have put us on the next road off the highway, not this one! But just past the farm, it joins the Heleigh road anyway, so there's no real harm done."
"And the horns?"
"He says they always blow horns at the castle in bad weather, for the 'guidance' of lost souls."
The quivering notes were blasting out now at regular intervals. Clavering laughed loudly, "It's silver penny for the oaf if he can show us the way! We'll all have proper beds tonight. Strike the camp!"
Thomas Audley stood at the battlements of his turreted gatehouse, peering uselessly into the fog. Beside him, the huntsmen sounded their horns, calling to all travellers, but to the Claverings in particular.
They must be somewhere near, because the herald had reported them at Newcastle that same morning.
Since dawn, the castle had been a riot of activity, preparing for the noble visitors: by four o'clock this energy had turned to nervousness about a late arrival when the fog dropped, with its customary suddenness, the Audleys were alarmed.
The terrain around Heleigh was rough, with steep sides to the roads and dense parkland to pass through. Here, the lords of Audley loved to hunt the red deer given to their ancestor Henry out of the Royal Chase at Cannock. For wayfarers it was a nightmare tangle of narrow tracks, twisted undergrowth, and unexpected cliffs, as the way rose sharply towards the castle. This made for good defence, but difficult socialising.
"They should have left Newcastle earlier," mumbled Thomas, through chattering teeth, "they should have let the herald guide them..." woollen cloak. His father's youngest and only surviving brother was Thomas' guardian until he was of age to be summoned to Parliament as the second Baron Audley. By this device, his lands had escaped the grasp of the escheators, and stayed under family control
"Thomas, put on your cloak - you shouldn't be out here in this filth."
Hugh Audley was a powerful man who commanded respect: his orders were not often disobeyed.
This was one of the reasons the dying first Baron had entrusted his boys to the care of his dependable brother.
"Thank you, Hugh, "said the boy, taking the garment. He had stressed, almost spat, the personal title, rather than the more formal 'uncle' or 'sire'.
Hugh recognised this streak of defiance and disrespect in his nephew: he sighed and wised for the thousandth time that Thomas could be as dutiful as his younger brother, Nicholas. The two boys were chalk and cheese, as the saying went.
Young Nicholas was strong, a good foot taller than the sickly Thomas, although eighteen months his junior. The first Baron had married late in life, at nearly thirty, to a girl of sixteen, Katherine Giffard of Brimsfield. She wasted no time in producing two sons in rapid succession, to the delight of her husband.
On his deathbed, the Baron commended them to Hugh's care. He was sworn to carry out the wedding plans made by their fathers when Thomas and Eve were just babes.
Nicholas Audley, the elder, and John de Clavering had met in the Scottish wars and become friends after a fashion. In the cold, wet bivouacs of that campaign, they had planned the merger of their two ambitious families.
Hugh Audley reflected how Thomas was his mother's spoiled favourite, given to spiteful behaviour, lashing out against his poor constitution: while Nicholas junior was hale, cheerful, and obedient.
Normally, the firstborn of a noble family would be at court, serving as a royal squire, learning the lance and sword, jousting with his peers. When the time came to win his spurs, some valiant action on the field of honour would bring him to the monarch's attention, and he would be knighted. It would never be like this for Thomas, forced to tolerate a life that 'preserved' his strength. His hearty brother Nicholas, at fourteen, was a promising squire, already well versed in the lore of arms and chivalry. If only the Baron had lived to see him do so well... but he had been dead these four years, struck down at the peak of his life.
Hugh's heart went out to his nephew Nicholas. Was he not a youngest son himself, so often passed over? And what irony, he was now the only living son, but the family fortunes would go to the children of his dead brother.
What if Thomas did not survive until his majority? No, Hugh dared not even think such a thing!
It would break his mother's heart. Poor Katherine, she had taken her husband's sudden death very badly, and to lose Thomas …Hugh Audley prayed devoutly, every day, for God to grant Thomas the time, patience, and strength to father an healthy heir.
Now, here he was, a slight youth who looked more like a lad of twelve, anxiously awaiting the arrival of his child bride. Wispy blond hair showed damp beneath his cowl, watery blue eyes sunk into a pale face showing no sign of manhood's whiskers.
As if to emphasise his weakness, Hugh's next words cut into Thomas like a blade.
"You should come down now. Lady Katherine is most anxious, and the physician has warned you against getting cold and wet."
Thomas swallowed the words as if they were a bitter potion. One day, when he was Baron Audley, he would show this presumptuous uncle of his who was master.
If it had not been for the fact that Hugh was his mother's favourite, and she had left him a personal interest in some of her father's lesser manors, the man would be penniless, a nobody! He served his purpose - better a wardship within the family than the King's greedy escheators.
But, soon…
Part of him knew that his mother and uncle were right: indeed, there was a fever singing in his head, but he did not intend anyone to know it. Nothing must interfere with his father's wishes and his own ambitions would not be thwarted by a mere cold.
A coughing spasm shook him, and he steadied himself against the red sandstone blocks, wiping away blood-flecked spittle so that Hugh would not see. He continued to stare out into the sea of grey where the Newcastle to Chester road should lie. His uncle glared at Thomas' failure to comply, but he held his tongue.
Life had not been easy for Thomas, and this union might make amends for the other joys of manhood the boy had been obliged to forgo.
Eve de Clavering was potentially a very wealthy girl, with no brothers to inherit from her father. Thomas' sons would become the Barons Clavering as well as Audley.
What a vast addition to the burgeoning Audley fortunes!
The Baron's ancestors would have been proud of this alliance he had engineered, with the connivance of King Edward, who was well pleased with the match. An alliance friendly to the crown, between magnates with lands bordering both Wales and Scotland, was reassuring to a monarch who remembered only too well the horrors of baronial rebellion at home.
Hugh looked at Thomas furtively wiping his lips, and thought of Gamel's curse on the family. Bah!
Superstitious peasant rubbish! Still, that cough was getting worse, and the boy should really be inside, near a fire.
"There, uncle, there!" cried Thomas, in a high, girlish voice. His arm stabbed into the gloom, and he leaned so far over the projecting battlement that Hugh had to grab the cloak and hang on.
The older man's eyes bulged to see what had excited the boy.
Sure enough, just by the drawbridge, he caught the flicker of a torch: the helmeted head of a soldier was visible for a second in the poor light.
Now a horn, thin and reedy, called in response to Audley's huntsmen.
"Halloo the castle!" came a voice and then the startling rap of hooves on wooden planking.
"They're here!” shouted Thomas, and Hugh grinned with relief at his nephew's infectious happiness. Both Audleys rushed for the stone stair down to the bailey: Thomas beat his uncle by a second and flew down the precipitous flight.
Hugh Audley was already shouting orders from the middle of the stair. They were not really needed, as everyone knew their duties: but he did it just the same.
"Get Lady Katherine! Tell the kitchens! Food, drink, they must be frozen - see to the horses!"
Dozens of torches swarmed out of the keep and hall Servants, ostlers, squires, and heralds fell over each other to do Hugh's bidding. The spacious bailey was thronged with people, horses, and lights surrounding the new arrivals.
Breathless with haste, and giddy from his fever, Thomas Audley looked into the wagon and saw a small, fur-wrapped body gently lifted out.
"She's dead," he thought foolishly, "the journey was too much for her!”
Bitter, desperate emptiness swallowed him. His eyes took in all the details of the scene, which appeared frozen in an instant of time, like tiny fish in the ice of a wintry lake. Clammy sweat poured from his skin: his head buzzed intolerably, and each panting breath entered his lungs through a passage of fire. Then de Clavering set the girl on her feet, by the horses, and of course, she stood, eyes blinking in the torchlight.
Her bewildered face fixed on Thomas, and it was that vision which seared into his mind as he fell in a dead faint.
Later in her long life, Eve brought to mind often the sighs and sounds of her first night at Heleigh castle - a night which changed her life forever and set her on the winding path of her fortune.
She had woken to the noise of horns, and then dozed till the wagon crossed the drawbridge into the bailey.
Her father's strong arms hoisted her from the wagon into a mad confusion of shouting people, flaming lights, and stamping horses: all overlaid by the dreamlike quality of the fog.
Tired as she was, the Clavering steel in her straightened her backbone and lifted her chin for the grand entrance. She recalled seeing a boy (boy - she quickly learned he was her bridegroom!) carried up the stairs into the hall just ahead of them. She wondered what ailed him, and then he was lost to view.
She could see little of the castle in the dark and mist, but she sensed the mighty sandstone walls around her with the inbred instinct of the fortress dweller. Generations of her Norman ancestors had subdued their enemies, and later their feudal tenants, from fastnesses such as Heleigh.
Eve's life began on her father's estate at Aynho, in the north Hampton shire- the populous eastern section of the country. The fine house there was not fortified, but the manors Clavering owned in Northumberland were sturdy bastions against the devilish Scots.
Clavering castle in Essex, from which the Baron took his title, was an ancient pile built before the conquest; by Norman favourites of that Edward called the Confessor. Its grim, square keep, massive atop an earthen mound, epitomised the Norman grip on the country.
Heleigh was different: Eve sensed it after just a few seconds. True, the castle had been erected as a stronghold against the Welsh - the Barons Audley were Marchers. But it was also a home; there was a feel to it, of security and permanence. With luck, and hard work, perhaps it could also be made gracious.
The first Audleys ruled from a wooden motte and bailey fort on high ground in the village of Alditha's Ley, several miles away. Originally, it was just a field, named after the Saxon King Harold's wife.
Rising fortunes had enabled the first Baron's grandfather, Henry de Aldithley, to construct this symbol of the family's importance.
In addition to Heleigh castle, he had also built an imposing church for the new parish of Audley, close to the site of the old fort.
Eve had been told all this, as a list of dry facts, by the Cistercians from Audley's Hilton Abbey, during their visit to Aynho to prepare the wedding contract.
Now the stories came to life: Eve and her mother followed Hugh Audley and John de Clavering up the wide stair to the magnificent hall of Heleigh castle.
In the new style, the hall was built at the side of the keep, joining on to it, but not an integral part. The keep now performed a purely military function, defensible in time of war, still the ultimate refuge of the besieged, but no longer its lord's chief dwelling.
A huge log fire blazed in the middle of the room: smoke and sparks danced up to the blackened trusses of the roof, where louvres let out the fumes, but deflected cold winds and rain. Rushes were strewn about the common part of the rough red stone floor: the living rock from which Heleigh was built.
At the keep end of the Hall a great, carved oaken screen, very intricate and beautiful, stretched up to the roof, twenty feet or more in height. It was hung with elaborate tapestries, their bright colours dulled by smoke from fire and torches.
Behind the screen, reached by curtained portals on either side, were the Audley's private rooms, on two floors. A tunnel-like passage, running from the kitchens and pantry in the basement of the keep, pierced the screen at ground level.
At the opposite end of the building was a raised dais, decorated with carvings and draperies. Upon it stood a high table, with chairs for the Lord and his chief guests. A minstrel's gallery spanned the width of this wall, for the entertainment of the nobles. High, glazed windows speared towards the roof on both long walls of the Hall, interspersed with columns of the ubiquitous red stone to support the fanciful roof timbers.
Against the perils of winter, wooden shutters closed across the window spaces, so that all light came from the central blaze, and smoky torches placed every few feet along the walls.
The fumes made Eve's eyes water as soon as she entered. Houses she had lived in boasted chimneys, in proper fireplaces, and she decided on the spot that if she were to be lady of this castle, her husband would have to make changes. She shrugged off her mother's guiding hand, and walked erect, proudly, to the high table on the dais: past whispering folk half-glimpsed in the ruddy firelight. There were retainers, servants, soldiers, and relatives of the Baron Audley - all come to see the child who would be their new mistress. Dogs fought and yelped amongst the rushes, hunting for scraps, the only creatures to dare to break the respectful quiet.
John de Clavering looked about with disdain.
Eve could almost read his mind - she had heard his opinions many times. Gone were the days when a nobleman's hall should be a barn, full of smoke and draughts, the common lounge and eating place of all the castle's inmates. These rude northerners could obviously use some civilising influence and he did not doubt that a merger with the Claverings would provide it.
Above the table, beneath the gallery, was a riot of blazonry, the shields and helms of the Audley family. Here, the plain red and gold fretty, owing its origins to the Verdons, lords of Alton, feudal masters. Thomas Audley's shield, with its label of three points for eldest son, imposed over the fretty: he was unlikely to wield the thing on a field of battle if his health did not improve.
Amongst the shields, the gold lionels of the Plantaganets, passed on through the Long swords of Salisbury: crying to the world the Audleys' royal descent. It was of little importance that a bastard son of Henry II gave the lineage, or that it came through the female side. The Audleys' most ancient arms, three silver butterflies on a blue field, were fixed centrally.
A hubbub rose from the forty or so souls gathered in the Hall, as the Claverings were seated at the huge oak table. The finely carved chair at its head was vacant, and Hugh apologised for Thomas' absence.
"He is sick, I fear, with a winter chill, my lord Clavering. But he has bid me make you and your ladies welcome in his house.”
Eve looked up sheepishly at the source of the rumbling voice, and asked,
"Was it my lord Audley who swooned at the main gate?" Hugh Audley flushed, uncomfortable at the girl's directness. He was better at soldiering than diplomacy or entertaining. Eve's father glared at her lack of 'tact'.
“Yes, my lady," he confessed, clearing his throat noisily.
Then de Clavering snorted, and grinned at his daughter, a terrible lop-sided effect with the scar on his face,
"It was your beauty made him faint, my dear, when he set eyes on you!"
This threadbare jest was greeted by nervous laughter, but it broke the ice, and the whole company relaxed. Scullions brought modest food, such as fitted the season of fasting, and flagons of watered wine.
Eve was not hungry, but her eyes swept every inch of the hall, savouring the details of her new home.
She noted the black buffet laden with gold and silver plate, and jewelled cups.
The Audley wealth certainly rivalled their own, but her shoulders registered the icy draughts penetrating the huge room. She resolved to do something about that: either these folk were much hardier than her own people were or just plain unaware of the lack of comfort at Heleigh. There were riches here, but poverty too, of spirit and ideas. Ah well, all that would change.
Hugh Audley and de Clavering fell into deep conversation about their respective campaigns: the other occupants of the hall drifted away, about their various occupations.
After an hour or so, Hugh's wife, Annabelle rescued the Clavering women on the pretext of showing them their apartments. They left the men to their warlike talk.
Annabelle and Hawise fussed and clucked over Eve, getting her ready for bed, gossiping about their mutual relations.
Hugh Audley's wife was the youngest daughter of the Earl of Lincoln, a distant relative of de Clavering. In the guest quarters it was quiet and cosy, heated by a stone flue that ran through the wall from the cooking fires in the kitchens below.
Eve's bed had been made up next to the warm wall and after all her exertions that day; she revelled in the simple luxury of it. Sleep came soon after her mother snuffed the candles; she dreamed of fog phantoms and her children yet unborn.
CHAPTER 2
DECEMBER 1303: AUDLEY VILLAGE, STAFFORDSHIRE …
James Audley rose as soon as the first feeble daylight fell across his bed. The whole house was very silent: his parents were at Heleigh, receiving the de Claverings, and most of the household had gone with them.
Annabelle, his mother, trusted only her own people to make arrangements for Christmas and the wedding in the New Year. The grieving dowager, Katherine, had allowed standards to slide, until her brother-in-law Hugh and his wife took over. Now, she seemed content to let them run the castle's domestic life.
More than once, James wondered why his warrior father never seemed to take offence at this presumption that he was fit only for menial roles.
The two Audley brothers had been obliged to stay at home until today, to complete their schooling. At last, the tutor monks had left for the Abbey at Hilton to celebrate Christmas, and now the boys were free to join the rest of the family.
Hugh's house, in the vill of Audley, lay under the shadow of the church: the air was frost-still, eerily quiet, and James could hear the shrill voice of the old priest competing with the earliest bird-song.
Perhaps if I prayed harder, God would grant my wish, thought James. As always, his first waking thought had been, when will Father let me go to court as a squire? He was a year older than his cousin Nicholas, who was already at court.
His other cousin Thomas was to be married, at fifteen! It didn't seem fair.
James was sturdy, tall for his age, with dark hair and high cheekbones that framed his startling blue eyes. He excelled at wrestling, riding, and archery: all the 'country' pursuits, but he longed for the glamour of chivalry, and the chosen profession of his family- war. For this, he must train properly, with the lance and sword, the noble weapons of true combat: then he must win his spurs. He was the child of a younger son, and although his father was by no means poor, there would be no great inherited wealth. It was up to him, and his brother, to make his way in the world.
James pulled apart the shutters and shivered in a thrill of icy air; he watched the sun's reluctant fireball start its climb above misty Staffordshire hills. Most of the overnight fog had cleared, leaving a tracery of frost on grass and boughs.
A tousled head appeared from beneath the covers of the room's other bed. James' younger brother Hugh, grunted a protest,
"Mercy, James! Close the shutters, I surrender! It's freezing!"
"Wake up, sleepyhead," laughed James, "today we ride to Heleigh to see cousin Thomas' bride," he added with mock severity, "have you forgotten?"
"No, James, I haven't forgotten. But it's too early to get up. Too early and too cold."
"Nonsense, man, rouse yourself. The priest's already at matins."
James pulled Hugh's bedcovers back, and the younger boy shrieked. Seconds later they were rolling round the floor, hitting each other with cushions, slippers, or any other object which came to hand. Finally, they rolled apart, breathless, giggling.
"I bested you!" shouted Hugh.
"Never!” retorted James; "you'll have to grow another foot taller to do that!"
Both boys struggled into thick woollen hose, undershirts, and coats. James added a leather jerkin in the style of a soldier, while Hugh kept warm by wrapping a blanket round his head and shoulders like a cloak.
In his belt, James carried a jewelled dagger, a present from his father for his tenth birthday. This was not just ornamental: the threat of personal violence was never far off. The roads, even in country districts, had their vagabonds and robbers. The Welsh Marches were a few scant miles westward, and the call to arms could come at any time.
Audley lay in frontier country, where the Norman colonisation had taken longer than in the favoured south and east. Only now were towns like Newcastle becoming well established.
The kitchen was warm and welcoming, the ruins of last night's fire comfortably odorous. The boys found small beer and stale bread, a handsome breakfast for young bloods in search of adventure.
Hugh issued some complaint about the plain food and wished for the feasting of Christmas with a fervour that was more heartfelt than his welcome to the Christ child.
"Father will be furious if he learns we've missed matins," warned James, draining his mug.
"Then we'd better take care he doesn't find out," replied his brother, "if we put a penny in the poor box, Father Giles won't tell"
"You rogue!" cried James, in counterfeit horror, but his fingers were already searching his pouch for a coin: Hugh's was a neat solution. They scampered out of the house, past the ruins of the old fort, up the hill to the door of the church.
Father Giles, a kindly greybeard, stood with arms folded, just inside the portal
"Well, gentlemen, it seems you are late again," the reproof in his tone was very mild.
"A thousand pardons, Father, forgive us," James tinkled the coin into the poor box, gave it a rattle as if to judge its contents, then handed it to the startled priest. Before he could recover, Hugh treated Giles to a sly wink, and then the boys were gone, racing back to the house to saddle their horses. Their feet slithered and slipped on the frosty legacy of last night's vile weather.
Father Giles smiled bemusedly, and shook his head. What a clan these Audleys were! Such energy, so much to do. Soon, it would be the wedding, young Thomas and the de Clavering child. He pursed his lips at the prospect, tried hard to approve.
It stole the grin from his face, she was so young...
After a few minutes, his contemplation was disturbed by the clop of hooves on the frozen road outside. Through the window he saw the two Audley brothers ride off south towards Heleigh: breath steamed about their hooded heads in the cruel morning air.
Despite his impatience to be off to court, James loved this wild and wooded country where they lived. Because of his father's junior position, James and his brother had not been sent away at an early age to be raised as pages in the household of some other great noble. They knew this countryside better than the Audley heir, cousin Thomas, who was often confined to the castle by illness.
Deer fled before their approach, darting shyly into the timber beside the road. Rabbits hopped brazenly across their path, wary only of the hovering hawk in search of food.
Wintering birds filled the leafless branches with song to greet the sun, which laboured to burn away the last stubborn wisps of freezing fog.
He would miss all this when he went away. Everything the eye could see belonged to the Audleys: most of the people, too, owed their feudal allegiance to the new Barony. Local wits translated the ancient name 'ALDITHLEY' or 'AUDLEY' into 'ALL THE LEY' or 'the whole country' - to own it all seemed to be the Audley ambition. Their holdings stretched from the ramparts of Wales to the fens of Norwich in the far east of the country.
A couple of miles into their journey, at the brook of Shraley, James and Hugh met a man watering his horse by the shallow ford. He was an Audley tenant, William de Erdeleye, a relatively rich farmer with a fine house and fertile fields to the north of the village. His son was a playmate of the Audley brothers, being about the same age.
"Good morning, Master William," called out Hugh, cheerfully.
Erdeleye returned the greeting with respect, and asked the boys where they were going so early.
"Ah, yes," he said, when told,” I am on my way back from Heleigh. I would have returned last night, but the weather obliged me to stay. Great excitement! My Lord Audley, God preserve him, has a lovely young bride!"
"So she is pretty, then?" asked Hugh, "did you see her?"
William smiled; remembering perhaps what it was like to be fourteen, with the sap rising.
"Ah yes, a beautiful child," he replied, "but that's all she is. A little girl, no older than my own Margaret. God be with you, gentlemen, I must be on my way."
The farmer jerked his horse's head out of the water, and pointed it towards home.
"Safe journey, Master William," said James, solemnly. He was a little embarrassed at the mention of Margaret de Erdeleye, because there had once been talk of a betrothal between him and the girl William never missed a chance to raise the subject. These plans had not borne fruit, as Hugh was wary of marrying his sons into positions below their rank.
James was, nevertheless, aware of the importance of civility to the family's chief tenants, even if his was a lesser branch of the main tree. Hugh had taught his boys that loyalty and respect were earned, not freely given, and this process was two-way. In times of war, it was better to have a loyal vassal leap to your defence because he admired you, than have him stab you in the back under cover of battle, in revenge for a grievance. Pondering this, James rode on in silence.
In half an hour, they came to a fork, where the road to Betley branched off. A mob of peasant men and women, thickly wrapped against the cold, were coming down the track from the castle.
In their gruff dialect, redolent of Saxon and Old English, they informed James and Hugh that they were searching for a relative lost in last night's fog. He had been acting as a guide to the de Clavering party and had become separated from them in the bad conditions. Now they were anxious for his safety, and for the money he had been promised when he was hired at Newcastle.
They were a surly looking bunch, and James could sense their tension and frustration. Automatically, his hand strayed to the hilt of his dagger, and he felt their eyes boring into him.
Had they seen anything of the lost man? No, only William de Erdeleye. James wished them luck, and listened to their shouts receding down the road,
"Peter! Peterkin! Where are you?"
Thomas Ufford chafed at the task Hugh Audley had given him, but duty bound him to obey. He had no desire to play nursemaid to the de Clavering child - however, she was close to his own age, and it was perhaps, inevitable, that they should be thrown together. Her old nurse had died the year before and she had arrived at Heleigh without companions.
The Audley heir, his namesake Thomas, was lying abed dangerously ill, the whispers said. On rising that day, Ufford and his fellow squires had been trooped into the spartan chapel to pray for their master's rapid recovery.
As younger son of Baron Ufford, Thomas had been sent to Heleigh at the age of seven, when the first Baron was still alive. He was to be educated with their own boys, and brought up as a page and then a squire. It was common practice for the great families to exchange parental duties in this way, usually in return for some financial or political favour: the Audley heir was an exception in remaining at home with poor health.
Thomas Ufford pitied him, almost despised him for his weakness. He also envied his position and privilege: his confessor prescribed daily scourging and cold bathing to rid his heart of these base emotions. How could he aspire to the chivalry of knighthood bearing such grudges?
Ufford lived for the thrill of a fight, and had done so since a wooden sword was placed in his hand at the age of three. His contemporaries swore that he must have emerged from the womb fighting - that he had bedded his first wench when he was only six! He was certainly a bonny lad of thirteen, with a riot of ginger hair, and freckles, which seemed to merge into one red mass when he wrinkled his face for a laugh or a battle cry.
In the bailey, his was always the first lance to tilt at the quintain, with its vicious ball and chain: his yells and warlike shouts were loudest, his sword-arm the strongest. His boasts and jests carried the furthest, up to the apartments where the Audleys lived.
Hugh had decided to temper that wild spirit with a little 'education' in the finer things of life. Baron Ufford would be glad to have one of his younger sons back equipped with the ability to sing something other than a crude tavern song. His mother would welcome his training in the arts of conversation, poetry, and gracious manners.
When the time came to match him with a suitable heiress, these achievements would be as useful as his practice combats in the yard.
It grieved Hugh to be lavishing so much attention on other men's sons, when he had two fine boys of his own, still at home. But, as a younger son himself, he was only temporary Lord of this Barony. In his own right, he had neither the position nor the finance to send his boys away, but he was hopeful that this time spent as guardian of Audley would bring him, and his sons, to greater royal attention.
Favours from such well-placed men as Ufford, de Clavering, and his own nephew Thomas, would surely boost the fortunes of his spur of the family, and help James and Hugh on their way. He knew that both his sons were ambitious to be great knights.
"You can manage a pretty enough tune - when you try," Hugh told young Ufford that morning. The older man had been waiting for him when he left the chapel," and you can tell a good tale. Your jests are even amusing, if you keep them clean! I have decided you will be companion to Lady Eve until Thomas is recovered from his fever."
"Yes, sire," gulped Ufford.
He would rather have been commanded to slay a dragon or capture a unicorn. What did he know about the society of ladies?
"Today she will go to the church at Audley, with her mother, to give thanks for their safe arrival. Ride with them, Tom, it will be a good chance for her to see part of the estate. Lord Clavering and I will hunt in Heleigh Park."
Venison from this sport would grace the Christmas tables at the castle.
Thomas Ufford made a stiff little bow, and ran off in the direction of the hall. The job he had been given would have been more suited to Audley's cousins, James or Hugh; and yet he knew he outranked these boys because he was the son of a Baron. De Clavering would be sensitive about things like that, and Hugh the elder would be anxious to give no offence. Every move in the game was carefully planned; the Audley-Clavering alliance would not be allowed to fail.
Eve woke from a deep sleep, dreams cobwebbing her thoughts. Hawise lay nearby, under a heap of covers and furs, still fast from the previous day's trials. Annabelle Audley was moving about the room with a tray of cups. It shocked Eve to see such an important person carry things like a common servant; her father would not have allowed it in his houses.
She said two 'Hail Mary's' as thanks for another night safely passed, knowing that her mother would be pleased at this devotion. Hawise was a very religious woman who had wanted to become a nun: but John de Clavering took her for his bride, and she was lost to the Church. Eve wondered if her mother had been happy in that marriage.
"Lady Eve," chirped Annabelle, “you are awake. Here is warm milk and fine bread for you to break your fast. We won't disturb your mother yet. Would you like me to help you dress?"
The trivial conversation twittered on as Eve prepared for the day. She saw that the shutters were thrown back from the window slit, and she wandered across to it, munching a piece of bread. It was a high sill, but by standing on tiptoe, the little girl could just see over.
Morning sun had triumphed over the mist, and light streamed into the room.
Eve looked down into the busy bailey where dozens of lives were going their own ways: each one a separate parcel of activity, hopes, and fears. The day obviously started early in these parts.
"Madam," she enquired politely, "how is Lord Audley this morning?"
"He is a little better," lied Annabelle. No need to alarm the child.
His fever was raging, and his breathing difficult.
"When will I meet him?"
"Oh, in a day or two, I expect. You will want to see him looking his best. And that is how Thomas would wish it."
"I suppose so. I shall pray for him."
"As do we all,"
Annabelle put her arm round Eve in a motherly fashion, felt the girl stiffen at the familiarity.
"We are going to Audley church today. Father Giles is the priest who will marry you to Thomas, after Epiphany. Young Ufford is coming with us- he's a likely lad, you'll enjoy his company."
When breakfast was done, and Hawise had roused herself, the women, warmly wrapped against the December chill, gathered in the bailey. Two burly soldiers, wearing the Audley badge, and de Clavering's own sergeant, were to escort the party.
Thomas Ufford appeared, mounted on a black palfrey, and the sight of him took Eve's breath.
Here was everything a young cavalier should be! He was tall, with a laughing face and flashing eyes. He wore the new style of conical helmet, and a crested surcoat of black, with his father's saltire upon it, and a crescent to show his junior rank. On the horse, he cut a fine figure, belying his years - already a man. If only her sickly bridegroom could look like this!
Thomas bowed low from the saddle, making a great show of restraining the lively animal. All this display was for the ladies' benefit, and they loved it! He was warming to the job. Eve felt her heart beat fast, and her pale face coloured up when Ufford turned his eyes on her.
"My lady," he said to her directly, "my Lord Audley bids me see you safely to the church."
The grizzled sergeant eyed the young cockerel with amusement, and wondered what good his pretty looks would be in a real fight.
Seeing Eve's obvious interest lifted Tom's spirits. She was a pretty little thing, a bit skinny, but in a year or two - once again he felt a stab of envy at Audley's good fortune and position. Why should a weed like him take all the good things?
Hawise, Annabelle, and Eve were helped up into a small cart, and the soldiers formed an escort on foot alongside it. The driver was a local man, and Thomas Ufford headed the procession on his black horse.
As soon as the cart cleared the gatehouse, and crossed the drawbridge, Eve got her first sight of the Audley estate. The road they had travelled the night before curved away and fell steeply towards the parkland where her father and Hugh Audley were now hunting. It twisted back up to meet the Chester road just outside the vill of Wrinehill, close to Betley.
Towards Newcastle and Chester, dense woodlands rolled to the limit of vision. Occasional squat church towers, or columns of blue wood smoke betrayed hidden habitation: dimly, in the west, rose the purple shadows of the Welsh hills.
Eve's party took the Audley road, following the castle wall along the brow of the ridge. Warm, red stone hewn from the moat had been used to build the fortress, and the size and extent of it awed Eve. Turreted bulges guarded the curtain wall, giving flanking fire down across the moat at the rear of the castle. At the front, dizzy cliffs gave more than adequate protection. The castle's design owed much to Henry de Aldithley's friend and mentor, the Earl of Chester, who had erected unassailable Beeston, twenty miles away.
On this side of the Audley estate, fields were under cultivation, silent in their winter drab, stitched together by sparse Hedgerows, dotted with bleak copses. Few people moved on the face of this wintry landscape, as they followed the track down towards Audley: but, suddenly, approaching a fork in the road, a dozen or so ragged peasants burst from the trees on either side.
Startled, Thomas' beast reared up and threw him to the ground with bone-crushing force. The breath was driven from his lungs, and he lay stunned, panting to force air into his deflated chest.
His ears rang to the sounds of screeching animals, and rough shouts. Seeing Ufford fall, the soldiers went for their swords, but de Clavering's experienced sergeant gestured them to hold back. He had realised Thomas' fall was accidental: the rabble seemed unarmed, apart from the ugly looking staves one or two carried. He would wait to see what these louts wanted.
"Clavering! Clavering!" they shouted, and the sergeant's hackles rose again: these people knew whom they were confronting.
"Get away from here!" he threatened, sounding much braver than he felt. There were a dozen to his three; four if you counted the young fool gasping on the floor like a landed trout. The cart driver was of little use, goggling at the scene slack-mouthed.
Eve and Hawise could not believe the peasants' behaviour. On Clavering estates, they kept a respectful distance from their masters.
Annabelle, who knew a couple of the men by sight, was more disturbed than frightened. What could have driven them to such anger and defiance? Courageously, she stood up in the cart, and faced the apparent leader of the mob.
"You there," she called, "calm yourselves. Can't you see the horses are frightened? They may bolt!"
This coolness shook the angry dozen, and her reference to the animals, which they knew so well, and dealt with every day, seemed to strike home. With the wind out of their sails, temporarily, the shouting subsided to fierce muttering. Two and a half centuries of conditioning were hard to overcome, and the peasants' almost inbred respect for the 'foreign' nobility battled against their rage.
Pressing her advantage, Annabelle asked, "What is the matter? What do you want of us?"
Thomas was rising shakily to his feet, blinking at the stars before his eyes, when he heard the spokesman say, "Clavering! Clavering killed our Peter! Peterkin is dead!"
His arm pointed to the verge of the road where two women were weeping over what looked like a bundle of rags.
"My Lord Clavering never killed anyone," growled the sergeant, menacingly.
His temper was starting to overcome his nerves. "At least, not here! Not yet!" He fingered the battle-notched sword at his side, and the locals gripped their staves as if to respond.
“Enough, sergeant!" snapped Annabelle, "what is this nonsense? Who was Peter?"
"Clavering hired him at Newcastle as a guide to Heleigh. When he got them lost, the great Baron threw our Peter off a cliff. There we found him, just now, all smashed up."
The man's face contorted with hate, and his voice squeaked with madness.
"The guide was lost in the fog-" started Annabelle, but the shouting clamoured again, drowning her out. One of the women left the corpse and ran across to the cart, stabbing her fingers at the Clavering women. She screamed in fury and grief,
"Well, now we've got something of his! He'll pay, the Norman bastard!"
Ufford's head had cleared enough to begin analysing the situation. Any second, violence would erupt, and the ladies in his charge could be harmed. An unnatural calm held him in check, but he knew he would have to strike first, to turn the inevitable fight to their advantage. His eyes met those of the sergeant, and flicked knowingly towards the noisy ringleader.
In that instant, the sergeant's opinion of young Ufford changed: he realised the lad had more sense than he had credited. Of course, the leader should be tackled first, to discourage the others - but they were still outnumbered and it could go badly wrong.
John de Clavering showed little mercy to bunglers or failures: he would worry about that if he lived through this mess.
A shrill voice distracted the nobleman and the sergeant. Little Eve de Clavering was standing beside Annabelle Audley; her arms folded casually, her bearing regal. Only her pinched, white face betrayed any emotion. Ufford was smitten instantly, with admiration for her stance. His battle plans were almost forgotten as she piped up,
"Now listen to me, all of you. I am Eve de Clavering, soon to be Lord Audley's wife. I give you my word that my father did not harm this man. He ran off in the fog, and could not be found."
Uneasy silence settled on the road, like the peace between distant lightning and thunderclap. Those seconds lasted an eternity, and Thomas dared hope briefly that they had pulled it off, but the spell was shattered by the hysterical peasant woman.
"Liar!" she squealed, "Bloody Norman liar!"
She pulled up a clod of frozen grass and hurled it toward the cart. That simple signal turned the scene to mayhem. In a blur of action, the sergeant unsheathed his sword and whacked the nearest man's head with the flat of his blade.
Down he went, like a big tree falling. Eve watched in horror, aghast that her words had provoked such insolence, rather than compliance. The ringleader and another peasant jabbed at the sergeant with their staves, fending him off. Ufford selected his target: he snatched up the fallen man's stave and poked it between the leader's legs.
Busy baiting the sergeant, he was caught off-balance and crashed to the ground with a grunt. His head struck a cartwheel, and he was out like a snuffed candle.
Thomas whirled round to see the sergeant get in a stab at his other tormentor, who howled in pain, and backed off clutching a useless arm. Gore spurted through his fingers in a spectacular spray - an artery was severed.
Battle-lust sang in Ufford's head! This was what all the practice was for, now he wanted to kill. Two more peasants stepped back into the woods, dismayed at the sight of blood: but the women urged on the others, all the while pelting the cart with stones and mud.
The three noblewomen cowered under cover of the canvas when the unfortunate driver fell senseless from his perch, hit on the temple by a heavy stone. Eve ground her teeth in anger, fighting down terror. Could her father really want her to live in such a savage place, where the serfs rose up in open rebellion against their lords?
One of the Audley soldiers doubled over, caught by a lucky blow to the belly. His sword tumbled to the ground, and with a triumphant whoop, his attacker seized it and started towards Ufford.
"Thomas! Look out!" shrieked Eve, as loud as her voice could manage. Ufford stared ashen-faced at his foe, clutching just a useless broken stave in one hand, and fumbling for his dagger with the other. The face of his opponent split in a fearsome grin, and he charged clumsily. One second later he was dead, shot through by a yard of ash, tipped with steer Goose feathers quivered at the end of the arrow embedded in his heart.
Whooshes and thuds filled the air, and the rebels' shouts of victory turned to dismay.
Running at them, loosing shaft after shaft, came two bowmen, one in a leather jerkin, the other wearing the bold red and gold fretty coat of Audley.
James Audley cursed savagely under his breath. He had not meant his arrow to kill the fellow with the sword, just bring him down. It was a bad business to kill peasants, even those engaged in such hostile activities. They could normally be scared off by a show of strength, and blood was usually unnecessary. But the man had looked awfully close to his friend Thomas Ufford, and far too menacing with that blade. Training and instinct, hours of practice at the butts, had fitted the arrow to string and put the point through his target before he could think coolly.
Hugh was beside him now, shouting wildly, and brandishing his bow. The sight of new and determined opposition, prepared to kill, broke the spirit of the ruffians - they threw down their weapons and fled into the trees. The rag-tag women followed, one of them hobbling painfully, with an arrow from Hugh Audley's quiver sticking out of her knee. James was breathless from his charge when he reached the trembling Thomas Ufford.
"Bravely fought, Tom," he gasped, eyes flicking round to assess the threat and the damage, “we saw your trouble as we came over the hill Are you hurt?"
Thomas burbled his thanks, clutching James' arm for support. Now the fire of battle had gone out of him, he felt weak, sick, and drained. A man lay dead at his feet, the first casualty of violence he had ever seen. James' emotions were boiling furiously - he had killed a foeman threatening his kin and friends. Not a Frenchie, or a Welsh barbarian, or even a wild Scot: but one of their own villeins, in all probability.
The victim's glazed eyes were turned to the sky, and a curious wheezing escaped the pierced lung.
James turned away to see Hugh scrambling in to the cart. Seconds later he emerged with his arm round his mother's shoulders: her composure had broken and she was weeping loudly. Hawise and Eve de Clavering were helped down by the sergeant as James and Thomas reached the cart.
Eve regarded the boys solemnly, her dark eyes shining with gratitude. She stole a glance at the dead body and crossed herself involuntarily, the action of a girl influenced by her mother's religious fervour.
"Well shot, master bowman," she said to James, unaware of his station,
“My father will reward you well for that arrow."
An archer came well down the social scale, but Eve knew her father could be magnanimous as well as hard. James nodded stiffly, then Thomas took Eve's hand and touched his lips to it formally, and with all the gallantry he could muster.
"My lady," he stammered, "your 'master bowman' is James, son of Hugh Audley- and this is his brother, also called Hugh."
Eve blushed at this gaffe, but Annabelle stole the attention by sobbing, "My sons! My brave boys!"
Now the fight was over, all three looked like frightened little boys, overcome by the enormity of what they had done. Hawise shook her head in wonder, and muttered a prayer of thanks to the Virgin, for their deliverance at the hands of these children.
Eve looked from Thomas, back to James, and smiled shyly, despite the grim happenings. She could not believe the frivolous thoughts that crept into her head - which one was most appealing? James with black hair and startling eyes, or Thomas, of the fine word and flowery gesture?
Lord Audley, lying ill, represented duty and reality, the course of her life mapped out by her elders, with a man she had never met. Tom Ufford and James Audley had leapt into her life with a breath of romance, the very stuff of ballads and heroic tales. Her heart fluttered mercilessly, and she could not tell if it was the murder she had seen or the two handsome lads.
Hugh hung back, her eyes downcast: he knew he was not the subject of any of Eve's attention. To cover his envy, he busied himself with the soldiers, making certain the danger was past. Let the older boys show off to the ladies, he would get on with the job, and one day, when he was a mightier warrior and lord than any of them, they would dance attendance on him.
CHAPTER 3
DECEMBER 1303: AUDLEY, STAFFORDSHIRE …
Two pressing matters eclipsed the preparations for Christmas and the wedding - Thomas Audley's continuing fever, and the execution of the 'rebel' leader, John Halmer. Wretched fellow, he had been dragged unconscious from the scene of the fight, and the soldiers would have killed him out of hand, but Ufford restrained them.
"We'll have a public spectacle," he gloated,” to teach these yokels respect for their betters!"
The sergeant growled his agreement, and Ufford puffed himself up – all would know that it was he who had knocked out the dangerous would-be assassin. When Halmer was dragged before the Baron, John de Clavering was adamant: his manhood was threatened by this assault on his family, his chattels.
"Hang him now!" he demanded.
Hawise, although one of Halmer's intended victims, piously suggested that as this was the season of Christ's mercy to man, perhaps clemency could be shown to the captive. But the men folk would have none of it: Hugh Audley nodded in grim agreement with de Clavering, who extinguished his wife's protest with a single scathing glance. Their women had been threatened and that could not be tolerated. As far as they could tell, the surviving culprits had fled across the border into the lawless county Palatine of Chester, evading Audley's posse: but they had the leader, and he would pay the penalty for them all.
More than one of Audley's manors held the ancient right of infangthef: the matter need not be referred to a higher authority. Audley word and rule was absolute. On the day before Christmas Eve, John of Halmer's End swung from a gibbet at the crossroads where his crime was committed – a dire warning to all passing by.
Thomas Ufford and the Audley boys were showered with praise for their courage.
De Clavering gave them all handsome presents, and made a great fuss of Ufford in particular, seeing in him, perhaps, the son he had never had and wanted so badly. The Baron was grateful to James and Hugh, and courteous to them for their father's sake, but they were, after all, below his rank. Ufford had conquered his foe in close combat, as became a true knight: the Audley boy had shot down his adversary with a commoner's longbow.
The killing burned James' conscience - he went to Father Giles, who absolved him willingly. The priest assured James that although it was sinful to take life, it was also a soldier's duty to protect family, King, and country. God understood, and would be merciful.
Young Hugh basked in the attention that reflected on him, swaggering about Heleigh castle telling and re-telling the tale to anyone who would listen. He could not understand why James sported such a long face, and wished it could have been his arrow that felled the swordsman. Unlike his brother, Hugh had been shooting to kill, and had only managed to wound a woman in the leg.
As the weather turned to bright, bitter cold, freezing ponds and streams, Thomas Audley's fever grew hotter and wilder. He ranted deliriously, cursing one moment, and praying fervently the next. His mother, Katherine, tended him without rest, bathing his face with cool water and soothing his rages with soft words.
She had lost her husband to a sudden illness, and it was more than she could bear to think of losing Thomas. Through her vigil her lips moved constantly in silent prayer.
Her sister-in-law Annabelle worked tirelessly to ensure that the celebrations went well. She personally supervised preparations for the feast of Christmas, while the men rode out to administer Audley justice to John Halmer. They returned from that duty subdued, and it took many a cup of hot, spiced Gascon wine to restore their spirits.
On the day of the execution, Thomas Ufford, the Audley brothers, Eve, and several ladies of the household set out for Betley Mere to go skating on the thick ice that had formed. This time they had a heavy escort of soldiers and one of the Audley men-at-arms to protect them: Hugh the Elder was not about to risk any further incidents before the marriage could be solemnised.
Frivolous activities such as music, dancing, and skating, were, strictly speaking, frowned upon in the Holy Week leading up to the celebration of Christ's birth, but all the adults agreed that young Eve had been through a nasty experience, and needed cheering. She had not yet even met her groom - in fact, only his mother, physician, and priest were allowed in to see him. As for the boys, this relaxation of the fast was seen as an extra reward for their bravery. Father Giles would say a special mass for their forgiveness, and suitable offerings would be made to Saint Margaret, Audley's patroness.
Eve had never skated before: all thoughts of duty, her sick bridegroom, and the piety of the season, were forgotten in a mad whirl of excitement. More than once, she slipped off James' or Ufford's arm, landing helplessly on the ice while the chaperones giggled and pointed. The girl's natural grace overcame her lack of skill, and within an hour Eve was swooping over the glassy mere as though born to it. Ufford pranced and performed, James kept a brotherly eye on Eve, and Hugh forged up and down the ice dreaming his solitary dreams of power. Whenever Eve landed on her backside, it always seemed to be James' strong arms lifting her up, restoring her dignity. He had no sisters, and felt drawn to this girl, who could be as imperious as her father one moment, and laughing like a naughty babe the next.
She flirted shamelessly with both Thomas and James, revelling in their different kinds of attention. Ufford was boisterous and obvious, a silver-tongued courtier, while James was darkly serious. One eyebrow would lift in concealed amusement when he raised her from the ice, but he was too much the gentleman to laugh openly at her misfortune. Ufford, on the other hand, split his sides with mirth when any of the party, including him, had a spill.
All too soon, the hour grew late, and dark cloud boiled up out of the west, heralding a snowstorm fresh from the Welsh mountains. The man-at-arms called the youngsters together got them wrapped in cloaks and furs, and mounted on their horses.
"Back to Heleigh before the storm breaks," he commanded, and they set off in gathering gloom. Big wet flakes fell first, followed by finer, driving snow, and by the time they got to Heleigh, the countryside was mantled in white. Hugh the Elder had been watching for signs of their return, anxious since he had heard reports of armed gangs crossing from Cheshire and raiding isolated settlements north of Heleigh.
Halmer's 'revolt' now seemed to fit a pattern of general unrest in the area, though the Cheshire outlaws had long been a thorn in Audley's side. Why the King was not firmer with this rabble Hugh did not know. Edward was a strong monarch, harsh in his judgements, cruel even by some standards, but he never seemed to get to grips with these bandits: the Marchers were left to deal with the problem alone.
When he saw the horses plodding up the track from Betley, Hugh let out a sigh of relief. John de Clavering was in the hall, drowning his sorrows, that strange, black humour upon him. After the hanging, the Baron declined the hunt, dinner, or gaming - all he wanted to do was drink, so Hugh left him to it.
There was good news for Eve: while John Halmer kicked at the end of a rope, and the children cavorted on the ice, Katherine Audley's prayers had been answered. Thomas' fever had broken about noon, and he lay sleeping quietly, normally. The physician pronounced that danger was probably past, and he would start to recover.
"You enjoyed your sport?" smiled Hugh, helping Eve off her pony. Her dark eyes twinkled and her usually pale skin glowed with excitement and cold.
"Oh yes, it was marvellous! Can we go again?"
Hugh Audley laughed aloud to see her so happy, and gave his boys an approving wink.
"We'll see, my lady, we'll see. Now I have another treat for you: Lord Audley is much better. He has woken and is asking for you."
Eve flushed scarlet from root to tip, a great wash of shame flooding over her. While she had been… playing, with James and Thomas, her betrothed had been battling with illness, perhaps for his life. In her innocent pleasure, she had not spared him a thought Hugh must have sensed her distress: he told her not to worry, that his nephew would understand, would not have wanted her moping round the castle waiting for him to recover. The last was a white lie: Thomas would have liked nothing better, thought Hugh, but Eve had better not know that.
They mounted the stair to Thomas' room, and Eve's first real sight of her husband to be came as a shock. He sat upright in a high bed, with covers up to his chest. His back was supported by fat pillows, his face drawn and collapsed into cavernous hollows beneath both eyes. Fair hair plastered wetly to his skull, the residue of fever and bathing. Sweet herbs burned in censers to ward off evil vapours, and the scented smoke lent an unreal quality to the scene. Eve saw Thomas' lips move, then Katherine stepped from the shadows, a gaunt but still beautiful figure.
"Thomas," she spoke softly, “Thomas, your bride is here. Here is Eve, you must greet her."
The woman urged Eve closer to the bed, which was so high that Eve's eyes were almost level with Thomas' pale face. His eyes were tight shut, but his mouth opened, as if to speak.
"My Lord," said Eve, more calmly than she felt. His eyes snapped open, suddenly alert. His voice came as if from the end of an echoing passage, its tone desperate.
"Mother, is that you?"
Katherine gnawed her fist in a gesture of despair, fought back the ever-ready tears.
"Here is Eve," she repeated, "your bride, Eve."
The Audley heir gave Eve a long, piercing stare: his blue eyes were diamond bright. At last, he was fully awake - when he spoke to Eve his composure had returned.
"My Lady Eve, welcome to Heleigh. I saw you arrive, but…I am truly sorry that my illness has kept us apart these last days."
The girl blushed again at the memory of her own selfishness, and she stammered.
"My Lord, I prayed for your recovery,"
Thomas smiled bleakly,
"And to whom were your prayers addressed?"
"The Blessed Virgin: I asked her to intercede for you, to bring my pleas to Jesus." The words came easier to her now, recalling phrases she had heard her mother use.
Much to Eve's relief, it seemed she had said the right thing.
"Well, it seems she heard you," Thomas said,” and my dear mother. You both have my thanks. Are you being looked after? Is all well with you?"
"Yes, my Lord. Your Uncle Hugh is very kind."
"She has pretty manners for one so young, eh, mother?"
Katherine nodded her assent, not trusting her voice, fearful of more tears. Thomas told Eve,
"You are a credit to your family. Fear not, I shall be up and about in no time - but I think I will sleep now."
Katherine's tearfulness was infectious, and Eve felt a persistent stinging of her eyes, and a knot in her throat. Thomas' words and appearance genuinely moved her, but he was so unlike the other Audleys. Instantly she was ashamed of the thought- it was her duty to marry this boy, a fate decreed by her father for the benefit of all.
All!
All except her cried the rebellious spirit. Will I ever be happy with that sickly creature? Why can't he be handsome like James, or amusing and witty like Ufford? The thoughts racing through her head were far removed from the polite words of farewell she spoke. The next morning, on the eve of Christmas, she visited him early. He seemed stronger, waving his arms and talking animatedly about the wedding and his plans for an Audley-Clavering dynasty.
Father Giles rode in from Audley to administer the sacraments to Thomas: cheered and encouraged, he brightened visibly as the day went by. Eventually, moved by sheer determination, he managed to get up out of his sickbed.
Delighted, Thomas told Eve, "I shall preside over the feast of Christmas after all! What a day we shall have tomorrow - that bed has seen the last of me for a while!"
"Are you strong enough, my lord?" worried Eve: he was scarcely able to totter about the room, and the sight of his bony, wasted body made her wince. Thomas had taken offence, "You are just a child," he snapped, "so I will forgive you that doubt. Do not question my decisions in future."
Eve had spoken out of concern, despite Thomas' unappealing looks and nature. Her bottom lip quivered for a moment, but with a father like John de Clavering, she was accustomed to such attitudes, and was able to conceal the hurt of this verbal lash.
"Yes, my lord," she said meekly, but the inner voice cried, how dare you speak to me like a servant?
Friends, guests, and dignitaries arrived throughout Christmas Eve, right up until dusk. They came on horses, on foot, in wagons, and litters. With them trooped their baggage, servants, retainers, and bodyguards, all of whom had to be billeted in the keep. Extra provisions had been stocked to cater for this influx: the castle bustled with all the activity of a small town on market day. The guard was doubled in case of trouble with the Cheshire marauders or stray Welsh raiders: at sunset the massive drawbridge was raised, and the outside world ceased to exist.
Father Giles said the first mass of Christ's birth, at midnight, in Heleigh's chapel Thomas, Lord Audley, dressed splendidly in his father's baronial robes, amazed the household by appearing at the service, clinging with exaggerated dignity to the arm of his uncle Hugh. He acknowledged stares and greetings from the assembly with curt nods, and kept his lips pressed together as if biting back pain, while Hugh escorted him to his pew.
Annabelle Audley discreetly pointed out to Hawise and Eve all the important guests as they filed into the small chapel. There were Giffards, Boghays, Meres, Bidulfes, Staffords, and Swynnertons …the names all swam together in Eve's mind. She felt her eyes drooping with the lateness of the hour, in the flickering, cosy candlelight. Her mother shook her shoulder to remind Eve that she was in God's house - she must not dare to yawn.
Thomas gave a signal for the priest to proceed, and the heavy perfume of incense wafted round the chapel: a choir of sweet voices struck up the sacred songs while ceremonial Latin boomed under the finely-carved ceiling.
On Christmas morning, wave upon wave of snow beat against the castle walls, like a thwarted army unable to make a breach. Leaden skies tinged with yellow promised a long spell of bad weather, but all the inmates of Heleigh, mighty or humble, were warm and secure on this greatest of feast days. Inside the hall, an enormous pile of logs blazed unchecked on the hearth, warming the very stone of the walls. Smoke poured out of the louvred vents to be borne away on the savage wind and lost in the blizzard. Pagan memories were never far from mind at these Christian celebrations, with swathes of evergreen, bunches of holly, and sprigs of mistletoe adorning doorways and walls.
The feast itself was sumptuous: Thomas boasted to Eve that no man in the land, not even the King, would sit down to finer food than Audley could offer on this joyous day. Kitchen hands lurched under the weight of platters, trenchers, and silver dishes piled high: savoury steams rose from a multitude of fowl and flesh placed before the high table. Eve could see suckling pigs roasted whole, elegant swans arranged with heads erect as in life, dozens of capons, ducks, fat geese, haunches of venison, and much more. A huge boar's head, elaborately decorated, was the centrepiece.
In the kitchens, a whole ox carcass turned on a spit to help feed the lesser mortals.
Loaves were brought in by the basketful, and bowls of precious salt. Casks of ale gushed out good cheer at the far end of the hall while the nobles enjoyed wines imported from Gascony or looted from France. Apples, pears, plums, and nuts, all carefully stored from the last harvest, adorned the table. Fabulous confections of custard, pastry, honey, and fruit completed the delicacies. From a large chunk of ice, one of the cooks had carved a likeness of Saint George, killing the dragon, and this drew great applause when it was carried in on a tray: it rapidly turned to a puddle in front of the fierce fire.
Over the nobles' heads, in the minstrels' gallery, musicians played merry tunes: as the drink flowed, the revellers' voices rose in song, drowning conversation and building to a crescendo of raucous behaviour. All seemed pleased to see Thomas Audley assume his seat at the head of the table. The lower orders, dancing in wild abandon near the ale casks, raised their mugs to toast their lord's happiness with his bride to be.
He responded by having his men-at-arms scatter silver pennies amongst them. The peasants scrambled for the coins in foetid, ale-sodden rushes, like dogs fighting and snapping over scraps.
Audley's tenants and retainers lined up to do homage, and present gifts for the wedding. There were many requests for boons or justice: Thomas wisely cut this short by announcing that he would hold a court after the joust the next day, the feast of Saint Stephen. A great roar of approval greeted the news, and Thomas warmed himself in the glow of his feudal righteousness. Hugh Audley would have to 'advise' at the court, naturally, but not much longer, please God.
One of the best reasons for a wedding feast was to provide witnesses for the marriage contract: there were certainly plenty present at Heleigh after the Twelfth Night antics were over. In theory, it was possible for a wedding to take place with just the bride, groom, and priest in attendance, but it was all too easy for one of the parties to repudiate an unwanted match. Therefore, it had grown into custom that as many people as possible gathered before the church door to hear the couple take their vows. That these 'guests' had to be fed and entertained was a matter of basic hospitality.
Many of the folk at the castle were already suffering from a surfeit of food, drink, and revelry, but the spirit the mid-winter celebration gave them the will to carry on. The feasting, singing, and bonfires were a pagan plea from the most ancient times for the return of the good weather each spring: Christian traditions had merely overlaid these deeply rooted mysteries. Thomas lorded over the court, granted favours, and handed out judgements on disputes. When men-at-arms and young nobles tilted at each other in the joust he insisted on being present despite the cold weather. Young Ufford begged for the honour of carrying Eve's favour on his lance, which he used to great effect: none of his own age group could stand against him, and some of the older men were surprised by the ferocity and energy of his charge. John de Clavering looked on approvingly - he seemed intent on making Ufford his protégé. Eve demurely applauded his efforts, aware of Thomas Audley's eye on her.
She could not imagine him being her champion or riding to battle wearing her colour.
Secretly, the Baron Clavering wished that Audley could be Ufford. What a son-in-law that boy would make! His junior status and lack of funds were of little importance: he was sure to do well for himself.
These daydreams hardened into definite plans when de Clavering looked at Thomas Audley and saw the pitiful state of the youth. He had personal knowledge of this consumptive disease- it had claimed his own mother - and he calculated that the Audley heir had two or three years at most to live. Then his little Eve, with a third of Audley's estate in her dowry, would make a very attractive, rich, young widow.
Would Ufford be her next match? De Clavering's mind travelled down these paths even as Lord Audley handed out the prizes for the joust. Ufford preened and strutted in the applause lavishly given, dipping his lance in salute to the lord and his lady.
All the activity between Christmas Eve and Twelfth Night overtaxed Thomas' newfound strength. His mother fretted, his physician tutted, but he would not refrain. He kept late nights with the other nobles - 'my guests' he called them - drinking too much and forcing heaps of rich food into his emaciated body. It was a pathetic attempt to put a brave face on his suffering, and two days before the date set for the wedding, he collapsed again, this time at the dinner table, to the embarrassment of Hugh Audley and the annoyance of de Clavering.
"I have been away from my own estates too long,” he growled, "and what about all the visitors? Some of them travelled further than we did to be here. Must we postpone the ceremony?"
His real anxiety was to get Audley's seal on the wedding contract before Thomas suffered a fatal attack.
"There could be a way," mused Hugh, deep in thought. He was as keen as John to get this business settled, though his motives were different.
“Well?" snapped the Baron.
"A proxy," suggested Hugh,” we could arrange for the marriage by proxy. We would have to get the Bishop's permission, of course."
De Clavering's eyes slitted while he considered the idea. It was quite common practice for royal and noble marriages to be carried out by proxy, particularly if travel was difficult for one of the parties.
"Who would represent Lord Audley?"
"Well, it should be a relative. His brother Nicholas would be the obvious choice, but his duties at Court prevent him from being at the wedding. I suppose my own son James, as his cousin, would be the next nearest-”
"I agree," decided the Baron," we must send an envoy to the Bishop, preferably with a rich gift for one of his churches. God's favour does not come cheap! How far is the residence?"
"Eccleshall – a day's ride, perhaps an overnight stay. The envoy would be back in time for the date we set. In the meantime, if Thomas should recover-”
John de Clavering snorted in ill-concealed disgust: Audley's display at the dinner table had confirmed his fear that he had made a poor choice of son-in-law. Still, there were many advantages to the match, and if Audley should die after the wedding, Eve and all her properties would return to de Clavering's control, richer by a third of Thomas' considerable estates. Then the bargaining for another suitor could begin, with the goods now even more attractive to a high bidder.
"Send young Ufford," said de Clavering," he has a pretty manner and glib tongue - just the thing for dealing with clerics. His noble birth should make him well received."
James Audley had developed a brotherly affection for the de Clavering heiress and was pleased to be asked to stand in for Thomas. Hugh the Younger sulked the way younger brothers do when the older one gets a present: Eve was more his age and he should have been chosen. Why did James and that clown Ufford get all the attention?
He stored the sleight in that secret place where he kept stock of scores to be settled in later life.
So, on a wintry day in January 1304, Eve stood before the door of Audley church holding the hand of James Audley. Her wedding finery and snow white ermine robes made her look much older, but James could see only the little girl who had laughed and played on the ice a few short days before, the child who had giggled at Ufford's pranks. He could have wept for her, knowing the sort of life she had in store with his cousin Thomas.
In the face of the church and in the presence of the priest, Giles, they were married - but the vows spoken by James were on behalf of Thomas, Lord Audley of Heleigh, who lay in bed coughing his lungs out.
De Clavering's ploy of sending Ufford to the Bishop of Lichfield had been successful, and they obtained not only permission, but also the Bishop's blessing for the proxy wedding. The Baron was relieved he would not have to wait any longer for Thomas to drag himself to the church. Hugh Audley, as guardian, gave his consent and was proud of the part played by his son: anything that brought him to the attention of the court was worthwhile. The whey-faced groom nodded weakly on his pillows, lacking the energy to resist plans made on his behalf. He mumbled, in his fever, for his father to forgive him his weakness, and swore to make amends for his mistakes. Some of the guests had gone home after Christmas; others had arrived to replace them – the majority stayed for both festivities. An elderly relative of Lord Verdon choked on a fishbone, and nearly died on the eve of the wedding, an ill omen if ever there was one, some said.
But the wedding was celebrated, nevertheless, in even greater style than Christmas: the only person absent was Thomas Audley who festered in his sickbed, seething with impotent rage. Eve's imagination allowed her to believe that it was actually James she was marrying. This fantasy helped carry her through the traumas of the day - it was secret she never revealed to anyone, not even her confessor.
She danced and capered with the Audley boys, with Tom Ufford, and the children of other noble guests, momentarily happy. The adults looked on kindly but distantly.
The happiness or otherwise of their offspring was of little interest compared to the dynastic necessities.
James, brotherly and devoted, captured Eve's heart. She was too young to realise that she was experiencing puppy love, with all its heady passion. Ufford, teasing and full of laughter, tickled her long-repressed sense of humour. When she danced with these boys she could imagine herself still free, although the priest and witnesses had heard James say the words of marriage for Thomas. Legally, and in the eyes of God, she belonged to the Audley heir: she was his chattel; her lands and goods were his. He was her lord, unto death.
CHAPTER 4
JULY 1307: SOME MILES NORTH OF CARLISLE…
The famous 'Longshanks' would carry him no further. King Edward I of England, veteran of the Crusades, Gascon wars, and 'Hammer of the Scots' was reduced to being carried in a litter. Young knights vied for the honour of bearing the old and venerable King's weight in the searing temperatures of a country famous for its cold mists and rain.
Prince Edward sweated beneath the unaccustomed burden of his armour. What a disappointment he had been to a father who revelled in the joust, and lived to commit acts of chivalry for his own glory, his country, and the worship of God. Young Edward was tall and athletic like his father, with the strength, good looks of all the Plantaganets, but his energies were directed to other matters, and not the warlike arts. He loved to swim, to dance, to make hay in the harvest fields like a common serf or to sing in the galleries alongside minstrels.
Most of all, he loved his childhood companion Piers Gaveston, whom his irascible father had exiled to remove the Prince from his influence. Edward had been in a pouting sulk ever since.
"What is the name of this God-forsaken hole?" he enquired of the nearest warlord riding beside him. The host raised by the King to castigate the Scots for breaking the peace were a poor crew, but there was a sprinkling of nobles and their sons, hoping to perform deeds of valour to impress their royal master and advance their fortunes.
Scotland was an impoverished country with little prospect of booty, but there were always titles and lands to be had as rewards for service.
"It is called Burgh, your highness. These sands and marshes form the mouth of the Solway Firth. We must enter the town to find lodging for the King."
It was too late. The strain of the journey beyond Carlisle, in punishing heat, took the life of the warrior King. He died exacting a promise from his worthless son to carry his bones at the head of an English army till every Scottish soldier was dead or captured.
Peace had been imposed on this country in 1304, and several years of feverish diplomatic activity to secure a lasting solution had been ruined when Bruce was crowned King of Scotland at Scone in March 1307. Incensed by this ‘treachery’, Edward I summoned what forces he could muster and exacted a terrible revenge.
His family slaughtered, his followers dead, or in chains, the Bruce was reputed to be wandering the wilderness taking what refuge he could find in such angry times. Edward went north to administer the coup de grace.
Even as his father expired, young Edward's thoughts were of Gaveston, and not of the oath made to his dying sire. The army would be turned round, out of 'respect' for the dead King. There would be a funeral to arrange and then his own coronation: these miserable, treacherous Scots could wait. Piers: noble, handsome, Piers would be brought back into the fold, and then what a party they would have!
It took three days for the news to reach Heleigh: information could only spread as swiftly as the best horse could gallop. Hugh Audley groaned when he heard, an expression of anguish not only for the dead King, but also for his own family and ambitions.
"God help the country with that milksop Edward on the throne!" he raged to his wife. She was shocked to hear him utter what amounted to treason, but Annabelle too was concerned about the reports filtering back from Court about the Prince's outrageous behaviour with Gaveston. Would it be affecting her own boys? Why did this have to happen now, when things were going so well? Audley's management of the barony had indeed earned the King's approval, and soon after Thomas' marriage to Eve, both James and Hugh the younger had gone to court at last, or the knightly training they both craved. Their feats of arms, good humour, and prowess soon brought them royal favour, though their personal rivalry continued unabated.
Hugh the Elder looked forward to the day when he would receive his reward, summoned to Parliament as a Baron in his own right. He hoped it would be in the name of his mother's manor of Stretton, which she had bequeathed to him. He had fought a legal battle over that particular parcel of land, and had won it, which was unusual for a younger son. It meant a lot to him, and now that he was getting older, it would crown his achievements to become Lord Stretton-Audley.
One dark cloud marred Hugh's horizons, however. James clearly had some sort of running argument with Prince Edward, though Hugh, his brother, seemed infatuated with him and the glittering courtiers. Would the threat of royal disapproval hang over James, with Edward II ruling? Hugh knew that both his sons had gone north with the royal host, hoping to be knighted before a battle, as was the custom. Now they would be returning, disappointed, and James at least would be ill at ease over his position at court.
The same herald who brought the tidings about the King, informed Hugh Audley that his boys would be returning home to visit, for the first time in over three years, as the dispirited army trekked south. Hugh resolved to speak to James about his problems with the Prince – no, the King, now. Everything must be sorted out, now that affairs were finally improving.
Even Thomas Audley's health was improving, and he had been pestering the royal lawyers to get him released from Hugh's control. Ah well, that was as it should be; he could not fault the boy for that. Watching the herald gallop off towards Newcastle, Hugh's thoughts of Thomas reminded him that tomorrow was Eve's fourteenth birthday and that there would be nuptials to celebrate at long last.
Eve Audley also watched the departing herald, and her heart lifted momentarily. Was it possible that James was coming home? She prayed to God that it was so. There simply had to be some happiness in her life, and just to see his face and have him speak a kind word to her would carry her through the tortures she must suffer.
Heleigh had been a lonely prison these last years: Thomas was unable or unwilling to travel to court as did his peers, and so Eve remained trapped at the castle, deprived of society and friends. Even Tom Ufford was taken from her, recalled to his father's household. His older brother had been knighted and it seemed Thomas would soon follow: de Clavering's patronage had pushed the boy well ahead.
With mixed emotions she recalled the wedding day, standing at the church with James. Even now, her blood beat faster at the thought of him. That dark visitor, death, had hovered over her husband's chamber for nearly a month after the ceremony, until one February day, when sunshine the colour of golden wine warmed his body through the bedcovers.
Raw spite dragged his legs over the edge of the bed, and once he was out, he would not be put back into it.
From that point, his health, if not his temper, improved by great leaps. During his relapse, Eve had seen him only twice, to slip the golden wedding ring on to his finger, and to set her seal on the papers relating to their contract.
She contrasted his wan looks and flaxen hair with those of James, her hero. Once he was up and about, this puppy-like worship did not escape Thomas' notice. He was as glad as their father Hugh, to see the brothers finally leave for court, but for different reasons. Eve cried for a whole day, inconsolable, and pretended her tears were of relief at her husband's miraculous recovery. Nobody believed her, least of all Thomas. He harboured a huge resentment, a crushing jealousy that he had missed so many things that were his by right. A bitter determination drove him to try to make up for them as his vigour returned.
He was well aware of the contract conditions forbidding him to consummate his union with Eve until she was of ‘suitable’ age, but he compensated for this by drinking and wenching in the taverns of Newcastle and other low places.
He rode to the hunt with his uncle and cronies, wildly reckless in efforts to assert his manhood, for so long in doubt. Life and limb seemed to mean nothing to him. He grew petty and peevish; quick to complain or to cuff the servants when they displeased him. Hugh took him to task for this, but the boy increasingly ignored him, since he had petitioned the King to be released from his uncle's wardship.
The reply to this request was an ominous silence from court, which added to Thomas' frustrations, but he still sensed his time of fulfilment drawing near. He was polite to Eve, showing her the good manners of his station, but he was very remote. Eve felt like a precious toy, to be taken out and admired only on special occasions.
Sometimes she would go weeks without speaking to Thomas properly, but he was always there in her mind, like a thundercloud poised over a sunny meadow. His formal kisses of welcome and farewell were icy on her cheek or hand, and after a while she learned to shrink from his touch as though he were a serpent, cool and damp.
Despite his ill behaviour his health seemed to prosper: he put on weight and lost his deathly pallor. As Eve grew towards womanhood, blossoming carefully as though nature was wary of haste, Thomas catapulted into premature age. He was burning out - by his eighteenth birthday, the subject of a drunken debauch by the heir and his unsavoury friends, he had a streak of white hair through the washed-out yellow and deep shadows beneath his watery eyes. There was a hard, vindictive strength in him, though, and as Eve's fourteenth birthday drew near, Thomas kept her company more often, as though wooing a sweetheart.
His previous good manners gave way to licentious remarks, carefully made in private where his aunt and uncle could not hear. He promised Eve what delights were in store when she was of age. These jests and whisperings upset Eve all the more because she had nobody to tell about them, nobody to turn to for solace. Her mother was a hundred miles away at Aynho: in any case she would have advised Eve to pray for strength, shrugged, and forgotten about it.
Annabelle Audley was friendly enough, but beset with concerns of her own.
After the wedding, she moved her household back to Audley, leaving Hugh to commute between the two sites. Eve was mistress in her own great house, at last, and she started on the improvements she had promised herself on that first night in the castle. Thomas indulged her in this, but even if he had not, Eve would have spent her own money on them.
Masons were commissioned to build great chimneys at the side of the hall and all the locals marvelled to see such a thing. Within weeks, most of the worthies in the area were copying the idea. The privies in the gard-robe were improved from mere stinking pits to proper facilities with seats of polished wood and gutters to flush away the waste into the moat. The dirty old tapestries in the hall were replaced at great cost with rich new hangings. She ordered carpets and rugs from the merchants of London: these were imported from the East, after the fashion of the Saracens.
The heathen certainly knew how to live well, and John de Clavering, like many a returning crusader, was not slow to copy their luxuries. His daughter followed his example with enthusiasm, finding some small consolation in the work and the planning. These and other improvements occupied part of Eve's life during the interval between her marriage and its consummation: but nothing could fill the aching void in her existence, without a loving husband, family, or friends to comfort her.
Her thoughts turned from the past to the future - the future that concerned her was just a day away. This glorious, warm summer day, full of birdsong and shimmering heat haze. Could it not last forever? Might not James come and carry her off on his steed? He had rescued her once already – it seemed so long ago.
Tears started down her face: James would arrive too late to save her from Thomas. So be it - she would play the part well enough, the dutiful wife and faithful possession, though she still understood little of what wifely duties would be.
She heard tales of Thomas' excesses with the village girls, of course. He made no secret of them. On her fourteenth birthday, she had not even started her monthly bleeding, and was completely ignorant of sexual matters - there was simply no one to ask about such things.
In her loneliness and despair she clung to a martyr's belief that God would help her through her trials, a belief encouraged by her mother, her Audley relatives, and the priest. It was sinful to think of James the way she did, she knew, and she would certainly burn in Hell for it, but in the dark nights his face shone before her like a bright candle.
James Audley sat on his horse, bone-weary, as the beast plodded mindlessly along the moorland track. His group had split from the southbound army at York, swinging west to cross the high, desolate county of Derby, towards home.
In midsummer, the peaks and wastelands were a vista of treeless brown heather and grey rocks, dotted with grazing sheep: scattered settlements eked out a meagre existence from the thin soil and scrawny vegetation. There was poor lodging for travellers, if any and more than one night was spent huddled under blankets and capes beneath the open sky: fortunately, the weather had been dry and warm.
His brother Hugh spurred his horse: it responded listlessly in the sticky afternoon heat and cantered up alongside James who was leading the procession.
Strung out behind them was an assortment of Staffordshire soldiery, mostly friends, neighbours, and retainers of the Audleys. There was also a contingent of Welsh longbowmen, who looked with surly eyes at the sons of a family who had held the Marches against them for so long: but the archers were under paid contract to the Crown, and so behaved themselves. James observed sourly that money could often overcome national or even family loyalties. Three and a half years at Court had matured his outlook: he had done a lot of learning, and many of the lessons had been hard.
"Farm up ahead," grunted Hugh, pointing to a smudge of smoke rising from the far side of the valley they were about to dip in to.
"Do we stop there for the night?"
James noted the sulky tone of his brother's voice, still simmering at hawing to divert from the main force's journey south, for something as trivial as a duty visit to their parents. Hugh was devastated at missing a chance to do battle and be knighted, and he had desperately wanted to see homage paid to the new King at Carlisle, where the hastily summoned Barons gathered. A coronation could not take place until after the state funeral.
James squirmed at the thought of Gaveston's inevitable recall to the Court: it was a pity Hugh could not see evil in the man. Some time spent with their parents, in the quiet backwater of Audley, might help dispel the bad influences.
"I don't want the Welsh frightening these locals," decided James. The lands they were travelling were close enough to be regarded as neighbours' and he felt his usual obligation to ensure they were not upset in any way.
"We'll camp on the far side of the valley, past the farm. One of us can ride in to see if they have any food to sell. Keep the archers away."
Hugh had promised to obey his brother in all things when their father sent them away, but he tolerated James' orders with increasing rebellion. For him, a night on clean straw in the farm's barn was infinitely preferable to a bed of moorland heather.
He knew James was right – the Welsh had been getting harder to handle, the nearer they go t to their own borders, and would be best kept away from any situation where they might find loot, drink, or women. That was one of the reasons he chafed at James' rule - he was always right, in his quiet, assured way. The smug fool! Where had his ideals got him at Court? The Prince, now the King, certainly had a grudge against James. Hugh wished he could find out what it was, but he had been unable to wheedle it out of any of his contacts. Such knowledge might be very useful in the future.
That night, when the campfires had dwindled to a sullen glow of embers and the singsong voices of the Welsh had tailed off to slumber; James sat wrapped in his cloak, watching the sky. Stars glowed fiercely in the hard, bright air, and occasional meteors left flaming, momentary scars across the heavens.
Wish upon a star, he thought, but what would I wish for? That the old King, tough but fair, was still alive? Maybe, but no man, even a King, lives forever. The Prince, and his vile companion Gaveston, would have ruled eventually. Perhaps I should wish that we had brought the Scots to battle?
"The Scot is a hardy foe," King Edward had warned the eager young soldiers on the march north. They gathered every night to listen to the old warrior's wisdom.
"He will fight all day and all night on a mouthful of oatmeal and a drink of water. Our fine dandies need meat and wine! Chop off his head, and the arms will continue to swing a sword at you while the head bites your ankle! If his horse gets tired, the Scot will carry it upon his back."
Laughter, merriment, and a refilling of wine cups, then the lesson became serious.
"Their soldiers form into 'schiltroms', wedge-shapes of spearmen, bristling like fearsome Hedgehogs. To break their stand, the heavy cavalry must charge the point of the wedge, and scatter them."
If I had been knighted, pondered James, and died gloriously in the heat of battle, would my troubled spirit now rest in Paradise with the other valiant slain? Shivers ran through his body, don’t wish for death! The logical part of his mind cried out, there are too many good things. The intrigues at Court, the martial training, the sheer press of people and events round the royal family had left James drained and bewildered. None of it was as he had imagined it, in his rural innocence. Added to this were the frustrations of long weeks building up to his first war, the rising tension, ending only in the tragic loss of the King and the acid taste of anticlimax.
James' other wish was for a truce between Hugh and himself. His brother's antagonism cut him like a blade, though he did his best to appear aloof. Their rivalry as children had been a good-natured game, ending in laughter when their mock battles had been fought and decided. Out this sibling war of young manhood had taken on a hard edge with Hugh unwilling to forgive and forget.
He pursued the company of the fashionable set surrounding the Prince, and seemed to find favour with them. How could James ever explain to Hugh the rift that had grown between them? It would sound like sour grapes at best and a dreadful, traitorous slander at worst.
James could never associate with those people, for all the advancement it might bring him. They were shallow, grasping fools - and he hoped Hugh would never be classed with them or behave like them. Sleep came uneasily, punctured by dreams of soft green meadows and Heleigh's deep forests, but not before the sky was lightening towards a new day.
When Thomas came to her room, Eve was absurdly pleased to see that her husband had made a genuine effort to be pleasant. He had bathed, and put on clean clothes. His skin glowed from scrubbing, and also the hot sun, which had shone on his hunting that day.
She was dressed demurely in a long white night-dress, but as soon as his eyes fixed on her she realised she might as well be naked: the blue orbs seemed to burn through her garment, stripping her of all protection and any vestige of modesty.
Annabelle Audley had called to see her that afternoon, at her husband's prompting, no doubt. See to the child, Hugh would have said, talk to her, a woman's advice...
Eve assured Thomas' aunt that she was fully prepared, though she appreciated the visit, and directed the conversation to other matters. How sudden, the King's death, and when would James and Hugh be home? So it went, until Annabelle left her to it in an embarrassed fluster.
"Let me look at you," said Thomas, quietly. Eve trembled at the sound of his voice, realising his intent. He reached out pale hands to her shoulders, and pushed the nightdress down over her arms. In the three years he had known her, Thomas had eagerly noted the budding breasts, now bare before him, the nipples stiff with fear and anticipation. Hungrily, his sight roved down her perfect, flat belly to the soft, dark mound between her thighs. Never had he seen such a perfect specimen of womanhood – Eve could put those sordid tavern whores in the shade, and she was all his! A hot tide of lust rose up in him, unstoppable: his breath came in short gasps as he threw off his clothes.
Eve stared, wide-eyed, at the sight of his aroused body. Something akin to excitement mingled with her terror, and to her surprise and shame, a warm tingle spread outward from the pit of her stomach. She ran her tongue over dry lips in what Thomas took to be a gesture of invitation.
Thomas' first thought was to ravish the girl and have done with it, take his pleasure and get on with the serious business of a night's drinking down in the hall. When he saw his wife in her state of submission and awe he realised this was too good an opportunity to miss: he would impose his body and will upon hers, utterly. Pleasuring women had become his hobby, and there were few secrets of arousal he did not know.
He would play this beautiful instrument of desire till she begged him to end the sweet torture – she would not be so high and mighty when he had finished with her.
In a swift, shocking movement he pushed her to the bed, with cruel fingers groping at her breasts. He covered her mouth with his, and she caught the taste of stale wine. Thomas' body crushed Eve's into the mattress and she felt his fire probing between her legs, taunting, threatening. She sobbed for breath, overwhelmed by the sudden attack. There was no courtly love here, or soft whisperings, but a stream of barely understood filth in her ear as he bit her throat and shoulders.
Deep within her, to her disgust, a blaze had been kindled, and her unpractised response began. Her hands ran over Thomas' quivering back, past the knobbly backbone to his buttocks. Instinctively, she wanted to grasp his rear and thrust his pelvis into hers, but now he backed away, holding himself in check. His mouth probed her hidden places, stroking her passion to fever heat. With her eyes closed in ecstasy, unwanted and uncalled for, Eve fantasised that her demon lover was James, beautiful, dark, and satanic. Surely only the devil incarnate could make a girl feel like this? There was an odd comfort in daydreaming that this assault was being carried out by James, making it more acceptable. In the space of a few short minutes her whole world had been changed, and the black and white borders of right and wrong were fading away.
Thomas muttered savagely, "Do you want me?"
She could only nod and gasp: his hand had found the wet warmth between her legs and was rubbing her into a frenzy.
"Say - please." he hissed, and she moaned the word, beyond dignity or restraint. She cried aloud as he entered her, and the witnesses outside the door noted the fact with satisfaction. After three and a half years, the marriage was at last complete. Eve rose to a flood of honeyed agony: Thomas paced himself perfectly and his climax matched hers.
Blissful release followed, wave upon muscle-clenching wave. Lord Audley rolled aside, spent, but it was only a few minutes before he was caressing her damp body back to a state of excitement. What a cruel thing was this lovemaking!
The Church said it was sinful to find pleasure in earthly love, even for the holy purpose of getting children. The pain and enjoyment were oil and water, parts of the whole, touching, incomplete without each other. The girl had never dreamed that a creature like Thomas would be capable of such attentions. Was this what he did with his whores? Despite her shameful imaginings about James, she was grateful to Thomas for showing her what loving could be.
Nothing could have prepared her for the experience - it was something that had to be lived.
When day dawned the young lord was still lying in her bed deeply asleep, exhausted by the night's efforts, and looking as innocent and peaceful as a little child. Eve lay watching his breathing, fascinated by the differences in him. Then she felt a warm stickiness on her thighs, a dull ache speared through her back and abdomen. Throwing aside the covers, she stared in horror at the mess of dark blood staining her loins and the bed.
Eve screamed, and Thomas jerked upright beside her. His eyes went to the blood, and he swore.
"What's the matter, woman? Haven't you seen that before? Why didn't you tell me you were due?"
Eve could only think of his thrusting and piercing in the night, and what it had done to her body.
"You have wounded me!" she shrieked. "I'm bleeding to death!"
Now Hell yawned before her - surely she was going to die, and then suffer eternally, for finding pleasure in the act, and worse, for the adultery in her mind. What a horrible way to perish, ripped apart inside, her life's blood was welling out. Thomas sniffed his disgust. Incredibly, instead of sympathising, or being struck with remorse, her husband merely jumped out of the bed, avoiding her as though she was soiled. In a bored fashion, he drawled,
"My God, you really don't know much, do you? Poor little virgin! Don't worry, you'll live, and if this is your first time, get used to it. It will happen every month from now on - until I get you pregnant, of course!"
"Noooooo..." she wailed, wrapping a sheet around her, desperate to staunch the flow. What new terror was this? Why had her mother said nothing? Was this what Annabelle had tried to speak of?
"Well, there'll be no heir from that lot," Thomas observed casually, "do try to let me know when it's finished."
With that, he sauntered towards the door, cursing all women and their bloody mysteries.
Eve could scarcely believe her ears; her masterful, tender, vicious lover of the night before was dismissing her fears as though they were nothing. Did he not care that she might die? After everything they had been to one another, she had dared to hope that her submission to Thomas could bring a form of happiness. That brief light now extinguished, her suffering boiled out in one explosion:-
"You pig!" she hissed. "I hate you! I wish you were dead, you … you…bastard!"
Thomas threw back his head and roared with laughter. There was hope for this wench yet! She had been game enough in bed, even seemed to enjoy it at times. Now she was showing some fight, not a shrinking Violet after all. Good! Their children should be lusty enough to please old de Clavering and his Uncle Hugh. Now for breakfast and a ride over to Wrinehill to meet young Hawkestone and see that new falcon he had been boasting about.
Thomas knew that Hawkestone kept an impressive stock of five and six year old mead, another pleasure he intended to sample. As Audley tenants, the Hawkestones were always 'pleased' to welcome their feudal lord and show him their hospitality.
Annabelle was soothing the hysterical bride, and giving her a belated anatomy lesson when Thomas, Lord Audley, galloped across the drawbridge and down towards the high road, attended by his body servant.
The man had never seen his master in such good spirits, and he guessed, correctly, that the previous night had gone better than expected. Thomas whipped his horse to breakneck pace, leaving the servant well behind. Sun warmed his skin; hooves thundered in his ears, dappled light flickered through the trees, across his vision-
Then, black, deep, nothingness.
A diseased blood vessel in his brain ruptured with the force and surprise of a lightning strike. A fine mist of blood droplets sprayed down his nose, and a dark line trickled out of his left ear. Damaged beyond repair, Thomas' brain ceased to function, and deprived of directions, his ailing heart clattered to a halt.
He died as he had lived of late, strangely and extravagantly.
His panting servant, struggling to keep up, came across the body a minute after it pitched out of the saddle into the soft ferns and bracken beside the road.
Eve's parting wish to her husband had come true.
James and Hugh came down from the moorlands near to their family's abbey at Hilton. The place was an oasis of civilisation, learning, and hospitality at the very edge of the wilderness, stark contrast to the poor condition of the surrounding country. Many areas in the north had not yet fully recovered from the devastation of the Norman Conquest, and the Cistercians were expert farmers, well used to reclaiming barren wastes.
That most prolific builder, Henry de Aldithley, who had erected Heleigh castle and Audley church, generously endowed the abbey with whatever rents and tithes were available in the area, making it a lustrous jewel in a humble setting.
At his first sight of the abbey, with its rich grange and small park, James was glad that the Welsh archers had left their party the previous day, taking a more southerly route towards Chester and the border. Their disruptive presence near the tranquillity of Hilton Abbey would have seemed sacrilegious, and anyway, he was tired of bickering with them.
The young men received a friendly welcome from the monks who had been their tutors: however, there was an atmosphere about the place, which struck James as soon as he entered the familiar cloisters. Gloom pervaded the abbey, monks would pass with eyes downcast, or conversations would be cut short if the brothers came within earshot.
They were presented to the Abbot, who greeted them cordially, speaking first of the old King, and the aborted Scottish campaign. There was clearly something important on his mind, which he kept avoiding or putting off.
James and Hugh learned that both their parents were well and they were relieved about that. At least the bad news, whatever it was, did not affect their immediate family.
Still hesitant, as though wrestling with the problem of how to say something difficult, the abbot sidestepped by asking,
“You will lodge here tonight? Yes, good, the journey to Audley will be more pleasant tomorrow when you are rested.”
Dusk was creeping across the nearby hills, the sunset afire with colours that promised another glorious day tomorrow.
At last, he told them. His words reverberated in the abbot’s room like the tolling of a great bell,
"I am sorry to have to tell you that your cousin, Lord Thomas Audley, is dead."
Hugh looked dazed, and James found it hard to respond, as if his mouth and throat were filled with pebbles.
"When, how?" he stammered.
The Abbot continued gravely,
"It happened three days ago, in the woods near Heleigh - a fall from his horse, a fiery and bad-tempered beast ....”
"And the Lady Eve?" interrupted James: his thoughts were coalescing round the fact that Thomas was no longer heir to the Barony. The Abbot lowered his eyes.
"She is much distressed. I believe. It seems Lord and Lady Audley had harsh words just before the accident, and the poor child blames herself."
"Cousin Nicholas will be Baron when he comes of age," said Hugh, in a voice devoid of emotion. Neither brother could feel much grief for the obnoxious Thomas, whose bad behaviour was a byword even at court but they both liked his younger brother Nicholas well enough.
"You are right," agreed the Abbot, “I hear your father has already sent word to him in Gascony."
Nicholas' reputation as a soldier had grown over the last couple of years: continuing unrest on the Continent had kept him fully employed. He was only eighteen but commanded forces that would normally have been led by his brother Thomas, and his abilities had earned him respect from the seasoned warlords. Now he would be hastening home, occupied by thoughts of the unexpected and unlooked for inheritance which fate had bestowed on him.
At noon the next day, after an early start from Hilton, Hugh Audley’s two sons arrived at the imposing fortress of Heleigh. The view of the great castle, dominating the countryside from its rocky perch, never failed to impress James.
The sense of tragedy that James had detected at Hilton was even more apparent here: the smiles of welcome from Hugh the Elder and his wife were the first seen at Heleigh for days. Almost the entire household and garrison turned out to see them, glad to have a distraction from the funereal atmosphere.
Annabelle wept freely, smothering her boys in kisses and embraces, and hardly able to believe they were home at last.
“How much you've grown - so handsome - such a long time….” All this, and more, she babbled, while her husband looked on indulgently. These were no longer boys, but fully-grown men, who had ridden to war with their King - but try telling that to a doting mother!
When the excitement had died down, his father said to James,
“Have heard about Thomas?"
"Yes, the Abbot of Hilton told us yesterday. How is Eve bearing it?"
Hugh raised an eyebrow in surprise that his son's first thought should be of his cousin's wife, but then he recalled the brotherly way he had looked after her during Thomas' illness. Surely it was just fondness for the child?
“She is terribly grieved. Things were not well when Thomas set off on his fatal journey. She will not see anyone, or come out of her room."
"Will she see me, do you think? We were... friends."
"Perhaps. These things take time - your mother may be able to persuade her."
James allowed himself to be carried away on the tide of his mother's fussy happiness, and it was after the evening meal when the subject of Eve came up again. Annabelle explained that the delayed wedding night seemed to have gone badly, with Eve screaming and shouting at Thomas the next morning. Thomas rode off, evidently amused at Eve's distress, and a short time later was found dead by the roadside. Apparently, his horse had thrown him, and he had died of head injuries, but he was riding alone at the time so nobody knew for sure what had happened.
"What will happen to Eve now?" James asked his father. Hugh Audley drained his wine cup and scratched his beard thoughtfully.
"Well, she is still a minor: with her husband dead, she becomes subject to her father's will again. The law gives her a third of all Thomas' lands - it will be a big loss to the family's fortunes. Then there is her own wedding settlement, about three hundred pounds: with what she will inherit when de Clavering dies, she is going to be a very rich young woman. What a prize! Suitors will be beating a path to the Baron's door before Thomas is cold in the ground."
"It's horrible," said James, "to be bought and sold, the highest bidder wins! What of her wishes?"
Hugh sighed: the boy was clearly carrying a torch for Eve. There was no chance of a match between the pair unless James managed a vast improvement in his position.
By then some eager groom with better prospects would have snapped her up, with de Clavering's blessing. No wonder the Baron had been so keen to get the marriage to Thomas finalised, and the contracts sealed - he must have seen this coming.
"It is a sad business," conceded Hugh, “we have all grown fond of Eve during her stay. She will, no doubt, be returning to her father's household. A messenger has been sent to the Baron."
"And Nicholas?"
"He is more of a man than Thomas ever was, God rest his soul! I am unlikely to continue long as the master of Heleigh. This new King will probably release Nicholas to come into his full estate as soon as he arrives in England. He acquitted himself well in Gascony and is well regarded. For myself, and your inheritance, boy, it seems I must start all over again. I am certain the old King was about to elevate me for my work here, but who can tell what this strange Prince will do?"
Annabelle Audley interrupted the men’s talk. A wistful smile touched her lips as she placed a fond arm round James' broad shoulders. She was obviously pleased with herself.
"I have spoken with Eve," she announced.
"Good," said Hugh, warmly," she is feeling better?"
"It would seem so, my lord. News of the boys' arrival cheered her up."
"Will she see me?" asked James.
"She is asking for you," smiled Annabelle.
Hugh gave James leave to quit the table, but told him that he wanted to talk further before they retired. It was not difficult to guess the reason. The past three years for James had been mostly full and rewarding: knightly training at Court, associating with the royal family and its mightiest subjects, the preparations for a life of war and chivalry, but a blight lay across his life, and that had also come from court. He had been safe from it as long as the old King lived, but now he was gone, the nightmare had returned. It was unlikely that Hugh could have missed the rumours of Prince Edward's displeasure, but he would have to deal with that later.
His head was full of memories and impressions, which had crowded out earlier experiences, but as he climbed the stairs behind the screen, the familiarity of childhood returned, and he remembered the little girl he had taken skating.
So it came as a shock when he saw the attractive young woman seated at a bench by the window, her features illuminated warmly by the rays of the evening sun. She was gazing into the rosy light, a kerchief clutched to her mouth and nose.
So full of his own troubles, it never occurred to him that she would have changed: his mental image of her shattered like precious coloured glass. She turned at the sound of his entrance, rose to meet him, and he could see that the girl was gone, and a woman had taken her place. She was taller, almost to his shoulder, her body slim and pleasing to the eye: only her mourning clothes and the red circles round her dark eyes marred her near-perfect beauty.
"James," she whispered, in a voice so small he could hardly hear. Years slipped away and it was as though he had never been away. She held out her hand, wanting him to take it firmly, as he had done that day at Betley Mere. She wanted him to tell her that everything would be alright, that the pain would go quickly, as those bruises from the ice had done, but he kissed her hand politely, in the courtly manner he had learned, making a stiff little bow, his eyes never leaving her face. He muttered something, but she did not catch it. He seemed awe-struck: his uncompromising blue eyes had fixed hers, like an adder freezes a mouse.
The object of her fantasy stood before her in the flesh, a little taller, a little broader across the chest than she remembered. On his cheeks and chin sprouted ferocious blue stubble, evidence that he followed the fashion of scraping the whiskers off his face. Thomas’ fair skin, she recalled, had been as smooth as a girl's.
For days, she had eaten nothing, and drunk only a little water. Rising so swiftly from her seat had made her head swim and she staggered forward with her eyes rolling upwards. James caught her in strong, sure arms, and for an instant she hovered between Heaven and Hell. Her singing brain registered the press of a man's body against hers, with all the bittersweet feelings that conjured. Then fresh tears flooded her face and he lowered her gently back to her seat: cool stone behind her back sent icy thrills through her and helped restore her senses.
"Are you alright?" he asked,
"James. I'm so sorry. What must you think...?"
"Hush, Eve, don't worry. Don't worry."
She was a little girl again, and he was lifting her to her feet once more at Betley Mere. His voice, so competent, so manly, soothed her distress a little, and he knelt beside her for two or three long minutes, just holding her hands. All the time he shushed her like a baby. Eventually, she turned to him with a dull defeated expression,
"I killed him, James, it was all my fault."
James was shocked and outraged that this ... innocent could consider herself capable of murder. What was she saying?
He urged her,
"Don't talk in riddles, Eve. How could it be your fault?"
"I cursed him: I wished him dead, and God or the Devil heard me. Not an hour later, they brought him back on a litter. It's judgement on me for a wicked sin!"
Despite the depth of Eve's anguish, James could not help but smile at this ludicrous statement.
"What sin could be so bad?" he chided. She clenched her lips tight together until they were bloodless white, but would not answer. How could she, with the object of her unnatural desire kneeling before her?
Was it not James she had imagined, moving on top of her, taking her to the heights of pleasure that must be wrong in the sight of God? He sighed at her silence, and squeezed her hands for emphasis.
His face was very close to hers, and she was uncomfortably aware of his masculine presence. The smell and touch and sight of him were just as she had conjured him in her shameful daydream.
"Listen, Eve. I do not know what you imagine you did which was so terrible. If you can't tell me, tell the priest – it might help, but I do know this - if Thomas' death was a judgement, then it was on him, not you. His dissolute life was known, even at court. I have often thought of you, wondering how you bore it."
"YOU thought of me?" she whispered, hardly daring to hope it was true. Seeing her eyes kindle into life, James realised that Eve had taken this revelation to mean something else.
“Yes,” he continued quickly, a red flush spreading across his face. He was suddenly aware of how close he was to the girl.
“Since I stood in for Thomas at the wedding. I have thought of you as my sister, a dear friend."
As soon as the words were out of his mouth, James wished he could have swallowed his tongue: the light behind her eyes faded and a new film of tears slid over them. He had heaped new pain on her grief, but there was no undoing the harm.
“Now they will send me away," she said flatly. In the last few days she had been used badly by one man who should have been her lord and guardian, and now it seemed that this one, her beloved hero, was intent on turning the knife in her heart. After three years, all he could say was that she was like a sister! Incredibly, she felt anger cutting through her misery and self-pity.
The presence of a new and vital emotion staggered Eve like the kick from a horse - she had assumed she would never feel anything again except despair. So, life did go on after all, in a fashion.
Utterly lost, embarrassed by his poor choice of words, James got to his feet and pretended to admire the chamber. It was furnished in luxurious style, the like of which his own poor background and subsequent military training had not prepared him for. He was more at home in barracks, stable, or castle keep.
“You will miss Heleigh," he said, a statement, not a query.
“And you, you idiot!” she wanted to scream, but instead she let out a quivering sigh, and pulled herself together. What James had said, about judgement on Thomas, and not her, made sense. Now that someone had said it to her, her guilt fled, replaced by mounting anger. As for chasing phantom lovers, well, his response had shown her the value of that! His words of wisdom, and then casual carelessness, had given her the strength to put away tears.
There would be no more crying over men, she vowed, Holy Virgin, give me the strength to send him away!
"Thank you for coming to see me," she said, in a tone of blunt dismissal, "I'm sorry I behaved so foolishly. I hope we can talk again before I leave."
Sensing the frost that had crept into her voice, James longed to blurt out a retraction of his stupid words. He was bewildered by the changes in Eve, from dependent child to haughty woman: a wealthy, widowed woman, clothed in that sense of power which comes to women who have married, and initiated in to the mysteries of love. James' notions of romantic love came from minstrels and balladeers, the tales of Arthurian chivalry. The lady before him, resplendent in her cool anger, had actually lain with a man, in the full blessing of Church and law.
He felt like an unprotected virgin in her presence, as though she might turn on him and devour his soul. He had been intimidated by the great ladies of the court in just such a way, when they turned their coquettish attention to his dark good looks, with many a whisper behind hands to their friends, and much fluttering of eyelashes.
He was unsure of what to say: his offence had gone deep, but in his naivety he could not guess why. All he knew was that he would carry that image of Eve forever in his mind's eye - fourteen years old, as gorgeous and tragic as a bloom picked when newly opened.
"I don't know what you said to her, but she seems a lot brighter." Annabelle Audley told James later that evening, "You should see her now, ordering her maids about, and getting packed up. Oh. I really will miss that girl-"
James just nodded and ventured a bleak grin. His mother took up her sewing again, straining her eyes in the candlelight. Hugh the Elder clapped his son on the back.
"You two always did get on: I'm pleased you were able to snap her out of it. Come, do the rounds with me. I want a word."
The two Audleys left the hall and crossed the bailey to the gatehouse as the last lingering daylight faded. The ruins of a magnificent sunset were collapsing into night on the western horizon of purplish peaks. Yawning sentries snapped awake at the approach of Hugh and his son: they mounted the battlement and strolled slowly from tower to tower, giving cursory glances and nods to the soldiers on duty, but lost deep in their own private world of conversation.
"What ails you, boy?" Hugh demanded at last, tired of pussyfooting and word games, “you have a face that would turn new milk! Is it the fact that you did not get your knighthood? Still fighting with Hugh? Upset about Thomas? Out with it!"
James clasped his hand thoughtfully behind his back, and stopped to stare into the darkening woods below. Where to begin, how to tell it? The burden lay on him like a great stone.
“Have you argued with the Prince?" prompted Hugh.
James could only nod miserably, and he turned his face to the wall so that his father could not see his overfull eyes. His emotions, wound like a crossbow string by his encounter with Eve, were dangerously close to the surface.
"Can't it be mended?" asked Hugh, gentler now that he had got close to the heart of the matter. His hand rested lightly on James' arm.
"No," replied James in a curious, broken voice, "it would require blood to right this wrong."
Hugh gasped, “Blood? A matter of honour?”
How could one so young and untrained make an enemy so deadly that combat was the only solution? There were plenty of hotheads at court, naturally, but disputes were usually settled amicably enough: the marshals and captains kept a fatherly eye on their charges so that their games did not get out of hand.
"It's not the Prince himself?"
James made no reply.
"One of his favourites?"
The stiffening of James' body was answer enough.
"Who is it? Which one?"
James swallowed hard. He knew how much royal patronage meant to his father, how a quarrel with the Crown could damage all their prospects. Hugh Audley had worked and planned so long for his just rewards, but this simply had to be said. He could contain it no longer, so he spat out the name as though it were bile,
"Gaveston!"
"Piers Gaveston? Edward's closest favourite? His -?” Hugh's tongue failed him, but James finished the description.
"Lover? Yes, father, it's true. At first, it was no more than a rumour, a silly joke, a malicious accusation by jealous courtiers, but it's true."
"How can it be? The King - did he know?"
"He must have suspected: that's why he exiled the Gascon, but now he will return, and my life at court will be impossible."
"Why is this quarrel so bad, James?"
"I have sworn to kill Gaveston, or die in the attempt."
The colour drained from Hugh's face. Despite the Gascon knight's effeminate nature and reputation he was unbeaten on the field of honour. His prowess was such that no champion could withstand him, and this was another reason why so many were envious of his position in the Prince's retinue.
"What happened?”
"The man's a God-blasted Sodomite! He likes to lie with men and pretty boys! Isn't that enough for any man to want to kill him?"
Hugh winced at the pain in his son's voice, knew it was not the whole truth.
"There's more to it. Tell me, James,"
James' eyes were two sparkling globes in the darkness, by which Hugh could see his son's anger and distress.
"He pestered me - gave me a lot of attention. At first, I was flattered, before I knew what he was. Then he came to my room one night…he put his hands on me…said he could advance my career with the Prince and King: it was obscene!"
"And?"
"What could I do? What could any true man do? I challenged him to mortal combat to cleanse my soul of this filthy stain."
Hugh felt his heart swell with relief and pride at his son's courageous resistance to this monstrous evil. James gave a deep sigh,
"He just laughed at my challenge - that was the worst insult of all. He said that people in his position did not sully their weapons in combat with mere squires. I would have forced him to fight me, but the King sent him away. Before he went, he poisoned the Prince against me by saying it was I who had approached him: Edward is more jealous of Gaveston than a love-struck maiden!”
"The dog! But he would have killed you for sure if you had fought."
This was no reflection on his son's ability or bravery, but mightier men than James had fallen before Gaveston's onslaughts. If by some miracle James did prevail against his enemy in combat, the royal displeasure would know no bounds.
"Better to die than to carry this on my conscience."
"A man can die well enough in wars or affairs of honour," agreed Hugh, "and bring
nothing but fame to his reputation. But fighting Gaveston would gain you nothing. I tell you. I am so enraged that I could challenge this pervert myself, and die happily if I could strike just one good blow on his accursed body! Still, my advice to you is this: go to a priest and forswear your oath of blood. Lift the anger from your soul - Gaveston's sin does not reflect on you. Resist him, and in time all men will know who was the wisest, when his crimes are exposed. Then the price will be paid in full, believe me, son, it's the best way."
"Gaveston will think me a coward if I do nothing."
"Patience, James, your time will come."
"How can I bear the shame?"
“There is no shame on you – only on Gaveston and the Prince."
James was reminded of his own words to Eve just and hour or so before. Not a judgement on you, but on Thomas. He felt the same release of guilt and misery on hearing his father's opinions and advice. Closer now, in body and spirit, the two Audleys completed their inspection tour in silence.
CHAPTER 5
SEPTEMBER 1308: WARKWORTH, NORTHUMBERLAND…
Just over a mile before it reached the sea, the meandering River Coquet twisted into a final horseshoe loop, enclosing the ancient settlement of Warkworth. The water formed a deep moat that protected the town, and fortified the impressive castle on its hill to the south. Here, the river ran into an estuary, a natural basin providing haven from the savage North Sea. Near the town, the river could be crossed only by means of a heavily defended bridge. Soldiers paced up and down at both ends of the bridge,
warily alert for the first signs of trouble from the north. The castle garrison maintained the same state of readiness.
On the death of his father, Edward II had turned tail and gone off to attend to 'matters of state’. Bruce's Scottish enemies were left without the muscle of their English allies, and were soon overrun. With something like a united Scotland behind him, Bruce's eyes turned south, filled with visions of vengeance and booty.
The hardy borderers of Northumberland expected to see the Scottish host descending on them, any day. What they did not expect to see was any real help or support from the foppish Edward II. So rightly or wrongly, they bribed Bruce to leave them alone; paying vast sums that swelled the Scottish war chest and reduced the northern counties contribution to the English Exchequer to nil.
One of the worst affected was the lord of Warkworth, Baron John de Clavering. He held lands in the northern part of the realm, and governed them with an iron hand from the safety of Warkworth castle. The ransoms were bleeding him white, and still there was no sign of any real effort by the King to get to grips with the border problem - that spring, writs had been issued, ordering the preparation of a Scottish campaign, but they were cancelled within a few weeks, much to the Baron's disgust. He would rather have been fighting the Scots than paying them off, but he could not do it alone, and neither could his neighbours.
De Clavering had gone north, with the old King, to offer battle the previous summer: he declined a summons to attend the coronation of the new King and remained in the north to look after his interests there. His wife and widowed daughter stayed at Aynho, in the soft, green south, and he was glad to be without the prattling of women. He rather enjoyed the solitary life of soldiery: if he wanted a wench to warm his bed, there was an ample supply in the town, none of which were likely to refuse their feudal lord and his gifts of gold and silver.
How he hated the Scots!
He had been maimed and scarred at Falkirk ten years earlier, and he was slow to forgive. Now he paced the battlements of his fortress, with his failing vision turned north, where the peril lay. It was only a matter of time before Bruce, emboldened by
Edward's lack of action, and no longer impressed by bribes, came south to exact revenge for his murdered kinsmen.
But it was from the south, on that September evening, that riders came, a small knot of men at arms, travelling swiftly along the darkened road from Amble. The countryside was dangerous, with wild rumours of Scottish hordes, and the horsemen were anxious to gain the safety of Warkworth. There was a knight, his two squires, and three mounted archers, their armour glowing bronze in the sunset. De Clavering strained to see the colours on their surcoats from his high vantage point, and was pleased when he finally made out the arms of Ufford. Thomas had come at last! Sir Thomas, he should say now, for his protégé had been knighted by the old King for feats of prowess at a hectic tournament in Wallingford during the last year of his reign.
Ufford cantered into the bailey and jumped down lightly from his white charger, Argent. The horse, worth over seventy pounds, was a gift from his father on the occasion of his knighthood, and together with his armour, represented the bulk of his worldly goods. He was praising the beast for its performance that day, and threatening the grooms with dire punishment if he was not properly looked after, when John de Clavering strode from the keep greeting him. It was a hearty reunion, much like father and son, rather than lord and retainer.
“Thomas! I'm glad to see you - it's good to see a civilised face among these barbarians!”
Tom Ufford beamed his most charming smile and embraced the older man warmly: the baron had shown more interest in him than his own family ever had, pushing him forward at court and using his influence wherever he could improve Ufford's prospects. He was genuinely grateful: when he had received de Clavering's summons he had leapt to horse and ridden the three hundred miles from court in just over a week.
"My lord Clavering - so this is Warkworth. I am impressed! My squires, Peter and Henry." The two squires bowed low to the baron, showing off their pretty court manners, and then Tom dismissed them to see to the horses and a welcome pallet of straw. Over supper, de Clavering questioned Ufford about events at court over the last year, while he had been languishing in the north.
"Is it true that pederast Gaveston wore jewels intended for the Queen at the coronation?" he leered. Ufford spluttered into his wine with mirth at the memory of it.
"By God, it’s true! I was standing as close to him as I am to you, now. The little French princess was purple with fury. You have never seen such a prancing peacock! I swear he was dressed better than the King himself, going ahead of the procession, bearing the crown on a cushion, and carrying the sword of St. Edward. Some groveller compared him to the god Mars!"
"More likely a goddess!" guffawed de Clavering, "I just don't understand the King. He's a good-looking young fellow, but he would rather poke that queer Gascon instead of his beautiful bride. What's this country coming to?"
"Well, he's had his marching orders. In April, the earls turned up for Parliament geared for war. Edward had to submit, and banished his precious Piers. He's been sent to Ireland as the King’s lieutenant.”
"Yes, I heard the pervert was under threat of excommunication and got away just in time.” Tom nodded sagely,
"It was pathetic! The King and most of his household went as far as Bristol to see him take ship. Poor Ned was weeping and cursing and pulling his hair as if he had been parted from his ladylove.”
It was a measure of how low the King had fallen in the country's esteem that all and sundry called him Ned. De Clavering spat on the rushes below the dais where he and Thomas sat, and the young knight continued,
"Now he's trying to buy Gaveston back into favour. He's handing out gifts of land as if it were going out of fashion. You know that he gave Gaveston charge of the Audley lands when Thomas died?"
At the mention of Audley, de Clavering's ears pricked up and his eyes narrowed to greedy slits. It was hard information about the Audley estates that he wished to hear. His heart beat faster –
"Go on, boy!"
"Well, Nicholas was furious! He claimed he had proved himself man enough in Gascony to look after his own affairs, even if he was only eighteen. For this, he hates Gaveston and the King even more than his cousin does.”
"Which cousin?"
"James, you recall, the bowman who helped me save your wife and daughter at Heleigh.”
Thomas was sure de Clavering had not forgotten this service, but it never hurt to remind him, especially as there seemed to be something in the wind.
"Ah yes, the serious one. What's his quarrel with Gaveston?"
"The gossip at court is that the queer wanted to bed him, but James refused. Not only refused, but challenged Gaveston to mortal combat into the bargain!”
“Good for him - what happened?”
“Nothing: the Gascon said he wouldn't soil his hands. For all his foppery, though, the queer's no mean fighter, so James was probably lucky. Just after the coronation, Gaveston and his friends bested all comers, including the earls, at a tournament.”
“Hmmm. . . how does such a man turn out like THAT?”
“His mother was burned for a witch, so they say.”
“Bad blood, eh?”
Though he had been sidetracked, de Clavering still wanted to know what had happened to Nicholas Audley, so he urged,
“What happened to Audley when Gaveston was exiled?”
“The King has allowed Nicholas to come into his full estate - he is now the third Baron Audley. It was a bribe to get at least one of the Marchers on Ned's side.”
De Clavering clasped his hands in triumph: clear of the royal escheat and Gaveston's meddling, the estate was free again. His daughter, Thomas Audley's widow, was eligible to claim her 'third' - it was a huge source of revenue, which de Clavering badly needed to offset his payments to the Scots. What should have been a broad grin twisted his ruined face into a contorted mask.
“Tom,” he said bountifully, “almost from the moment I met you, I have come to regard you as the son I never had.”
“Thank you, m'lord,” mumbled Tom, embarrassed.
“Now I would like you to join the family, legally. Marry my daughter, the widow Eve, and I will name you heir to all my lands. You will be the Baron de Clavering when I die, and the line will continue through your children.”
Tom gaped at his benefactor: never in his wildest dreams had he thought such a thing would, or could, happen. He knew the Baron was grateful for his part in the rescue of his womenfolk, but he had already repaid that debt a hundred times over with money, favours, and friendship. He had galloped north expecting some small commission in the Baron's defence of his estates. This offer was incredibly generous - it would make him one of the richest men in the country!
“I don't know what to say!" he murmured, blushing bright red.
De Clavering laughed at his shock, and slapped him on the shoulder.
“Say yes, lad, say yes! You were friends with my Eve, weren't you? She's quite a beauty, now."
Memories of the pretty little girl were stored somewhere at the back of Tom's mind: uppermost was her courage in the face of a screeching mob.
"Yes, m'lord, we…liked each other well enough-"
"Good, then it's settled. I will send for her immediately, and you will be wed as soon as she arrives. There is just one condition...”
Eve Audley toyed with her needlework, listening to the noises of an early October evening in the fields around Aynho. The stillness of the warm air carried sounds from a great distance: birds settling to roost, farm hands laughing and joking as they plodded home. It was a rich time of plenty, with the harvest in, and the fierce heat of summer mellowed into autumn. The golden disc of the sun had just dipped below the canopy of trees that dominated her horizon.
Hawise de Clavering looked at her daughter and saw a young woman where the little girl had been.
“Time goes so quickly,” she thought, recalling as if only yesterday the girl's own birth. Soon now, she would be married again, no doubt with babes of her own. The labour which had produced Eve had been long and difficult, with internal damage which left Hawise barren - she was glad her husband had long since stopped his attempts to produce a male heir.
Eve's thoughts were not far from her dead husband - but the past year, back in the familiar security of her childhood haunts, had brought a sense of healing. Guilt and disappointment had slipped away, replaced by the increasing boredom of the young. At Heleigh she had been mistress of the castle - here she was merely her father's daughter once more.
She had fled Heleigh gladly, anxious to put as much distance between herself and the Audleys as possible. Thomas, God rest him, had been a monster, a vile creature she had wished dead: this wish had been fulfilled, shockingly.
His cousin James, had built up her hopes, and then crushed her with his weak talk of 'sisterly’ love. Her father's summons back to Aynho had been welcome, although by then she knew enough of worldly matters to realise it was her share of the Audley inheritance he craved, and not her company.
Her mother told her to expect a steady stream of suitors, a prospect which appalled Eve: but the King had put a stop to that by awarding his 'friend' Piers Gaveston custody of the Audley lands, just at the moment Nicholas Audley arrived home to claim his inheritance. Eve had heard some vague gossip about some sort of rift, involving Gaveston, between the King, and James Audley.
Both Audleys were further enraged by Ned's wardship grants to the Gascon: old Hugh Audley, whom Eve loved dearly, was reputed to have stamped up and down for a week, mouthing filthy language!
With royal connivance, Gaveston's lawyers prevaricated, delayed, and just plain lied about Eve's portion of the estate: right up until he was banished that July, there had been not a penny piece. But young Nicholas, now Baron Audley, was altogether different. She received a polite letter, addressing her as 'his dear sister' and assuring her of her rights under the law. Sure enough, just a month later, came the first payments to Eve's coffers, along with a standing invitation to visit Heleigh whenever she wished, and to take up residence on any of the lands in her name.
"I would like to get away," she thought, jabbing her needle aimlessly through the cloth, "but I don't know if Audley is right for me. Not yet, anyway- too many bad memories."
She had catalogued, mentally, her experiences in Staffordshire, and decided that the negative aspects outnumbered the good ones. Still, she clung to the hope that James Audley might be one of the suitors whose pleas would now resume: as sole heiress to her father, and widow of Thomas Audley, she made an attractive target for every fortune hunter on both sides of the Channel. Several petitions had arrived already.
And anyway, she told herself proudly, I am quite lovely! Any man would want me, just for myself, even if I were quite poor, they would want me. The phantom of a smile played across her features as she recalled her one night of passion with Thomas Audley.
At fifteen, she had blossomed into a beautiful woman, with dark, alluring eyes that exuded a magnetic attraction to the opposite sex. She saw longing in the gazes of her father's squires, and open admiration on the faces of older men and knights of the household. Eve never lacked for male volunteers to accompany her when she rode out hawking, or went with her women for picnics in the nearby fields. She was tantalisingly aware that she was developing into the kind of beauty that men would willingly, and adoringly, die for.
This boost to Eve's confidence was just the tonic she needed after the drab, awful years with Thomas. At Christmas, 1307, she travelled to court with her mother: Annabelle Audley's father, Henry Lacy of Lincoln, gave a warm welcome to the de Clavering women. Eve's first experience of court life had wakened more desires: a need for company her own age, intelligent conversation, and the delicious spice of rumour and speculation.
There was, after all, much to gossip about: Edward II spent Christmas at Windsor with his paramour Gaveston, before sailing to Boulogne to marry twelve-year old Princess Isabella of France.
Eve got a glimpse of the 'sorcerer' who had bewitched the King. Piers Gaveston was a tall, virile-looking man with blue-black hair and flashing, perfect teeth. His penetrating gaze rested for a moment on Eve, as she was presented to him, and then he was gone, the dazzling smile passing down a line of courtiers. She found it hard to believe the talk about one who looked so manly, and elegant. Indeed, he was married now, to one of the de Clare girls, sister of the Earl of Gloucester: but she never appeared at court.
The stare he had given Eve betrayed a frank interest in her womanhood, making it seem, for an instant, the most important thing in the world. Eve found herself wondering if it were possible for a man to enjoy physical love with both sexes?
Eve and Hawise left Windsor reluctantly before the coronation in February to return to a life of quiet domesticity at Aynho, and there they remained, while their lord, the Baron, guarded his lands in the North and wrote them occasional letters.
One of the maids, carrying such a letter, now rushed into the tranquil garden where Eve and her mother sat with their embroidery. Eve could see her father's seal on the document. The exhausted rider who delivered it had galloped hot spur from Northumberland, and said it was most urgent.
"It's from John," said Hawise, snapping the red wax seal with excited fingers. She could read as well as most noble men, an accomplishment of which she was justly proud. She spoke the words slowly and distinctly: after the customary greetings, the Baron got right down to business.
“Prepare to travel…join me at Warkworth with all haste…Eve has been promised in marriage to the valiant knight Sir Thomas Ufford…God grant you his protection on the journey…"
There was more - details about arrangements and the appointment of a steward at Aynho in his wife's absence, but Eve heard none of it. Her mind was frozen on that phrase 'promised in marriage'.
Sold again, she sighed bitterly, but what can Tom Ufford offer my father? He was the younger son of his family, with little expectation- until now! It began to dawn on her what an important change this would mean for Tom.
In the next few days of frantic preparation, Eve's thoughts turned constantly to James. What would he think of his 'sister' marrying his friend and companion in arms, Ufford? Why should she care? As Annabelle Audley had once told her, Tom was a merry fellow.
He was handsome, courtly, and wickedly funny: brave, too, in defence of his friends. Now he was a knight, and her father had favoured him since that dreadful day at the crossroads near Heleigh. Marriage to Eve would vastly improve his prospects, and she could certainly do worse for a new husband. She grimaced at the thought of some of the elderly or ugly men who had petitioned her father for her hand.
She remembered what a noble sight Tom had presented in his finery, recalled his jokes and flattery, saw in her mind's eye his cool courage. It made her go weak and fluttery to think of him touching her the way her husband had done on that one fateful night. If his prowess in the bedchamber were the equal of Thomas Audley's, she would be a lucky bride.
Ashamed of these hot thoughts, she went to the chapel to pray for a safe journey, and as she knelt, she asked the Virgin to grant her many children.
“Fine, healthy sons,” she muttered, “boys to please their grandsires, and carry on their names.”
But with that came a memory unbidden, of standing with another at the door of Audley church: and she knew, in the core of her soul, that whatever happened to her, James would always be her one true spiritual husband. He had snubbed her, unwittingly, clumsily: he had meant well. Time would heal the injury. All else was a charade, she decided, in a moment of visionary clarity- she would play her part to the full, and seize what happiness she could find along the way. At least with Tom Ufford she would have a pleasant companion on the road, and she thanked God in his mercy for this small blessing.
On the 18th day of November in the year 1308, Nicholas, Baron Audley, celebrated his nineteenth birthday in grand style at Heleigh castle. He had much to be pleased about: since March that year, events had moved with dizzy speed, and most of them had been to his benefit. He had returned from Gascony, shocked by the news of his brother's death, but eager to take up the unexpected challenge of being the Audley heir. His Uncle Hugh's guardianship would be an easy yoke to bear in the couple of years till his majority. Already knighted for his services to the Crown, he was horrified to learn that the King's favourite Gaveston had ousted his Uncle Hugh. The man was a Gascon, to start with, and Nicholas had formed a low opinion of that race whilst fighting in their country. Also, it was whispered that he was a sodomite, sharing the King's bed as well as his confidence.
Gaveston immediately began to drain the estate of moveable assets and cash, despite Nicholas' and Hugh's protests. From his days in Bordeaux, Nicholas was aware that Gaveston's family were bankers there, and also he was connected with Italian money merchants, the Frescobaldi. Nobody could prove it, but it appeared Gaveston was systematically moving vast sums of money from his own English holdings, from wardships, and from Crown estates, into foreign coffers. As far as Nicholas Audley was concerned, it was both robbery and treason.
His cousin James had been mooning about the castle since Eve's departure, sullen and depressed. After some persuasion from Hugh, James repeated to Nicholas the details of his feud with Piers Gaveston. When he heard confirmation of the King's folly, Baron Audley became further enraged.
“We cannot stand for it!” he raved. Formerly despondent, James and Hugh took heart from the warrior's righteous anger. Nicholas drew his bright sword, and held it aloft, where it caught the autumn light streaming into the hall.
“Our ancestors took this land, using these,” he said, brandishing his blade so that it flashed in the sun, “and by God, we'll hold it by force if we have to! To Hell with weak Kings and perverted foreigners! Those first warlords were in armed partnership with William the Bastard, not his slaves! He could not have conquered without them, just as Edward cannot rule now, without our support!"
Hugh's eyes misted over, for looking at his nephew, he saw a younger version of his dear, dead brother: the words spoken by Nicholas were exactly what his father would have said. They gave Hugh new courage - Nicholas was a worthy successor.
“Bravely spoken,” he applauded, "there will be many like-minded men at the Coronation. We must join forces with them - if we are united, we cannot fail. The King must be made to see the error of his ways."
"I'd like to see Gaveston's head on a pike," muttered James, and Nicholas nodded,
"It may yet come to that - men have gone to the gallows for less than he has done."
All three men realised soberly that they were mouthing treason, but self-preservation was forcing them into it. How long before Piers started signing execution warrants for those who stood in his way? They swore a solemn oath to support each other, to the death if necessary, and James, who had not yet forsworn his vow to kill Gaveston, renewed it in his heart with great fervour.
The coronation was an elaborate affair, staged by Piers Gaveston, who awarded himself the starring role. The nobility of England, with few exceptions, gathered at Westminster to see the King and Queen crowned. Behind the cheering crowds and noisy spectacle, the barons and earls laid their plans. Some were jealous of Gaveston, others bitter, passed over for honours and titles he had claimed: many were on the point of financial ruin through the Gascon's avarice.
By April, feelings were running high, and the Parliament summoned for that month resembled an armed camp. Lancaster, Hereford, Pembroke, Warwick, and Surrey all turned up with military retinues. As far as the eye could see, soldiers in coloured surcoats, knights in bright mail and plate armour, bedecked war-horses, lances, spears, and bows, filled the roads leading to the capital.
Hugh, Nicholas, and James Audley rode to Parliament with John Warrenne, Earl of Surrey: Hugh the younger Audley had remained at court after the coronation, but now galloped out to meet his kinsmen, full of tales about the King's latest follies. James suspected his brother of duplicity, for he had been hanging around the King and his favourites like a lapdog, waiting for some crumb of favour to be thrown.
Now, in the face of a warlike host, Hugh’s loyalty evaporated, and he made a great show of his ‘outrage’ at ‘Ned’s behaviour. As for the King, he took one look at the mighty forces arrayed against him, and crumbled. Despite his affection for Gaveston, his instinct for self-preservation was strong, and he had no choice but to banish his favourite once more. In reality, the ban imposed by Edward I had never been lifted, and Ned had recalled him without the consent of the Barons.
Looking now at the revellers enjoying his birthday party, Nicholas Audley recalled the celebrations held that summer when Gaveston finally went off to Ireland. Many a baronial hall rang to the sounds of drunken self-congratulation, nowhere louder than at Heleigh, where Nicholas came into his full inheritance – part of the price extracted from the petulant monarch.
With the help of his uncle Hugh, Nicholas was able to undo the financial damage wreaked by Gaveston: within months the estate was on the road to recovery, and even his sister-in-law's petition for her 'third' was met. Of course, that was John de Clavering's work: in October came news of Eve's betrothal to Thomas Ufford, the boy who had been brought up at Heleigh with the Audley lads. Nicholas reflected how his father's plans for an Audley-Clavering alliance had gone so strangely awry: a great chunk of the family fortune had been lost to de Clavering, who in his desperation to continue his line, would now bequeath it to Ufford and his sons. Thomas and Eve's children would now become the new race of de Clavering barons.
Drums, flutes, and strings beat out a lively carole above his head, scattering Nicholas' thoughts, bending them in a fresh direction. He saw his cousin James twirling happily with young Margaret de Erdeleye. Ah, there was a 'match' remembered from childhood!
Old Hugh had not been keen, but when Nicholas looked at their faces, red with exertion, and shining with happiness, he guessed that his uncle might have to be won over. James' gloom had vanished with the baronial victory and Gaveston's expulsion.
Nicholas must soon turn his own attention to marriage, and the business of getting an heir. His heart had been completely captured in April, on the bellicose visit to Parliament, by the young wife of Henry Lacy, Earl of Lincoln. Lacy was almost sixty, and Joan was just sixteen, his third wife. She was desperately unhappy and had confided this to Nicholas. Much to Lacy's annoyance, Nicholas wore Joan's favour when he rode to the lists, but the rules of chivalry allowed him to do this with no dishonour. The old earl was sick, and the two young people pinned their hopes on being able to marry when he had gone: but Nicholas realised his own responsibility to carry on the Audley line, and he knew he could not afford a long wait. Love must come second to duty, after all.
It took nearly three weeks for that great portion of the de Clavering household, which accompanied the bridal party, to travel from Aynho to Warkworth. Somewhere along the way, summer finally died, and it was a blustery day in early November when Thomas Ufford and John de Clavering stood on the battlements of Warkworth castle, watching the wagons, carts, and packhorses rumble over the river bridge.
After her virtual imprisonment at Heleigh, and her sojourn at Aynho, the prospect of a long journey to an uncertain destination had been exciting to Eve. With fascination she watched the scenery change day by day as they plodded north. Beyond Newcastle, at the mouth of the Tyne, the country was reputed to be exotically dangerous, plagued by brigands and raided at will by the fiendish Scots. A strong force of soldiers, commanded by knights of the household, guarded the women and valuables, so they had no trouble. Eve was almost disappointed. Even the weather held fair for the trip, with no autumn rains to bog them down on the roads.
They stopped at abbeys, priories, taverns, manors, and castles along the way. The hospitality of noble families they called on was given without a thought, a way of life developed since the dark days of the Conquest, when warring barons depended on each other for material support.
As far as Eve could tell, it was her father's intention that she and Thomas would take up residence at Warkworth, where Ufford could help his new father-in-law defend the manors until the King came north to deal with the Bruce. How romantic it all seemed, to travel to a wild, far country, and to wed a bold, handsome warrior! Memories of her
past unhappiness receded, and Hawise noticed a subtle change in her daughter as they neared their destination. Eve bloomed visibly, the shy, troubled child who had returned distraught from Heleigh, gone forever.
On the same day Nicholas Audley held his nineteenth birthday party at far off Heleigh, Eve Audley was married to Sir Thomas Ufford before the door of St. Laurence's church at Warkworth. In a region ravaged by war, and impoverished by buying peace, the wedding was cause for extravagant celebrations.
A large crowd of well- wishers followed the procession through narrow streets back to the castle, where the bailey was thronged with servants, retainers, and soldiers. Oxen were roasted on spits over huge log fires, great tuns of ale, and casks of wine were set up outdoors, and for a few hours the whole populace enjoyed de Clavering's largesse.
Eve had a fond reunion with ‘Tom’: she could not help calling him that, although it mocked his dignity. He had matured in the couple of years since she had seen him, but his boyish humour remained, and the glint in his eye was unmistakable, when he welcomed her to her new home. She had developed, as he had once predicted, into a gorgeous young woman.
Tom Ufford thanked Heaven for the change in his fortunes, which had brought him so much potential happiness and wealth. He rode to the church on Argent, a rich cloak about his shoulders clasped at the throat by gold: the great sword, which hung by his side, was a wedding gift from Eve's father.
She wore a dress of the finest silver tissue, and a brocaded surcoat. Her dark, voluptuous hair was plaited and held in place by a striking plain circlet of silver. Never before in her short life had she felt such happy anticipation, and the dark times, which had gone before seemed unimportant. Put aside those foolish fantasies about James Audley, she scolded herself, live the life that God and your elders have ordained!
Despite this resolve, she sensed James' presence at her elbow, while she stood, beaming radiantly, before the church and congregation. It was not an unhappy or envious sensation, just a knowledge that her first, most powerful love would always be with her, deep inside where none could see.
At the wedding feast in the great hall of Warkworth, she drank wine with her new husband, sipping from a loving cup, which had graven into the gold, her arms of Audley and his of Ufford, enclosing a heart.
In the bedchamber, amongst the flowers and drapes, the women concealed corn dollies and other ancient fertility symbols, which the priest would have frowned upon. The old religion died hard in places as remote as this, but with a groom as handsome as Thomas, and a bride as beautiful as Eve, nobody doubted that the union would be blessed with by children, with or without the aid of ancient gods.
CHAPTER 6
FEBRUARY 1310: AUDLEY, STAFFORDSHIRE…
Margaret's father, William de Erdeleye, paced the floor of his daughter's hall as if he were the expectant parent himself.
Bitter winter gales found gaps in the shutters and set the smoky reed torches a-flutter. Women fussed round the partitioned chamber at the far end of the big room, talking in nervous whispers and casting annoyed glances at William. Childbirth was women's work and he had no place here.
William was aware of their disapproval and it made him uncomfortable. Some of them were married to men who outranked him in the local pecking order, even though his daughter's marriage to James Audley had advanced the Erdeleyes. His grandfather had represented the burgesses of Newcastle-under-Lyme at Parliament, and his sort were looked on as upstarts by the older established landowners. Despite this, the power and influence of the provincial towns were growing year by year. All this raced through William's mind as he waited for James to arrive.
A messenger had been sent to Heleigh hours ago, when Margaret first went into labour. The pains had started early, nearly a month too soon, and the frowns on the faces of the midwives did nothing to reassure William. Now it was dark, the ride from the castle would take longer, and a clatter of hail and sleet beat against the door of James' fine new house to emphasise the perils of such journeys.
As a key member of the Baron's household, his cousin James was often in attendance at Heleigh, and had been called to discuss tactics for the forthcoming Parliament. The two young men were united in fierce opposition to the King's excesses, and had been horrified at Gaveston's reinstatement by the infamous Statute of Stamford a year earlier. After all their efforts, the pervert was back as if nothing had been amiss. Rage shook the nation.
Gloucester, Warrenne, and the ailing Lacy of Lincoln were charged by the King with ensuring that none of the nobles turned up with an army at this Parliament. He had no desire to experience a repeat of the ignominious defeat forced on him in 1308. Ned had bribed, pleaded, cajoled, and lied to get his own way, and various nobles veered and swayed between open revulsion at the King's behaviour, and greedy self-interest. Somehow, the King had obtained an annulment of Gaveston's excommunication, and seemed ready to grant any or all concessions to secure the Gascon's safety. The magnates, mostly fickle and self-serving, grabbed the gifts, and then cursed the King and his lover behind their backs.
Some of the older and more experienced statesmen hoped the King and his favourite had learned a lesson, but this hope was vain. Gaveston had promised to behave, but his character had not changed, nor the King's infatuation. Piers soon started to treat the Barons and Earls as though they were servants, and he bred discord between them and the King. He gave the magnates nicknames, such as 'Black Dog of Arden' applied to his archenemy, Guy Beauchamp of Warwick.
His insolence and malice towards certain Lancastrian dependants finally shifted Thomas of Lancaster, irrevocably into the opposition camp. What an opportunity Edward II had lost!
Young Lancaster had been appointed Steward of England in 1309 as a conciliatory gesture prior to Stamford, and Gaveston's restitution. If Lancaster had been able to carry out his duties in this post, without favour or interference, the King might have had a mighty ally. Instead, he held the post in name only. Gaveston actually carried out the everyday functions that Thomas Lancaster should have dealt with.
Now the full power of Lancaster's military and financial forces would be ranged against the King, and the spectre of civil war stalked the land once more. Nicholas Audley doubled the guard at Heleigh, strengthened his border patrols, and summoned archers from his Welsh holdings.
Men at arms, knights, and squires gathered at the castle under his banner: they filled the keep with warlike talk, and the bailey rang with the clash of weapons. Horses thundered to the lists, lances were shattered against shields, and the armourers sweated over forges day and night. Heleigh steel was renowned throughout the north, with good reason.
Nicholas fully intended to march to Parliament, in Lancaster's retinue, with as many swords and spears at his back as he could muster, in defiance of the King's order. James had been working long hours to help him complete the preparations. Hugh, his brother, remained in 'no-man's land’, vacillating between months at court seeking royal favour, and weeks at home complaining about the King's failings. He declined an invitation to add his weapons to the gathering resistance, and conveniently disappeared on a 'pilgrimage' to Walsingham.
As soon as the news of Margaret's condition reached Heleigh, Nicholas threw aside his papers and dashed to tell James, who was supervising drill in the bailey.
“Cousin!” shouted the Baron, “Get your horse! Your wife's time has come! You are needed at home!”
James' heart pushed up into his throat, and a wave of panic washed over him. Recruits, archers, soldiers, he could handle, with his barking voice and steely glare - he had the natural power of command, and the respect of his men. His competence in the Welsh language, and experience of the archers in Scotland made him invaluable to Nicholas as a captain.
But this was different! Here were elements he could not command. Margaret was a month early, Dear God, let it not be bad news! He rushed to find his cloak and helmet among the pile of military gear stowed in a corner.
Margaret Erdeleye had been a shy fifteen-year-old when James renewed their friendship at Nicholas' birthday party. His father had previously tried to discourage the match, but now his attempts were only half-hearted. Anyone with eyes could see the pair were head over heels, and at the wedding in May 1309, Hugh the Elder beamed as broadly as anyone, and gifted the couple a piece of land in the village on which to build their house.
It appeared he would have to wait years for the lordship of Stretton, with this particular King on the throne, so the youngsters might as well get on with their lives. A higher-born bride for James seemed unlikely now, and it was a blessing that the couple were so happy together. Hugh had been worried that James' infatuation with Eve de Clavering might cloud his future relationships with women.
In fact, James had succeeded in putting the tragic heiress right out of his thoughts while he paid court to Margaret. Margaret's timidity evaporated on their wedding night, and James' enthusiasm for lovemaking compensated for any lack of experience. For two days and nights they honeymooned in a flower-strewn bower, renewing their vigour with draughts of mead, and barely resting to gobble the food left outside their door by giggling servants.
By the end of June, in that glorious, happy summer of 1309, their efforts were rewarded and Margaret was pregnant. Never had James felt such contentment, and it seemed the bitter days of his troubles at court were well past. A month later, fate slapped him cruelly when his former tormentor Gaveston was reinstated by the weak King and grasping earls.
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