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The bubonic plague reached London in the autumn of 1348. Carried in the digestive tract of rat fleas, the Great Mortality went on to kill half the population of England in the following two years.


 


 


A Disputation betwixt the body and worms


 


Take heed unto my figure above


And see how sometime I was fresh and gay,


Now turned to worm’s meat and corruption


Both foul earth and stinking slime and clay


 


Medieval poem


 Anonymous










Prologue


Somershill Manor, November 1350


 


If I preserve but one memory at my own death, it shall be the burning of the dog-headed beast. 


The fire blazed in the field beside the church – its white smoke rising skyward in a twisted billow. Its odour acrid and choking.


 ‘Let me through,’ I shouted to their backs. 


At first they didn’t respond, only turning to look at me when I grabbed at their tunics. Perhaps they had forgotten who I was? A young girl asked me to lift her so she might see the sinner die. A ragged boy tried to sell me a faggot of fat for half a penny.


And then a wail cut through the air. It was thin and piteous and came from within the pyre itself – but pushing my way through to the flames, I found no curling and blackened body tied to a stake. No sooty chains or iron hoops. Only the carcass of a bull, with the fire now licking at the brown and white hair of its coat. 


The beast had not been skinned and its mouth was jammed open with a thick metal skewer. I recognised the animal immediately. It was my best Simmental bull, Goliath. But why were they burning such a valuable beast? I couldn’t understand. Goliath had sired most of our dairy herd. We could not afford such waste. And then a strange thing caught my eye. Beneath the creature’s distended belly something seemed to move about like a rat inside a sack of barley. I tried to look closer, but the heat repelled me.


Then the plaintive call came again. A groan, followed by the high-pitched scream of a vixen. I grasped the man standing next to me. It was my reeve, Featherby. ‘How can the beast be calling?’ I said. ‘Is it still alive?’


He regarded me curiously. ‘No, sire. I slaughtered him myself.’


‘Then what’s making such a noise?’


‘The dog-headed beast. It calls through the neck of the bull.’


‘What?’


‘We’ve sewn it inside, sire.’ 


 I felt nauseated. ‘Whilst still living?’


He nodded. ‘We hoped to hear it beg for forgiveness as it burns. But it only screams and screeches like a devil.’


I grabbed the fool. ‘Put the fire out. Now!’


‘But sire? The sacrifice of our best bull will cleanse the demon of sin.’


‘Who told you this?’


‘The priest.’


These words might once have paralysed me, but no longer. ‘Fetch water,’ I shouted to those about me. Nobody moved. Instead they stared at the blaze – transfixed by this spectacle of burning flesh. The ragged boy launched his faggot of fat into the fire, boasting that he was helping to cook the sinner’s heart. 


I shook him by the coarse wool of his tunic. ‘Water!’ I said. ‘I command it!’ The boy backed away from me and disappeared into the crowd, only to return sheepishly with a bucket of dirty water. And then, after watching me stamp upon the flames, some others began to bring water from the dew pond. At first it was only one or two of them, but soon their numbers grew and suddenly the group became as frenzied about extinguishing the fire as they had been about fanning it.


When the heat had died down to a steam, we dragged the sweating hulk of the bull over the embers of the fire to let it cool upon the muddy grass. As we threw yet more water over its rump, their faces drew in about me, both sickened and thrilled as I cut through the stitches in the beast’s belly to release its doomed stuffing. It was a trussed and writhing thing that rolled out in front of us – bound as tightly as a smoked sausage. 


As I loosened the ropes, the blackened form shuddered and coughed, before gasping for one last mouthful of air. Then, as Death claimed his prize, I held the wilting body in my arms and looked about me at these persecutors. I wanted them to see what they had done. But they could only recoil and avert their eyes in shame. 


And what shame. For the face of their sacrifice is stitched into my memory like a tapestry. A tapestry that cannot be unpicked.


But this is not the beginning of my story.


It began before. After the blackest of all mortalities. The Great Plague.










Chapter One


It was a hot summer’s morning in June of this year when I first saw them – advancing towards Somershill like a band of ragged players. I would tell you they were a mob, except their numbers were so depleted that a gaggle would be a better description. And I would tell you I knew their purpose in coming here, but I had taken to hiding in the manor house and keeping my nose in a book. At their head was John of Cornwall, a humourless clenched-fist of a man, whose recent appointment to parish priest rested purely upon his still being alive.


My mother bustled over to me. She had spied the group from our upstairs window, despite her claims to be practically blind. ‘Go and see what they want, Oswald,’ she said, digging her pincer claw into my arm.


I had been trying to decipher last year’s farm ledgers, but the reeve’s handwriting was poor and he had spilled ale upon the parchment.


Mother poked at me again. ‘Go on. It’s your duty now.’


‘Yes, little brother,’ said my sister Clemence, from the corner where she skulked with her sourly stitched embroidery. ‘Though I’m surprised you allow such people to approach by the main gate.’


‘I’ll send Gilbert to deal with them,’ I said, determining not to look up from my work.


‘You can’t. He’s attending to the barrels from the garderobe.’ I had my back to Clemence, but I sensed she was pulling a face. ‘You sent him there yourself, Oswald.’


‘Then I’ll send somebody else.’ I looked to Clemence’s servant Humbert, a boy the size of a door who was holding both of his enormous hands in the air so that Clemence might wind her yarn about his fingers. His boyish eyes never leaving his mistress’s face.


She laughed. ‘You can’t have Humbert either. He’s too busy.’


Abandoning the ledgers, I descended to the great hall where one of the visiting party was now knocking at the main door with intensifying boldness. Lifting the heavy latch I found the culprit to be John of Cornwall, though he quickly dropped his wooden staff on seeing my face and not that of a servant’s on the other side of the threshold. I might have reminded him that such a wooden staff should have been deposited at the gatehouse, like any other potential weapon, but seeing as our gatekeeper was now employed as our valet, I did not challenge him.


‘A girl has been savaged in the forest,’ John of Cornwall told me, without so much as a formal greeting.


I hardly knew what to say to this announcement and must have let my mouth hang open a little too long.


A man with the skin of a cankered apple then bowed. ‘The girl’s dead, my lord. Gored by a wild animal.’ When I continued to remain silent, the man looked about uneasily at his companions.


I found my tongue quickly, as they clearly thought me foolish. ‘Was it a wolf attack?’ I asked.


 The man shook his head. ‘No wolves left in Kent, sire.’


‘But perhaps they’ve returned? Nobody has hunted the creatures since the outbreak of the Plague. As far as I know.’


 John of Cornwall pushed the man aside. ‘My lord. It is another creature responsible for taking the girl’s wretched life.’ His entourage groaned before falling silent and looking to me again for a response.


‘What sort of creature?’


Cornwall dropped his voice to a staged whisper. ‘The Cynocephalus.’


‘The what?’


‘The dog-headed beast, my lord.’


So this was his notion. I nearly laughed out loud, even though it was hardly a fitting reaction given the news of the girl’s death. ‘That sounds unlikely,’ I said.


Cornwall’s lips pursed and his eyebrows rallied to a frown. ‘There’s no question. It’s the work of the Devil.’


 How tempting to tell him that I found the Devil to be as improbable as God, but I had the sense to suppress the urge. Instead I asked the girl’s name and was told she was called Alison Starvecrow. It was not a name I recognised.


‘Where’s her body now?’ I asked.


‘We left her in the forest,’ said a boy with boots too big for his feet.


‘Why?’


‘We thought you’d want to see her, sire.’


I shook my head. ‘Me? No. You should inform the constable. Surely?’


‘But the Constable’s dead, sire.’ The men looked at each other again, only just disguising their scorn.


‘What about the Coroner?’ I then immediately held up my hand. ‘Yes. He’s dead too. I knew that.’


Cornwall cleared his throat and fanned his robe. ‘I have assumed the role of Chief Tithing-Man, my lord.’


‘But you’re a priest.’


He puffed out his chest. ‘Indeed. But we must each suffer new burdens since the ravages of the Plague.’ The man had tried to disguise his Cornish accent by adopting French pronunciation, but the colour of his true voice seeped through his speech like dye in a washtub. I found myself listening to the cadence of his words, rather than to the meaning of them. Sensing my mind was wandering, he coughed. ‘In the absence of a constable,’ he told me, ‘we believe that you, as Lord of the Somershill estate, should take responsibility for the investigation.’


I hesitated. Was this the case? Was this really my responsibility? But if not me, then who else would take on this unwelcome duty? ‘Yes. I . . . suppose that’s—’


But suddenly there was a hot and breathy voice at my ear. ‘Did I hear somebody say the Devil has murdered a girl?’ It was my mother, peeking around my shoulder like a curious child at the door.


‘It was not Satan himself, my lady,’ replied Cornwall, pleased to find an attentive audience at last. ‘It was his emissary. The Cynocephalus.’


My mother gasped. ‘The dog heads? Here?’


Cornwall nodded gravely. ‘They’ve been here for two years,’ he said. ‘Did you not know, my lady? They carried the Great Mortality to us from the Orient.’


The mention of the Plague was enough to provoke an even more fervent reaction from Mother. She clasped her hands to her cheekbones, fell against the doorpost and made a great show of fainting at Cornwall’s feet.


With Mother providing the finale to this performance, the others in Cornwall’s company were prompted to act out their own parts. The canker-faced man crossed himself feverishly. A tenant I recognised as our pig-herd, Hugh Gower, fell to his knees and prayed with an ardour I had never witnessed him display in church. And a youth with buck teeth muttered garbled words in concocted Latin, whilst pressing a piece of blackened wood to his lips. No doubt it was a fragment of the True Cross.


I had seen enough. When Gilbert returned from emptying the barrels into the moat, I sent for my boots and demanded to be taken to the girl’s body.


 


Our shadows fell westward as we crossed the common pastures towards the forest. The dew was steaming and a host of finches chattered in the hedges. My home, Somershill Manor, rose behind us like a long knoll – the curtain wall of the old fortress now missing from the front of the house, revealing the great hall my grandfather had built. I looked back to see its large windows glinting in the morning sun, wearing their extravagant glass like a set of jewels.


Cornwall made it plain that he would lead the party to the girl’s body, although it soon became obvious he didn’t know the way. I couldn’t entirely blame him, I suppose. The estate had been neglected for nearly two years – already the paths were overgrown with brambles, and the fields were full of foxgloves and ragwort. We came across sad, forsaken places, where only months ago we had driven off the wild dogs and ravens as they scavenged the bodies of the dead. I watched my step through the long grass, for fear of treading upon something that the dogs had missed.


When we reached the forest I tried to push to the front, since my father would have led our group, but Cornwall deliberately outpaced me at every attempt, or blocked my progress with the swing of his cloak. The forest was dense and dark, and resisted our attempts to penetrate, even though we walked along identifiable paths and trails. Beard lichen hung from low branches like cobwebs and tried to cling to my face or stick to my hair as I passed. Brambles scratched at my arms and hooked their barbs into the wool of my hose. Strange shapes seemed to dart in and out of the trees, but only ever at the periphery of my vision, so that when I turned to catch them, they had disappeared.


It was dark and lonely in this place – once the domain of hunting parties with their dogs and hawks – and suddenly I felt the urge to run home and find refuge in the open fields and sunlight of my meadows. But that was hardly how a lord should behave. Even one as young and inexperienced as I. So I continued to follow Cornwall around and around the same glade of willows until he finally accused me of being unreasonable in expecting him to lead the way. After all, he argued, he hadn’t been the one to discover the girl’s body.


I should have rebuked him for such perversity, but instead I put Gower in charge and said nothing more. At least we now made some progress, walking new paths until we reached a ridge of yew trees where, at last, I recognised our location – on the main drover’s road to Burrsfield.


Not long after, we stopped by a standard oak that was said to be near the dead girl’s body. I took some ale from my leather bottle, as much to improve my mood as to quench my thirst, and then Gower led us to a thicket of nettles in a small hollow where the girl still lay, face down in a carpet of leaf mould. It was a dark and dismal place, even by the standards of this forest. The watery sun failed to reach its banks, where pale cow parsley looked ready to set seed.


I bent down to look a little closer at the girl’s body, lifting back her coarse woollen hood while the others in the party backed away behind some holly. They pulled faces and shielded their eyes, evidently repulsed by the sight of death, even though they had spent the last two years engulfed by its stink. Personally I was more disgusted by the pieces of food I had seen in Cornwall’s beard that same morning. But then I was accustomed to dead bodies. As a novice in the infirmary I had regularly dressed them for the grave.


Even so, the dead of the abbey hospital had never come to their end through this door. They had been killed instead by old age, bad luck, or contagion. Not by another living person.


I put aside my gloom to examine the girl with clear eyes, and immediately noted the clean wound to her neck. There was no blood beneath her body, nor anywhere else in the hollow. Nor was there the acute stench you might expect to attend a corpse, which suggested the body had been buried almost immediately after death. Her limbs were flaccid, cold, and tinged with blue, which led me to believe that she had been dead for at least three days.


The skin was not yet slipping from her bones. Her mouth, eyes, and the open wound to her neck were already infested with the tiny eggs of the blowfly, but we were not yet gazing upon a sea of writhing maggots.


Taking her delicate skull in my hand, I twisted it slightly to look at her face, but the girl was unknown to me – or so was my first impression. Then I couldn’t be so sure, for there was something about her blonde hair and pale face that now appeared familiar to me. I looked again and tried to catch the thought, but the recollection slipped away.


Replacing her hood I asked Gower, ‘How did you find her body in such a hidden spot?’


‘It wasn’t me that did it,’ he said, backing further into the holly.


‘I wasn’t suggesting you did.’


‘It was my pigs, sire. I brought them here to find carrot roots, but they sniffed her out. I had to beat them off her, you know. A sow’ll have anything.’


His story was credible. If he had killed the girl himself, he could easily have left the body here and she might never have been found. And given the bite marks on a slender arm, it was obvious the poor girl had only just avoided the last indignity of being eaten by pigs.


Looking about the hollow for her original burial place, I soon found a depression in the earth beneath a wilting dog rose. This had to be the spot, confirmed by a thin skein of wool that had snagged on a thorn just above the hole. The wool matched the cloth of the girl’s cloak and proved that her body had once been in this part of the clearing. But I could tell nothing more, other than that this grave must have been hastily excavated, since it had been shallow enough to allow a herd of pigs to unearth her corpse.


As I stepped about the area in search of more signs that might help to solve this mystery, the men edged cautiously over to the girl’s body. When they thought I wasn’t listening, the tallest pointed to her neck and whispered to his companions. ‘See how she’s been bitten. It must be the work of a dog head. Just as Father John says.’ The others bobbed their heads like a row of chickens, clucking their approval of this fantastical story.


Wanting to put a quick end to this nonsense, I beckoned for them to draw near while I pulled back the girl’s hood to reveal the cut to her neck. ‘Look at this wound,’ I said. ‘Dog’s teeth couldn’t make such a perfect incision into soft flesh. It must have been a knife.’


They peered in and the clucks changed a little in tone, but before I could say another word, Cornwall caught me roughly by the arm. ‘Don’t ask the men to gaze upon the work of the Devil, my lord,’ he said. ‘They will become tainted.’


I laughed and pulled away from him. ‘I don’t think so.’


However, any amusement at this statement was mine alone. Cornwall rose over me and tilted his head forward to fix me a stare, his arms folded. Once again I should have rebuked him for such insolence, but he had unnerved me. The clearing was airless and grim and I wanted to be away from the place as soon as possible. So I didn’t argue any further and instead asked Cornwall to remind me of the girl’s name.


‘Alison Starvecrow,’ he told me. ‘Daughter of your tenants William and Adeline Starvecrow. Both deceased in the Plague.’


‘Does she have any living family?’ I asked quickly, since I didn’t recall the Starvecrow family, nor their purpose on my estate.


I sensed Cornwall relished my discomfort, since a contemptuous smile crept across his lips. ‘The dead girl has one sister. Matilda,’ he told me.


‘Has this girl been informed?’ Cornwall nodded. ‘Then we should take her body back to the village and bury her properly. After that we can raise the hue and cry.’


Cornwall shook his head at this suggestion. ‘No, my lord. There is no need to pursue the offender. It’s better we pray for deliverance.’


For the third time that day I felt the urge to laugh out loud – as what had praying achieved in the last two years? The Great Plague had killed without discrimination. Saints and sinners. Those who pleaded with God like gibbering fanatics, and those who couldn’t be bothered to put two hands together.


But impulsiveness should be guarded against. My tutor at the monastery, Brother Peter, had taught me this much. And what harm would praying do? It is an undemanding pastime. Physically that is. If my tenants and villeins wanted to pray for forgiveness, at least they were not wasting their scant energies on a hunt about the countryside.


And what realistic chance had a hue and cry of finding the true murderer anyway? I had witnessed such search parties before. Usually nothing more than noisy mobs who rounded up the nearest misfit and hanged the poor soul, whether proved guilty or not.


 Alison Starvecrow was dead. Nothing would change that.


It was a mistake to let Cornwall have his way, however. To slap him foolishly on the back, as if we might become friends. ‘Very well, Father John,’ I said. ‘I suggest you organise some prayer.’


He bristled at my touch. ‘I was planning to,’ he said.










Chapter Two


It was August 1349 when the Plague finally knocked at the door of our remote Benedictine monastery. We had thought it would not find us. Not after a year of stepping its feet upon English soil.


But plague does not move like a man. It is a poppy seed that blows on the wind and carries to every corner of the field.


The first of our order to die was not a lay monk, nor even an old priest in the infirmary, it was the abbot himself. The other brothers whispered that it was a rightful punishment, since the abbot was not a devout man. But in my opinion his end was as commonplace and ordinary as any peasant’s death. He had not been singled out by God in any way. Instead he had allowed himself to become infected by stupidity, in sending for new gowns from London – even though we had been warned to keep our monastery sealed from the outside world. The abbot blessed the garment and claimed it could not taint him, but the contagion is said to linger in clothing for weeks and seems not to obey holy instruction. Within days he was lying in his bed complaining of a stiffness to his limbs, while scratching at a strange mark upon his leg. It could almost be described as a bite, but once it grew into a black pustule Peter banned me from the room.


And then, as a fever took hold of the abbot, Brother Peter washed his body in vinegar and rose water, but would not bleed him, though the man begged. And just as we had heard would happen, the buboes swelled in the abbot’s armpits and groin until they were the size of duck eggs. Such was the blackness of his sores and the vileness of his appearance that I felt compelled to sneak into his dank bedchamber and take a look, despite the warning to stay away.


The abbot lived only until the next morning, even with Peter’s best efforts to save his life. And then our brotherhood was without its leader and did not know how to act, for the Pestilence would now surely pick us off one by one in our small and isolated confinement of stone. Monasteries were a favourite haunt of the Plague, and many of our communities had been destroyed completely by its speedy appetite.


We talked of abandoning the abbey, if only for a few months, though some brothers spoke soundly against this plan. It would be God’s will who survived and who did not. Those without the strength to face this test of faith were weak and heretical.


But Peter did not want me to endure this examination. Not by his God. He knew my faith would be found lacking. So he suggested I run away and only return to the abbey when the danger of the Plague had receded – a sin that would be forgiven by the other brothers because of my youth and the standing of my family.


My plans to flee were only interrupted by the receipt of a letter. Left at the gate by a messenger who rode away in terror – as if the Plague might swoop down from the walls of the monastery and catch him in its claw. Opening the roll I found it to be from my own mother, with the news that both my father and my two older brothers were dead. All three of them had contracted the Pestilence in Rochester and had died within days of each other.


I felt faint at these words and had to ask Brother Peter to read the remaining part of the letter. But, if I had expected sadness and sympathy from Mother, I was to be disappointed. This was purely a factual and instructional missive.


I was not to take holy orders as planned. I was not to become a Benedictine. Instead I was to return home immediately. For it seemed, at the age of eighteen and against all expectations I was now Lord Somershill – the keeper of more than a thousand acres in Kent. The owner of a village, whose inhabitants owed me servitude. And the master of a grand house complete with hunting forests, cellars, and a stable of fine horses. 


It was an extraordinary turn of fate. But bittersweet. I had no deep fondness for my father and brothers, but it still grieved me to think of their lives so shortened. And I also knew of the burdens that the role of lord carried. The keeping of countless documents. The accounts, custumals and tenurial surveys. The fines, appeals and squabbles of the manorial court. The collection of the king’s taxes, and the provision of men to fight the king’s wars. The work had whittled my father into little more than a stub-end of a man. Hardened, pugnacious and difficult to please.


In truth, the news terrified me.


Confiding my fears in Brother Peter I even suggested, momentarily, that I might answer Mother’s letter and decline the offer, proposing that there might be some distant cousin more suitable for the role than I. But Brother Peter would not hear a word of such cowardice. He urged me to consider the good to be done with my new powers. The wounds that might be healed. The injustices that might be remedied. And if this prospect did not appeal to me, then to consider how this news provided me with an excuse to leave the abbey legitimately.


I set out for Somershill the next day. I didn’t have to persuade Brother Peter to join me.


 


When I returned from visiting the location of Alison’s corpse, Mother had recovered from her fainting fit and was waiting anxiously in the great hall to speak with me. Her usually pale face was now flushed with anticipation. A strand of wiry hair had escaped from its netted crespine and was now hanging between her veil and her cheek. She would normally have poked this away, since she didn’t consider it polite for a married woman to show her hair outside the bedchamber, but her adherence to manners had been forgotten in the expectation of some rare drama.


She was therefore rather irritated when I passed on the very briefest of details concerning Alison Starvecrow before retiring to the library to speak with Brother Peter. Mother went to follow me into the room, but hesitated at the threshold, remembering women had been banished from the library by my father – and though the man had been dead for nearly nine months, she still found it difficult to defy him.


I shut the heavy door behind me, not only to keep out Mother’s prying eyes, but also to guard against the ears of my sister. Clemence was a keen eavesdropper, particularly eager to scrape up any morsel of tittle-tattle regarding Brother Peter – a man for whom she kept a special vial of spite. She continually pestered me to send Peter back to the monastery now that the Plague had receded, saying that he ate too much food and was a drain on our cellar. But I would not part with Peter. Not yet. He was my only friend.


I found Peter at his work, illuminating some text on a square of vellum he had brought with him from the monastery. It had been a hasty departure some eight months previously, and I soon discovered many unexpected items had found their way into our cart, though Peter insisted they were borrowed, not stolen.


That afternoon he worked beneath the large window, catching the evening sun before it abandoned the room. I peered over his shoulder to see that he was illustrating the patterns on a large letter ‘P’ that edged ever further across the page, leaving little room for any text. A thorny creeper twisted up the ascender of the letter, while a boil-faced demon peeped through the bowl. Armed with a fork, this demon was waiting to stab the wretched peasant who begged for mercy at his feet.


Peter had been a scribe before infirmarer, so his work was detailed and skilful – but of late it had become increasingly macabre, dominated by gape-faced corpses or mobs of hooded skeletons. I had hoped his spirits might improve with the longer days, but his mood remained as stormy and unpredictable as the summer.


‘I’m designing a text on the Great Mortality, Oswald,’ he said as I gently touched his arm. ‘It’s in English. I want children to understand the dangers of contagion.’


‘And you think they don’t?’


He banged the small trestle table. ‘It’s not a corrupted atmos­phere that spreads the danger. They must understand that.’ He cleared his throat, embarrassed at his sudden outburst. ‘It’s close contact, Oswald,’ he said, more softly this time. ‘Even touching the clothes of the sick is dangerous.’


I stepped back from his shoulder and sat down on a nearby bench, noticing he was already paying special attention to the tapestry on the wall opposite.


‘I’ve come to ask what you know of the dog heads,’ I said. ‘Have you heard of such creatures?’


Peter put down his quill and let out a rare chuckle. ‘The wicked men of the Orient. Flesh-eating creatures with the body of a man and the head of a wolf? What do you want to know about them for?’


‘Cornwall’s convinced this murder is the work of such a monster.’


The smile left Peter’s face. ‘What murder?’


‘Surely you heard the commotion early this morning? John of Cornwall and some men came to the house with the news.’ But I had forgotten. Peter rarely roused himself from bed these days before mid-morning. ‘The dead girl was called Alison Starvecrow. They found her body in the forest.’


‘But murdered? Are you sure?’


‘Yes. Do you know her?’


 Peter crossed himself. ‘No. Though I believe she called at the house a few days ago. The afternoon I was reading to your mother in the solar.’


‘Alison Starvecrow called here? Why?’


‘I don’t know, Oswald. She wanted to speak to my lady.’


‘What about?’


He shrugged. ‘Your mother wouldn’t see her. You know how contrary the woman can be.’ He paused, pulling at the mole on his neck and twisting its fleshy outcrop of skin between his fingers. ‘Who discovered the girl’s body?’


‘It was Gower. His pigs unearthed her beside the road to Burrsfield.’


‘And she didn’t die of the Plague? I’ve heard of new cases in Rye. There is always a second, even a third wave in such a contagion.’


I shook my head. ‘Her throat was definitely cut.’


He sighed and made for the tapestry, lifting back the image of an embroidered sea-serpent to reveal an alcove where a glass bottle and a solitary pewter mug were hidden. ‘A murder. After all this misery. I sometimes wonder what Our Lord will throw at us next?’ He held his hand up to me. ‘And no, Oswald. I don’t want to hear your opinions on the Almighty. Not today.’


He poured himself a mug of liquid that smelt strongly like brandy. Noticing the look of disapproval upon my face, he said, ‘I keep it here in case of unpleasant surprises. The brothers didn’t need it.’ He downed the first cup, and quickly poured another. ‘Have you raised the hue and cry?’


‘No. John of Cornwall wants us all to pray for deliverance. He says the dog heads not only murdered this girl, but also carry the Plague. So we are all in danger.’


‘Who cares what John of Cornwall says? He’s nothing but a lowly parish priest.’ He came over to me and took my hand. ‘You are Lord Somershill. Not he.’


I pulled my hand away. ‘It’s not that easy, Brother. The men listen to him.’


‘But Oswald. There is no such creature as a dog head. I’m surprised you even allowed Cornwall to propose such a notion.’


‘He’s a priest. I didn’t expect him to blame a monster.’


 Peter snorted. The brandy was taking effect. ‘There’s always a monster to blame. According to men such as him. No doubt he will use this opportunity to sell more of his relics and indulgences. The man is no better than a common pardoner.’


‘What should I do then, Brother?’


Peter caught my arm. ‘Find the true murderer, of course.’


‘But—’


‘Show some courage. Investigate the crime.’ He began to dig his fingers into my skin. ‘God has given you Somershill, Oswald. So you might be a better lord than your father. A man who would have ignored this crime. Just because the victim was a poor village girl.’


I looked at my feet to avoid his stare, and remained silent.


Peter leant over and peered into my face. ‘Is it not convenient? Is that your problem?’


‘You don’t understand, Brother,’ I muttered, as sullenly as a spoilt child.


‘Understand what?’


 I continued to avoid his eyes. ‘My crops are rotting. The hedges need scything, and de Caburn won’t return my sheep.’


He banged his pewter cup onto the bench beside him, sending a good quantity of the precious liquid into the air. ‘I see. Not only are you a coward, you are also indolent!’ I would have argued this accusation was difficult to suffer from a man about to spend an afternoon with a bottle of brandy, but before I had the chance to disagree, he renewed his attack.


‘Don’t you care about the Starvecrow girl?’ he asked me.


‘Of course I do.’


‘Then find her murderer.’


‘But—’


He held his hand up to silence the end of my sentence. ‘Just go, Oswald.’


‘You don’t—’


‘Get out of my sight.’


Reaching the door, I heard the hasty footsteps of satin slippers across the rushes of the hall. Just as I had suspected. Clemence had been listening.


 


It is unsettling to disappoint a person you love. And I did love Peter. He had been my tutor and protector since I was seven years old, and had made abbey life at least tolerable for me. Keeping a promise to Mother, Peter had ensured there was always food in my bowl – even when kitchen supplies were low and the novices were the last to receive supper. I was not expected to join the lay brothers in the fields – even when I had broken the abbey rules. And when the abbot prowled at night, it was not my bed he disturbed.


Without Peter’s care and guardianship it’s difficult to say how I would have fared at the abbey, for I had not been prepared for monastery life. As the fourth surviving child in my family I was often little more than a lap dog to be indulged and fussed over by Mother. How she loved to comb my blond curls and sit me upon her knee. And how my sister Clemence would scowl as she watched jealously from the other side of the table, wincing as Mother sang to me and fed me spoons of honey.


But Clemence was not my only sibling to despise me. Once, when Mother was confined to bed with one of her headaches, my brothers William and Richard burnt the ends of my hair with candle wax, and then dunked my head into a bowl of brown walnut dye. Mother was incensed when she saw me, but since Father was rather amused by my likeness to a Saracen, she did nothing to censure their behaviour. Soon after this incident I left for the abbey, and at each subsequent visit, Mother would feel my hair and sigh in disappointment at its growing coarseness and darkening tone.


I soon learnt that Mother’s love was as fickle as the blondness of my hair, whereas Peter remained steadfast in his care. And although he could not provide the honey that I had demanded with tantrums and a pair of stamping feet when first taken to the abbey, he was able to show a more enduring affection, which turned me from a spoilt child into a quiet and thoughtful boy.


So I could not let Brother Peter’s low opinion of me persist, but how does a boy begin an investigation into murder?


My first idea was to question Mother about Alison Starvecrow’s visit. But Mother denied any knowledge of the event – even though Peter had told me it had happened but four days previously. When I pressed Mother on the subject, she dredged up a vague recollection of a girl with the same name who had called to speak with her. She claimed to have sent the girl away since Brother Peter’s reading of the scriptures had given her a headache, and she did not therefore care to receive visitors.


My next step was to question our servant Gilbert, since he must have opened the door to Alison, and it was possible she had mentioned the purpose of her visit. I found Gilbert in the kitchen where he was hanging a skinned rabbit from an iron hook. The kitchen cat purred at his feet, never taking her eyes from the pink and slippery carcass that was suspended above her. A stew bubbled in the copper pot over the fire, and some rye bread cooked in the embers.


I asked Gilbert to recall Alison’s visit, but found him to be his usual impenetrable self. Not only was he cross at being interrupted whilst cooking supper, he also remained irritated that Alison Starvecrow had knocked at the main door to the house, when she should have called at the back porch like any other villager. The fact that the girl had been subsequently murdered gave no rise to a softening of his heart.


Since returning from the abbey, I had come to notice that servants were often more haughty than the family they served.


Gilbert could at least recall one important fact. Alison Starvecrow had initially requested to speak with me – but since I was away at Burrsfield, she had reluctantly asked for an audience with Mother. When Mother had refused to see the girl, Gilbert had sent Alison back to the village, with a warning not to return. It seems, however, that the girl took little notice, since half an hour later Gilbert chased her away from the porch by the chapel.


Alison was then seen to head off across the meadow in the opposite direction from the village. I suggested she might have been hoping to meet me on the drover’s road, but Gilbert just shrugged his heavy shoulders. He assumed she had come to beg for money or a favour, like any other churl from the village.


 So my initial investigations, such as they were, led nowhere. And by nightfall I had convinced myself that a lord is often called upon by his villeins and tenants – so Alison’s visit to the house and subsequent murder were nothing more than coincidence. There were some enquiries I could make about the village, but they were unlikely to prove fruitful. In fact, the whole investigation was probably pointless, regardless of Brother Peter’s sentiment. I did not see my role here as part of any divine plan. Somershill had only come to me by chance.


I sought some diversion in Father’s copy of Roger Bacon’s Opus Minus, but was unable to concentrate on Bacon’s words of supposed heresy, because my obstinate mind returned continually to the murder. I tried to distract myself by thinking about geometry or the position of the stars in the night sky. But nothing worked. Not even the memory of the girl I had once seen washing in the river. My mind was stuck in a circle of thought that soon led to a sweating panic and then, most unfortunately, to the urge to open my bowels.


Retreating to our small garderobe, I hoped for some peace, but found no calm in this supposed place of privacy. Clemence kept walking past the door and complaining loudly of the smell. And Mother, fearing I needed to rid my body of corrupt matter, prepared a purgative of linseed oil and vinegar, which she slipped under the wooden door and insisted I drink in one gulp. I accepted the foul-smelling concoction to appease her and then poured it straight down the hole in the wooden seat, so that it dripped down a chute on the exterior wall of the house with the rest of the ordure, before piling up in a stinking barrel. If only my grandfather had invested in a latrine when the house was re-built. We had such a facility at the monastery, where our waste and its foul vapours were flushed away with running water.


With a sore stomach and a tender arse, I went to bed early – but found my night was no more peaceful and free of Alison. In my dreams I kept the girl in a caged enclosure, but then forgot to feed her. When at last I remembered my duty, I forced myself to look inside the cage, where her shrivelled body was curled in a corner like that of a starved animal. I wanted to look upon her face. It was as compelling as the urge had been to spy upon the plague sores of the abbot. But as I crept towards her lifeless body, she opened a pale eyelid to reveal a grey and sunken eye.


I woke with a start, taking a few moments to shake off the terror before Brother Peter’s snoring reassured me of reality. We slept together in the only bed in the men’s chamber, and once I was awake there was little chance of returning to sleep, since Peter snorted and wheezed like a sow at the trough.


I looked into his familiar face as he slept and felt both guilty and ashamed. I had disappointed him. But he was wrong. In one respect, at least. I might be a coward, I might even be indolent, but I did care about Alison Starvecrow.


And I would find her murderer.










Chapter Three


I woke the next morning with the intention of raising the hue and cry. I would round up the men of the village and search out Alison’s attacker. We would be pursuing an offender with the head of a human.


I mounted my horse and rode into the village. It was now a short ride from the manor, but not so long ago the villagers had lived in a huddle around the house, before my grandfather had replaced the old Norman castle with our new residence – a house grand enough for the king himself to visit. He had removed their homes from the sight of the family, not wanting to look out of his new windows upon the untidy gardens and ragged children of his tenants and villeins. Now their ramshackle cottages clung about the parish church instead, and were only visible from the manor if you climbed the remaining north-west tower, and stood upon your toes.


The village had become a gloomy place in the last two years. Deserted cottages lined my path – their roofs stripped of timbers, while brambles and nettles pushed in at the doors like unwelcome guests. Anything of value had been looted, and soon these dwellings promised to be nothing more than skeletons of wood.


I will admit it was not only the lost lives that came to mind as I looked upon these shells. Half the village had died, but the dead pay no rent. And new tenants were impossible to find, not even with the more attractive terms and lower entry fines I had been forced to offer. And, if this were not bad enough, my surviving tenants were suddenly demanding higher wages to work on my demesne fields, with even the lowest villein and cottar now asking to be paid for their services – when their labour was bound to the tenure of their land and had never been waged before.


As Father often said, a poor harvest pushes up the price of grain.


Of course we had a local ordinance law to prevent wage increases, which I had heard would soon be reinforced with a parliamentary statute. But I doubted this new law would be any more successful. What was to stop a desperate lord from offering higher wages than his neighbour to keep his fields in crop and his cattle fed? The cottars and villeins might have to stay where they were told – but the tenants were free men and could go where they pleased.


And then I began to wonder if I should have written to Mother after all and declined this position? As cowardly as that might seem. For the monastery might have offered me more than this. With the nobility of my birth and the death of so many other brothers, I could have risen quickly to become abbot. Instead I was given Somershill – a gift that had smelt as sweet as the bloom of a rose, but which, on closer inspection, was barbed with thorns.


 


On reaching the centre of the village, I went to call on my reeve Featherby, but found his cottage to be as deserted as the rest of the street. Tying my horse to a post, I noticed a small boy creep out from a cottage and then begin bashing at a cartwheel with such dogged concentration, it was hard to determine whether he was trying to mend the wheel or simply destroy it.


I called to the boy, but he didn’t look up. So I approached and took him by the arm, causing him to jump. When I asked where everybody was, he just stared back at me with cautious eyes and a face full of pitted scars. At my third repeat of the question, he finally pointed towards the parish church and then returned to his work.


Nearing the graveyard I could hear Cornwall’s words, seeping through the stone walls like a poisonous vapour.


‘Repent of your sins and the Cynocephalus will be gone. Beg for the mercy of the sweet Virgin Mary and the host of Heavenly saints. Pray to the bones of St Augustine and to the holy water of Bethlehem.’ His voice was forceful and impassioned, calling upon every holy relic that had ever crossed the borders of our parish, and plenty of those that hadn’t – rounding off each supplication with the threat of damnation or the promise of eternal life. His strange and contrived accent made the whole entreaty sound faintly comical, though I could hear that nobody was laughing.


I waited for him to end, with the intention of entering the church to speak with the village. But Cornwall’s lungs were as strong as the bellows of a furnace, and worked without rest. When would he finish?


Peeping through the door for an opportunity to interrupt, I noticed immediately that there were no women or children in the church at all. Only men – whose large and bulky backs confronted me like an army of hostile faces. The only person to spy my presence was the wooden Virgin at the rood screen. Her arms outstretched and empty – as she looked about imploringly for the small Christ child that somebody had stolen from her many years ago.


My resolve now began to weaken at the idea of addressing this many men and wilting down onto the stone of the step, I hoped the ghost of my father were not watching me from behind a tombstone. He wouldn’t have hidden in the porch like a leper. He would have marched into St Giles and demanded every man get to their feet and do his bidding. It wasn’t a Sunday, so what impertinence was this to be wasting time in a mass? I wished I could have summoned the strength to follow his example, but at every new approach to the church door my legs refused to cooperate and soon I found myself unable even to look inside.


I am not an unreserved coward however. I didn’t yet possess the courage to interrupt Cornwall, but there were other matters to attend to while the sermon droned on. Given that the women were not in mass, I decided to use the time to visit Alison’s sister, Matilda.


 


Returning to the boy with the cartwheel I asked him where the Starvecrows lived, but once again he stared at me blankly. Now I spoke slowly and purposefully. ‘The Starve . . . crows. Mat . . . hilda. Starve . . . crow.’


His large blue eyes wandered around my face, and then moved to my ear. I touched the side of my face in case there was something hanging from it, but found it to be perfectly clear. Now losing my patience, I shouted at the boy for an answer, but my tone was too harsh causing him to drop the mallet and bolt inside the cottage.


I cursed out loud and was turning to leave when a woman’s voice called to me. ‘Is that you out there, sire?’


‘Yes. Who’s there?’ I approached the doorway and pushed aside some rough cloth to reveal a room full of silent women and children, their faces regarding me distrustfully. A small girl began to cry and buried her head into her mother’s chest.


‘Why are you all hiding in here?’ I asked. The room was dark and airless.


Nobody answered. Instead they shuffled aside to reveal an old woman wrapped in a grey woollen shawl. Her body was as still and lumpish as a heavy sack of flour.


‘Good morning to you, sire. I’m Eleanor. I was once your mother’s lady’s maid.’ I didn’t recognise the woman, but thought it rude to say so. ‘Step into the light and let me see you.’ I obliged and moved a little to the right, causing her to gasp. ‘So tall now. And your hair still so fair. But where to goodness is the flesh on you? You should eat goose fat, sire. Goose! It fattens the arms, not the belly.’


I had been fed on a diet of goose fat since the age of seven, and it had achieved no effect upon my physique other than to give me spots and indigestion.


I repeated my question. ‘Why have you all huddled in here?’


Eleanor clasped her hands together. ‘To keep safe, sire. From the murderous beast.’ The women then mumbled into their dirty veils and pulled their shawls about them, as if this supposed beast might be a draught of cold air. They were the last remains of the village, with faces so grey and exhausted they might almost be mourning their survival. A thin baby mewled, its skin loose against its cheekbones.


‘You must return to your homes,’ I told them. ‘We’ll find the true murderer.’


‘Indeed, sire. The men are praying for deliverance with Father John.’


‘Why didn’t you join them?’


Eleanor shook her head. ‘The women will stay inside their cottages until the beast is caught. That way it cannot bite our throats or taint us again with its pestilence.’


‘There is no beast,’ I said. ‘The murderer is a man.’ But this statement of fact did not reassure the women in the manner I had hoped. Instead a clamour arose. ‘Is Matilda Starvecrow here?’ I asked in an attempt to distract them from crossing themselves or sobbing into their surcoats. They didn’t hear me at first, so I shouted. ‘Matilda Starvecrow?’


Now there was an abrupt silence.


‘The girl isn’t here, sire,’ Eleanor told me.


‘Then how do I find her cottage?’


Eleanor shooed the other women out of the way and stood up slowly with the use of a stick. ‘Let me speak with you privately, my lord,’ she whispered, as the murmuring recommenced. ‘Leave these poor souls to their prayers.’


She was unsteady, so I took her arm and we made our way outside the cottage so she might sit on the rough bench by the door. The small boy followed us and resumed bashing at his cartwheel, even though I asked him to stop.


Eleanor touched the boy’s shoulder and put her finger to her lips. ‘Don’t be cross with him, sire. He’s been deaf as a dor beetle since the pox. He suffered as a baby.’


 She then settled herself down and bade me sit next to her. ‘It’s a shame I can’t tend to your mother no more. But I’m full of the dropsy.’ She poked a swollen foot out from under the shawl. ‘See that? You can press your finger in there and make a pit.’


‘How awful for you,’ I said, declining the unpleasant invitation. ‘Have you taken a draining tonic?’


She waved the idea away. ‘Never off the piss pot after one of those things.’ Then she took my arm affectionately. ‘But tell me about my lady. Are her humours settled?’


 ‘Mother is well at present, thank you.’ I paused. ‘Now please. If you would tell me how to get to the Starvecrow cottage.’


But she ignored my request completely. ‘And how is she coping after your father’s death? And those of your poor sweet brothers’?’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘And dying in Rochester. Not even in their own beds.’


‘It was a shock to us all. But then, no family has been—’


‘And I heard your father had to carry the bodies of William and Richard to the pit himself. What an indignity! It’ll be what finished him off, you know.’


I shifted away from her so that she was forced to drop my arm. ‘Eleanor. Please. I need to find the Starvecrow cottage.’


She wrapped her shawl about her. ‘You sure you want to go there, my lord?’ She then shivered, though I felt it was an exaggeration. Probably an affectation she had learnt in my mother’s service. ‘Some say the girl is cursed.’


‘I don’t believe in curses.’


 ‘Perhaps you should?’


I shook my head firmly. ‘No. I never will.’


Then she laughed and took hold of my arm again. ‘Very well then, sire. But you shouldn’t need me to give directions to the Starvecrow cottage. Ask your own feet to take you. They’ve taken you there enough times before.’


‘No. I’ve never been to the place.’


She laughed again, but this time it developed into a hewing cough and it was a while before she had composed herself. ‘But sire. You were nursed at the cottage by Adeline Starvecrow. Alison and Matilda’s mother. Don’t you remember?’


 I shook my head. ‘That can’t be right.’


 ‘She nursed you until you were three. Always running to her tit you were.’


‘You must be mistaken. Mother would have employed a nursemaid to come to the manor.’


‘No, no. Your mother sent you to the village. You upset her humours with all your screaming.’ She laughed again, but this time stifled the cough. ‘Begging your pardon, sire, but you were a shrill and tiresome baby.’


‘The Starvecrow cottage?’


Her smile dropped. ‘You were better off farmed out to a village wife. That was the truth of it.’


‘Eleanor!’


‘Follow the path by the standard oak. It’s through the coppice and down in the valley.’


 


I found the Starvecrow cottage at the bottom of two banks, next to a stream that plunged its way belligerently through the undergrowth. The smell of the place was sickening. I don’t just mean the usual scent of farmyard that attends the poor. There was an additional layer of dankness here – the odour of damp cellar or a woollen vest left too long in the washtub. Mother would never have sent me to such a place as an infant, so I dismissed Eleanor’s story as a wandering of her mind.


At the bottom of the bank I climbed over an apple tree that had fallen into the stream and was now re-routing the water through a hog hole. As my boots sank into the mud, a young girl appeared at the door of the cottage.


‘Are you the boy with no eyes?’ she asked me. Her face was lucent and impassive, like the effigy of a saint.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I can see perfectly.’


‘Are you sure? I’ve lost one eye. Now it’s a pebble at the bottom of the sea.’


I scratched my head. ‘Is this some sort of riddle?’


‘I still have my own eye,’ she told me. ‘But there is another. A half-eye that looks at the sky.’


It seems I had progressed from conversing with a wandering mind to a lost one. ‘Are you Matilda Starvecrow?’ I asked. She didn’t answer, preferring to gaze at the swallows that swooped about us in search of flies. ‘I said, are you Matilda Starvecrow!’ Something cold and slimy was seeping into my boots, and squelching between my toes.
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