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For my brother Tim Harris


with much love


(and in the faint hope of replacing


the Autocar on his bedside table)










Tua pulchra facies


me fay planszer milies,


pectus habet glacies;


a remender


statim vivus fierem


per un baser.


 


Your lovely face


makes me weep a thousand tears;


your heart is of ice;


in the semblance of a cure


a kiss


would give me back my life.


 


 From Carmina Burana: cantiones profanae


 (Author’s translation)










Prologue


In the port of Boulogne, the enemy lay hidden. The journey – by land and by sea over thousands of miles – was almost at an end; all that remained was the narrow band of water that separated continental Europe from England.


      And that would be crossed tonight  . . .


 


The epic voyage had begun in an obscure land far to the south, in the dark heart of a steamy river basin whose few inhabitants were utterly ignorant of the races and the civilisations of Western Europe; as, indeed, most people in those temperate latitudes were ignorant of them, few even knowing that the vast and secretive continent of Africa existed. The enemy was born there in the heat and the humidity and its first hiding place was not with humans but with a troupe of monkeys. Unwittingly carrying the foe with them, the monkeys travelled slowly north-eastwards until one of their number, weakened and falling behind the rest, was caught in a hunter’s trap. The hunter butchered the little creature and smoked its flesh, later enjoying it as a rare delicacy and savouring each slow mouthful.


      The hunter went on his way. At first all was well, although he was increasingly troubled by a wound on his hand. He had nicked the flesh of his left forefinger as he stripped the monkey’s flesh from its bones and now the cut was weeping and pus-filled; its painful throbbing kept the hunter awake at night. But such inconveniences were quite normal in his hard life and the handicap did not prevent him from proceeding on his way. He had a small cargo of slaves to trade with one of his usual contacts but he was one short: as he approached the coast and entered more populous regions, he kept his eyes and ears open and soon came across what he was looking for.


      She was young – perhaps thirteen or fourteen – and exquisitely lovely. Tall, lithe, well-muscled but slender, she had put on a clean robe in a bright pattern of red and yellow and wound her hair into an intricate braid; she had to fetch water from the spring and there was a fair chance that the young man she liked might be there too. Sadly for the girl, he was not; instead the slave trader lay in wait for her and, as she bent to fill her calabash, he leapt on her, threw a heavy piece of sacking over her head and had her bound, gagged and helpless before she could even draw breath.


      When at long last the sack was removed, she found herself in a small and stinking hut chained to four other women. Dazed and in deep shock – the slave trader had raped her twice on the journey and she was bleeding from the wounds he had inflicted – she sat slumped in a corner with no will left to care about what might happen to her next.


      Soon afterwards – perhaps four or five days, she did not know – the girl and her companions were sold to a Muslim spice trader for shipment up the Red Sea to Eilat. Despite the girl’s filthy and bloodstained appearance and her catatonic state, she was still beautiful; the merchant had her hosed down and he took her to his narrow cabin where he too raped her.


      By now she was very sick. As the merchant’s lust was sated his sense returned and suddenly he was very afraid. Observing the girl, he listened to her moans and noted the shivering, the bright flush of high fever, the vomiting, the passage of bloody and watery faeces. He made an attempt to rouse her and demand to know what ailed her but she was too far gone to respond. She was deeply unconscious but not quite dead; the merchant hastened the inevitable by throwing her over the side.


 


The Muslim merchant fell sick as he sailed into Eilat. He made haste to unload and sell his cargo; the remaining slaves were bound for Egypt and the spices were to be traded with a regular contact of the Muslim, a Levantine whose caravans trudged the overland route from the Red Sea to Petra and Gaza. The Levantine cared for his Muslim associate, taking the sick man into his own home and tending him, trying to spoon cool lemon water into his parched mouth and washing him when he soiled himself. When the Muslim died, the Levantine was careful to have him buried according to the rites of the man’s own faith.


      The Levantine set off for Petra and the coast, where he had an appointment to meet a Venetian who would buy his myrrh and ship it to Europe. The Venetian put in to Gaza having sailed from Tyre, where he had just picked up a cargo of silk. He and the Levantine celebrated the satisfactory completion of their business by eating a meal together, in the course of which the Levantine handed the Venetian a piece of bread. Neither man noticed the strange little blister on the Levantine’s hand, which had just burst and which weeped two or three minute droplets of clear fluid on to the bread.


      In the cramped quarters of his ship, the Venetian’s sickness took hold swiftly and raced through his system. He had been at sea for months and his diet had been typically poor throughout that time; his resistance was low. By the time the ship put in at Genoa, the Venetian and several of the crew were dead and more were sick. But his associates hushed up the deaths; such things were terrible for business and, God knew, times were hard enough, what with so many ships now muscling in on the highly lucrative spice trade between the East and Europe. The death ship was unloaded with all haste and the various consignments of its cargo were hurried on their way. Among the items were crates of spices bound for Montpellier, Barcelona, Almeria, Lisbon, Bordeaux; there was also a crate of ivory and a large wooden box of frankincense, musk and myrrh that were destined for Boulogne for onward shipment to England. The Genoese captain, unaware of what had happened on the voyage from Gaza, sailed out of the port and set a course for Montpellier.


      Two of the Genoese captain’s sailors had come up from Gaza on the death ship. It had not been a deliberate act to infect the Genoese ship: they had seen their former shipmates fall sick and die but, still healthy themselves (or, at least, as healthy as any other sailor of the age), they believed themselves to have been spared.


      They were wrong.


      As the Genoese ship left Barcelona, one of the two became ill. Fearing the worst, his shipmate from the death ship fell into a panic and was quickly brought before the captain. An enlightened man, the Genoese captain had the good sense to isolate the sick man and, within his limited powers, he did his best to have the wretch cared for.


      Days passed. The dreaded rapid progression of the disease failed to happen; perhaps because the weather was stormy and cooler now as the ship sailed towards the Pillars of Hercules; perhaps because the Genoese captain was a stickler for cleanliness. It was his habit to insist that his crew and their quarters were regularly doused in sea water and in addition he used some of the spices that made up the majority of his cargo to burn as purifying incense and to scent the water with which he made his companions wash their hands and faces before eating.


      Nevertheless, the disease continued to spread.


      The captain and his senior crew remained well but below, in the crowded conditions where the crew lived, ate, urinated, defecated and slept so close together, men continued to fall sick. The captain was a devout man as well as a clean and enlightened one; he made up his mind that, whatever the cost to himself and his crew, they must keep themselves apart from other men while the sickness lasted. He decided to drop the last of his cargo at the final destination – Boulogne – and then sail back to Genoa in ballast and hope that the disease would have burned itself out by the time he reached home. It was a sound and conscientious plan and it ought to have worked; unfortunately, despite the captain’s best efforts, one of the men slipped ashore at Boulogne.


      The captain faced a dilemma. Did he send other men to hunt for the fugitive and bring him back on board into the captain’s self-imposed quarantine? Or did he sail off and, praying that the man was not infected, leave him behind? After much agonised thought, the captain decided that to send more men ashore to search for the missing man would only increase the risk of infection. With a heavy heart and a guilty conscience, he ordered the ship to be prepared for sea and set sail for home.


      The fugitive watched his ship disappear into the misty night. Silently rejoicing – wasn’t he the clever one, getting away from both the ship and the awful secret it carried? – but his happiness was short lived. Soon he began to feel ill, and the faint symptoms escalated so quickly that he was unable to fool himself that it was merely a matter of his body adjusting to dry land after so long at sea. He tried to find help, knocking on door after door, but the people of Boulogne were used to importunate sailors begging for their help and they firmly turned him away.


      The sick man crawled off to die.


      He was found by a kindly Hastings merchant staying in the port while he waited to take ship back home to England with the large consignment of myrrh and frankincense which he had just bought. For a day or two the merchant tended the sick sailor as best he could, in his anxiety biting his nails and tearing at his cuticles until they bled, but any help he offered came far too late and the sailor died. The merchant, aware that the ship that would take him across the Channel had just docked and that he needed to make haste to see her captain, gave a local lad a few coins and ordered him to dispose of the sailor’s corpse. Then he hurried away. (The lad pocketed the coins and, as soon as the Hastings merchant had gone, tipped the body into the harbour.)


      The merchant made his way to an inn where he washed his hands (the sailor had been steeped in his own filth) and ordered food and drink for a swiftly consumed meal before joining his ship. Then he walked down to the quay, where, boarding the ship, he met up with a young man who was also returning to England. This man was the assistant and apprentice of a rich Newenden apothecary and he was on his way home with a parcel of rare ingredients that his master had ordered from the great fair at Troyes, in the Champagne country south of Paris. Believing themselves to be the only passengers, the two men settled down together to pass the voyage as comfortably as they could. It seemed to the Hastings merchant that the young man was scared out of his wits; kind-hearted soul that he was, he made up his mind to encourage his companion to unburden himself in the hope that he might be able to offer the younger man his help.


      Unseen by either man, nor by the captain or the crew of the small vessel, someone else crept aboard just as the ship slipped her moorings.


 


Elsewhere, the disease was already beginning to die out. The inhabitants of Eilat and Gaza, accustomed to plague and possessing the knowledge of how to restrict its spread, had quickly taken the necessary measures. In Genoa too, they had managed to contain the disease and only a handful had sickened and died; a lucky half dozen had fallen ill and later recovered. On board the Genoese ship, now sailing across the Bay of Biscay, there had been no new cases. The sailor who had jumped ship in Boulogne was dead and his body was at the bottom of the sea.


      But the well-meaning Hastings merchant had touched the sailor’s sores and blisters in his vain attempts to help the man’s pain; both the blood and the bodily fluids of the dying man had entered the merchant’s body through the small cut that he had made with his own teeth in the cuticle of his forefinger. Unbeknownst to the merchant, the deadly virus was even now multiplying in his system and soon it would make its presence felt.


      The terrible enemy was on its way to England.


 


Back in his comfortable home in Hastings, the merchant developed a high fever and a raging headache. His nervous and reclusive spinster sister took fright and locked herself away, ordering the household’s overworked maidservant to take care of the merchant as best she could. What care she was able to provide did the poor man no good whatsoever and he died within a matter of days.


      The apothecary’s assistant sickened four days after returning to Newenden, suffering from excruciating pains in the joints and a fluctuating fever. His master offered one or two remedies but soon came to the alarming realisation that this ailment, whatever it might be, was beyond his considerable skill. Lending the assistant his horse, he ordered the young man to get himself over to Hawkenlye and see what the good sisters and brothers made of him; the apothecary had a scientist’s scepticism about the benefits of the famous holy water spring at Hawkenlye Abbey but considered it was probably worth a try.


      And, he reassured himself, if his assistant went to Hawkenlye, the sickness would leave with him.


 


The apothecary’s assistant knew all about Hawkenlye. He had heard the tale of the dying merchant who saw a vision of the Blessed Virgin and, drinking from the spring that she indicated, promptly regained his health. As he rode, slipping in and out of consciousness, his head aching as if a fiend were hammering inside it with a red-hot hammer and his back so painful that he moaned at any variation in his horse’s gait, the young man prayed fervently that the Virgin would help him too. The weather was deadly cold; he had wrapped himself in his warmest cloak but sometimes, despite its thickness, found himself shivering so violently that it was all he could do to remain in the saddle. Then suddenly he would be hot, sweating, gasping for air that, when it entered his lungs, seemed to burn like fire.


      He rode down into Hawkenlye Vale as the short January light was failing. The path wound along beside what seemed to be a lake or a pond, presently covered with a thin layer of ice that he thought he could hear creaking, as if complaining about the steady increase in its own weight. His sight was fading but he could just make out what seemed to be a huddle of low buildings some distance off. One of them, he fancied, had a cross on its roof.


      He slipped off the horse’s back and tried to run towards the little chapel. Stumbling, he cried out in what he thought was a loud voice to the Blessed Virgin to come out and find him, take him in her loving arms, give him her healing waters.


      His prayers were answered.


      Ahead of him a figure stepped out on to the path. His fever-filled mind made his eyes see what he wanted to see and he thought the figure was a woman in a blue robe with a kindly smile on her beautiful face. Lurching towards her, he said the words of her special prayer, eager, hands held out to her, confident that she would help him, heal him.


      But the dark figure was not smiling. Was not, indeed, a woman and as far away from being the mother of God as it was possible to be.


      The apothecary’s assistant had no time to be afraid. A blissful expression on his face, he knelt with open arms before the figure in expectation of a cool hand descending on his hot forehead in blessing.


      It was not a cool hand. It was a club, wielded with such force and such skill that one swift blow was all that was necessary to end the young man’s life.


      After checking to make sure he was dead, the dark figure quickly went through the contents of the pouch attached to the young man’s belt, then rolled him across the path and over the frosty grass that edged the pond. Breaking the ice with the heel of his boot, he slid the corpse into the black water. Then he mounted the apothecary’s horse and rode away.


 


The temperature plummeted that night. By morning, the pond and its deadly secret were covered in a thick sheet of ice.










Part One


The Enemy










Chapter 1


The mood at Hawkenlye Abbey was festive. A short spell of very cold weather had covered the pond in the Vale with almost a hand’s breadth of ice and, in the spirit of turning an affliction into a gift, the monks and lay brothers were trying to teach themselves to slide across the ice on their sandalled feet without falling over. Brother Augustus recalled having once been told that tying deer-bone blades to the feet increased the speed at which it was possible to glide across the ice and he was busy experimenting; so far he had only a sore thumb and a large bruise on his backside to show for his troubles.


      Word spread quickly that there was fun to be had in Hawkenlye Vale and soon others, at first children but then their older sisters and brothers and their parents as well, began to arrive and clamoured to be allowed to join in. The local people were in the middle of a cold, miserable and desperately poor winter, there was never enough to eat and Christmas was a dim memory; nobody needed any encouragement to stop what they were doing and remember what it was to be playful and carefree. Old Brother Firmin, who felt it was one thing for the brethren to risk life, limb and death by drowning but quite another for outsiders to do so, cast suspicious looks at the ice and shook his head dubiously. Brother Saul, observing the disappointed faces of the onlookers, said he would test the ice by walking the Abbey’s hefty cob across it once or twice. With the eyes of the growing crowd upon him, he did so; once, twice across the pond and two or three times along its length, he led the patient horse and listened somewhat nervously for the first sound of cracking ice.


      No such sound came. With a grin, Saul called out, ‘The ice is strong. Come and try your skills!’


      Catching the air of celebration, Brother Erse asked permission to make a fire and, using birch shavings and some seasoned odds and ends of wood from his carpentry bench to get it started, soon had a good blaze going. Brother Augustus abandoned his experiments with the bone skates and, with Brother Adrian, set about preparing a large pot of thin but nourishing broth whose chief ingredients were the carcases of three or four fowl scrounged from the Abbey’s kitchen, some onions, some garlic, several large handfuls of barley and a big bunch of dried herbs. They suspended the pot over Brother Erse’s fire and soon an appetising smell was wafting out over the pond; very quickly a line of hungry children (and not a few of their parents) formed beside Erse’s fire. More monks came to help and the broth was ladled into the rough earthenware mugs that the brethren kept for the use of pilgrims coming to the shrine in the Vale. The monks imposed order on the queue and started handing out the broth to the visitors. Sounds of laughter and merriment floated up to the Abbey; before long, some of the nuns came down to the Vale to find out what was going on.


      Among them was Sister Caliste, who worked in the infirmary under Sister Euphemia, one of the most senior of the nuns. Sister Caliste reported back to the infirmarer, who in turn told the Abbess Helewise. Just as the sun was setting, the Abbess went to see for herself.


      Brother Firmin, watching her face as her grey eyes looked slowly from one end of the pond to the other, taking in the cheerful, red-cheeked people struggling to keep their balance and laughing loudly when inevitably they failed, waited apprehensively for her to speak. ‘I am sorry, my lady Abbess, not to have asked for your permission,’ he began, ‘but in truth—’


      She held up a hand and, with a smile, interrupted him. ‘No need to apologise, Brother Firmin,’ she said. ‘I do not think any permission was necessary; there is nothing wrong with making people happy on a cold winter’s day.’ Her glance lighted on the remains of the broth in its blackened pot. ‘And, in charity, how could the sternest heart object to the provision of hot broth to hungry people?’


      Brother Firmin decided her question was rhetorical and kept his peace.


      The Abbess put a light hand on his arm. ‘Sister Euphemia will not thank us if there are too many broken limbs to be treated,’ she said, ‘but, otherwise, you and the brethren have done splendidly. Carry on, Brother Firmin.’ With another smile, she gave him a quick nod of approval and, turning, set out along the path that led back up to the Abbey.


      Brother Firmin could not be sure – his eyesight was not what it had been – but he saw his dignified superior stop and turn as she left the pond’s shore and he was pretty sure she gave the frozen water and the happy revellers a very wistful look.


 


There were two more days of fun and games on the ice. Then overnight a thaw set in and the next morning the ice had begun to melt. The pond was declared strictly out of bounds and everyone went back to work.


      In the middle of the afternoon, Brothers Adrian and Micah were sent off along the path that ran alongside the pond to repair a large hole that had been opened up by the frost and which Brother Firmin had declared might be dangerous; ‘Some poor innocent soul,’ he suggested, ‘might come a-hopping and a-skipping along the track, all unsuspecting, and catch their foot in that great crack and, what with the water being so near, it could be very dangerous.’


      Adrian forbore to point out that even if this poor unsuspecting person did fall in the pond, then the mishap would be unlikely to prove fatal, the pond being only as deep as the length of a man’s forearm just there where the crack in the path snaked its way across the packed earth. Micah was about to remark that it was rare for visitors to the Vale to hop or skip but, catching sight of Brother Firmin’s careworn and concerned face, he changed his mind. ‘Of course, Brother,’ he said gently, ‘Adrian and I will see to it straight away. Don’t you worry; there won’t be any nasty accidents.’


      The two monks collected some tools and set off along the track, remarking to each other – softly, since they did not want to hurt his feelings – on Brother Firmin’s engaging little ways and his general resemblance to a fussy old mother hen. They found the crack in the path and were just rolling up their sleeves and spitting on their palms in preparation for beginning their excavating, digging and filling work when something in the water a few paces along the bank caught Micah’s eye.


      He hurried off to have a closer look. Then, as soon as he saw what it was, he paled and, in a voice that sounded as if there was a strong hand at his throat, said in a hoarse whisper, ‘Adrian, run for help. God help us all, but it looks as though Brother Firmin was right – there’s some poor soul face-down in our pond and I reckon he’s drowned!’


 


Two brothers raced back along the track with Brother Adrian, carrying a hurdle between them. With gentle hands, the four monks pulled and dragged at the sodden clothing until they managed to get a good enough grip to haul the body out of the pond. Even this short immersion turned their hands blue with cold; the waters of the pond had, after all, only lately thawed. The body was laid on the hurdle and, with one monk at each corner, they bore the dripping burden back to the settlement by the chapel. Brother Firmin was deeply distressed – ‘If only I had noticed that crack sooner! Oh, but it is all my fault!’ – and it was left to Brother Saul to take charge. ‘You four, take the corpse up to the infirmary,’ he said quietly, very aware of the dead body so close by, ‘and I’ll go on ahead and warn Sister Euphemia.’


      Shortly afterwards, Sister Euphemia was standing in a curtained recess at one end of the long infirmary, watching while two of her nursing nuns began carefully to remove the clothing from the corpse in preparation for washing it. Not a pauper, the infirmarer mused to herself, nor yet a rich man, if these garments are a guide; the cloak, tunic and hose are quite new but of poor quality. A young man, she thought, looking at the dead face, not yet twenty, I would guess, and no doubt just beginning to make his way in the world. God bless him, he’ll advance no further in this world.


      She was silently praying for the young man’s soul when Sister Caliste said softly, ‘He is ready for you, Sister.’


      The infirmarer stepped forward and, carefully turning back the spotlessly clean linen sheet with which the nursing nuns had covered the corpse, began her inspection. She worked quickly and thoroughly, barely speaking, and when she was finished she said, ‘Sister Caliste, be good enough to hurry and tell Brother Firmin that he can stop beating his breast; this death has come about through no fault of his, since it was not through tripping on any crack in the path that this young man fell in the pond.’ Sister Caliste bowed and hastened away. Then, turning to Sister Anne, the infirmarer added, ‘And you, Sister, must go and find the Abbess and ask her if she could spare me a moment.’ Sister Anne’s mouth had dropped open. ‘Quickly now!’


      With a bob of the head and a muttered ‘Yes, Sister,’ Anne too scurried off.


      Sister Euphemia stood alone by the dead man’s body. Perhaps I am mistaken and have been too hasty to remove the blame from Brother Firmin’s cracked path, she thought. Gently she pushed back the wet hair from the corpse’s forehead and looked again, studying the front of the head intently for some moments. No, she decided eventually, I am not mistaken.


      When, not long afterwards, the Abbess entered the infirmary and, escorted by Sister Caliste, made her way to the curtained recess, Sister Euphemia was quite ready for her. She made her reverence and then said with admirable brevity, ‘My lady, this young man has been slain by a blow to the top of his head, after which he either fell or was pushed into the pond. The death must be investigated and we must therefore seek help.’


      The Abbess stood quite still, listening to the infirmarer and studying her with expressionless eyes. As soon as Sister Euphemia finished speaking, the Abbess turned to look at the young man lying on the cot. Tenderly she put up a hand and touched her fingertips to the terrible blow on the top of his head. She said calmly, ‘Yes, Sister, indeed we must send for help.’


      Sister Euphemia opened her mouth to reply but then, as if the Abbess could no longer maintain her air of efficient indifference, she muttered passionately, ‘This was done with great force. See, Sister, how the bones of the skull have been crushed! What can he possibly have done to bring down such hatred upon himself? He is but young, and—’


      She did not complete her remark. Achieving detachment once more, she straightened up, lifted her head and said, ‘I shall send word to Gervase de Gifford down in Tonbridge.’


      ‘And—’ the infirmarer began. She stopped herself.


      But her superior had already read her mind. ‘Yes, Sister,’ she said with a faint smile. ‘I shall also send word to Sir Josse and ask, if he is not too busy, if he will kindly pay us a visit.’


 


Gervase de Gifford sent a message back to the Abbess that he would be at Hawkenlye first thing in the morning. The monk who had ridden off to New Winnowlands to find Sir Josse d’Acquin did not return that evening, which was no cause for alarm since he would undoubtedly have been pressed to come in, warm himself by Sir Josse’s fireside, refresh himself with a good, hot meal and a jug of ale and stay overnight. Expecting just such a turn of events, the Abbess had given the brother – it was young Augustus – permission not to return until morning. She only hoped, as she left the Abbey church after the final office of the day, that he would bring Sir Josse with him  . . .


 


Sister Euphemia was still in the infirmary. She had dismissed the other nuns who earlier had worked on the body with her and now she and the dead man were alone in the privacy of the recess. Beyond the curtains she could hear the sounds of the long infirmary ward settling for the night: there was one of the nuns helping an old man suffering from a hacking cough to pass water before he slept; there was the soft voice of Sister Caliste soothing a fractious child with griping pains in his belly. That sudden shrill cry, swiftly curtailed, was the newborn baby at the far end of the infirmary demanding to be fed and having her demand met. These were the normal sounds that were part of Sister Euphemia’s everyday life; she heard them, registered them and dismissed them.


      There was something far more alarming right under her eyes.


      She went over the body again. It was too soon to share her anxiety for, if she were wrong, then she would have caused a worrying stir all for nothing. And she must be wrong, surely she must! Sister Euphemia found she was praying in quiet desperation, the same words over and over again: Dear merciful Lord, please let it not be so!


      Think again, she told herself firmly. Reconsider. Go over every inch again.


      There was the wound on the top of the head; it looked to Sister Euphemia as if the young man had been struck from directly in front and above. Either his attacker had been a very tall man or else the victim had been on his knees when he was hit. That was the more likely, she decided, for the young man himself was not particularly short and so, to inflict a wound in such a place, the attacker would have had to be a giant of a man. She put her hand to the wound in the skull. Its position was what had prompted her to send the message to Brother Firmin: it was just not possible for someone to trip and fall in such a way that they struck the top of their head on the hard ground, unless perhaps they were a professional tumbler. Sister Euphemia smiled wryly at the unlikelihood of this poor young man having been that.


      And in any case she could almost trace the outline of the weapon that had made that fearful hollow in the young man’s skull – she was no longer smiling – and the shape was almost certainly that of a club, or perhaps a stout stick or staff with a bulbous, rounded end. No; she had been right to inform Brother Firmin that he was not to blame. At least he, she reflected, with his conscience eased, is probably having a good night’s sleep  . . .


      She continued her examination of the body. The condition of the skin suggested that the man had been in the water for a few days, although the flesh was still quite firm and there was no sign of decay yet. This, Euphemia reasoned, was no doubt because the water had been so cold; indeed, so cold that it had been ice until this morning. She had observed before that cold temperatures seemed to arrest the decay of both plant and animal matter – including human flesh – and it occurred to her that, until this poor dead body warmed up, it would remain virtually in the same condition in which it first went into the water.


      The dead man’s eyes had been closed – presumably by one of the monks who pulled him out of the pond – and now Sister Euphemia gently raised one of the eyelids. He’d had light eyes, this young lad; soft blue-grey. Now in death they were bloodshot and the surrounding tissues were red and inflamed. The infirmarer closed the eye again and, putting a hand on the jaw, pressed down firmly and opened the mouth. The roof of the mouth appeared to be covered in small transparent blisters  . . .


      Then there was nothing else but to look again at what had so alarmed her.


      Sister Euphemia closed the mouth and picked up the tallow lamp that stood on a small shelf above the cot where the body lay. Holding it just above the bare shoulders, she bent down for a closer look. Was she seeing things? Was it a product of her tired eyes and the dim light, or were there really spots on the young man’s face, chest and abdomen?


      Instinctively the infirmarer put her hand over her mouth although, since she had been in close proximity to the body for some time, the gesture was futile; she would long ago have breathed in whatever noxious humours it might be emitting and it was far too late to worry about that now. But her nursing instincts were automatic and, she was very afraid, she had good reason to be wary of this particular body.


      She stared at the spots. They were flat and did not appear to contain fluid. In some places they had flared up and joined together into large blotches. On the shoulders there was a sort of – Sister Euphemia searched for the word – a sort of scaly look to the skin. She touched one of the roughened patches with a fingernail and a tiny piece of skin flaked off. Swiftly she wiped her hand with a piece of linen soaked in lavender oil, carefully cleaning under the nail with which she had scraped the skin, and the familiar smell of the oil – so clean, so heartening and refreshing – calmed her.


      After a moment she returned to her inspection. Placing her hands on the body’s right hip, she tensed the muscles in her strong arms and pushed the corpse away from her until it was lying on its side. For all that the nuns had thoroughly washed the dead man, there was still a faint reminder of the stench; undressing him, they had found a nasty surprise when it came to pulling off his hose and the long under chemise, for he had soiled himself. Copiously; his poor stomach, Sister Euphemia thought compassionately, must have been in a frightful turmoil. She studied the buttocks and the area around the anus, as if the dead man were a baby and she was checking for the rash that comes when an infant is left too long unwashed. The man’s skin was red and sore-looking; whatever had caused the flux in his bowels, the condition had been present for some time.


      The infirmarer wiped her hands again and then gently laid the body flat once more, drawing up the sheet and covering the dead man from his head to his toes. She felt, despite herself and her professionalism, an attachment to this young man, unreasonable since she had no idea who he was and had no reason to mourn him. Except, she said to herself, the fact that he was young, quite handsome and just starting out in adult life, and someone has chosen to halt him in his tracks with that savage blow.


      Sister Euphemia put her hand on the tangled brown hair – it was still damp – and, closing her eyes, asked God to see His way to admitting this poor soul to Paradise.


      Then, worn out, very anxious and with aching feet and back, she left the recess, put the bar across its entrance that was the accepted signal for do not enter and, with dragging steps, made her way slowly to the dormitory and her bed.










Chapter 2


Josse had been both surprised and pleased to see Brother Augustus ride into his courtyard. More than pleased: he had found himself hurrying down the steps into the courtyard to embrace the young man as if he were a long-lost son, an action which, when Josse stopped to consider it some time later, suggested to him that he might just possibly be lonely.


      Darkness had fallen by the time Augustus arrived and the temperature had dropped. Before the lad could say much more than ‘Good evening, Sir Josse’, Josse had yelled for Will to come and see to the Abbey’s cob, to Ella to get something hot to eat as fast as she could and to Augustus himself to hurry on inside and warm himself by the fire.


      Augustus was wearing his customary sandals and his feet were so white that it looked as if they could not be part of a living human body.


      Josse tutted as he fussed round the young man. ‘Could the Abbey not have found you a pair of boots?’ he muttered. And, noticing the thin black fabric over the boy’s shivering back, ‘Would a winter cloak be too much to ask?’


      Ella brought a mug of hot, spiced, watered wine and thrust it into Augustus’s hands. He said a polite ‘Thank you’, to which the taciturn Ella responded with a sound that might equally well have been a reply or a brief attack of wind. Augustus looked up at Josse, an irrepressible grin spreading across his face, and Josse hurriedly despatched Ella back to her kitchen.


      ‘She’s rather shy,’ he whispered to Augustus.


      Augustus nodded knowingly, as if gauche serving women were his daily lot. ‘The wine’s wonderful,’ he said. His nose was in the mug and he seemed to be breathing in the spicy fumes. ‘It’s going straight to my toes.’


      ‘Ella will bring you food soon,’ Josse said confidently. ‘I’ll ask her to make a bed up for you, lad – it’s far too late to ride back to the Abbey tonight.’ Then belatedly he said, ‘What can I do for you?’


      Augustus grinned again. ‘Sorry, Sir Josse, I should have said straight away. The Abbess sends her compliments and asks if you could possibly come to Hawkenlye because there’s a young man been hit on the head and thrown in the lake in the Vale. It was frozen, you see,’ he added, ‘and the cadaver only came to the surface when the ice melted today.’


      Cadaver, Josse thought. The careful way in which young Gussie had pronounced the word suggested it did not form part of his day-to-day vocabulary and Josse decided he must have been listening to the infirmarer.


      ‘The dead man was hit on the head,’ he repeated. ‘He could not have tripped on a patch of ice on the path, perhaps, and done the damage accidentally?’


      ‘No.’ Augustus spoke firmly. ‘To hit himself where the wound is, he’d have had to be walking on his hands.’


      ‘I see.’ It did not seem very likely. ‘A young man, you said?’


      ‘Aye.’


      ‘What sort of a person?’


      Augustus shrugged. ‘I can’t say, Sir Josse. I helped get him out of the water and carry him up to the infirmary but you can’t accurately judge a man’s station in life when he’s soaking wet and dead.’


      ‘No, I suppose not.’ Josse was thinking. ‘Nobody knows who he is?’


      ‘No. I don’t think so.’


      ‘Hm.’


      ‘The Abbess has sent for Gervase de Gifford,’ Augustus offered. ‘Maybe he’ll recognise the body.’


      ‘Aye.’ Again, Josse hardly heard. He was busy with his conscience because, for quite a few moments, he had been so pleased at this summons back to Hawkenlye that he had quite forgotten to be sorry about its cause.


 


Josse and Brother Augustus rode through the Abbey gates in the middle of the following morning. Augustus offered to take Josse’s horse off to the stables and Josse made his way straight to the Abbess’s little room at the far end of the cloister.


      She got up to greet him, advancing towards him and holding out her hands to take his. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said. ‘Dear Sir Josse – what a friend you are.’


      Embarrassed, he dropped her hands as quickly as he could and waved away her gratitude. ‘Young Gussie said that Gervase de Gifford had been summoned,’ he said. ‘Is he here?’


      The Abbess frowned. ‘He intended to come up first thing this morning,’ she said. ‘However, he has sent word that another matter has called him away. Knowing you were to arrive, I believe he must have thought that this other matter took precedence.’


      Josse could not tell from her carefully neutral tone what the Abbess thought about this, so wisely he made no comment. ‘Gus told me about the dead man in the pond,’ he said instead. ‘Shall we go to see him?’


      ‘Of course.’


      He stepped back to let her precede him and she led the way around the cloister and across to the infirmary, where she turned to her left and, removing a bar that had been put across its narrow entrance, went into a small curtained recess. Wondering about the barrier – and why, indeed, they had just ignored it – he moved to stand beside her in front of the narrow cot.


      The body lying on the cot was covered with a sheet.


      Sister Euphemia must have seen the Abbess and Josse walk along to the recess; she appeared almost immediately and, with a brief bow to Josse and a deeper one for the Abbess, said quietly, ‘I’ll show you the wound, Sir Josse.’


      He watched as she folded back the sheet to expose the head; he noticed how careful she was that the rest of the body remained covered. He looked at the blow that had killed the man and he saw straight away what Augustus had meant. ‘Aye, the man was murdered,’ he muttered, half to himself. Glancing up at the infirmarer, he asked, ‘Any more marks on him, Sister?’


      The infirmarer exchanged a look with the Abbess. Neither spoke for a moment; then the Abbess said, ‘Come with me, please, Sir Josse. I will show you the dead man’s clothing and his pouch. They are back in my room.’


      Increasingly mystified, Josse followed her out of the infirmary.


 


‘Here,’ she said, picking up a dark bundle from the floor and depositing it on her table, ‘are his garments. Sister Euphemia has been drying them by the fire but they are still a little damp.’


      Josse inspected the hose, the tunic, the undershirt and the cloak. The items were cheap; the linen shirt was of poor quality and the underarm seams had split. Its hem, he noticed, was stained. Both the hose and the shirt smelled unpleasant.


      ‘He suffered a flux of the bowels,’ the Abbess said. ‘Despite his immersion in the lake, the odour is still detectable.’


      Josse nodded. He was looking at the cloak – it was of heavy wool and, he thought, would have dragged the body down as it soaked up water – and unpleasant images were filling his mind of dark water and a sheen of ice forming. But, he reassured himself, the poor lad would have known nothing about all that, not with such a frightful wound. He’d have been dead before he hit the ground.


      ‘There is also this.’ Josse looked up to see that the Abbess was holding out a leather pouch. ‘It was attached to his belt and it, too, we have dried as best we could.’


      Josse took it from her. ‘Is there anything inside it?’


      ‘See for yourself.’ She sounded unlike herself, Josse thought; she was distant, almost aloof  . . .


      He turned his attention to the pouch. There was a small pocket sewn inside and it looked as if someone had searched it with a rough hand, for the stitching had been torn. Had robbery been the motive for this death, then? Josse put his hand right down inside the pocket and his fingers touched something hard, cold and round. More than one thing; extracting what he had found, Josse looked down on five heavy coins.


      ‘If he was killed for the contents of his pouch, then the assailant did not make a very thorough search,’ he said. ‘See, my lady? These coins were tucked away right at the bottom of the pouch’s pocket.’


      She looked. ‘I see.’


      Josse put his hand back inside the pouch. There was something else . . . it was cold and slightly damp and felt like a little bag made of waxed cloth. Carefully drawing it out, he put it down on the Abbess’s table.


      ‘What’s this?’ he asked, not really expecting an answer; the Abbess’s strange mood was worrying him.


      She leaned close to him, studying the bag. She sniffed then, bending down so that her nose was right over the bag, sniffed again. ‘I believe,’ she said slowly, ‘it may be a potion. A remedy.’ Eyes on Josse’s – and for the first time she began to look like herself – she added, ‘I’ve smelt this stuff, whatever it is, before; I’m sure I have.’ She frowned. ‘It’s used for . . .’ Giving up, she shrugged, smiling at him. ‘I don’t know. Come on!’


      He turned to watch her as she scooped up the little bag and strode out of the room. ‘Where are we going?’


      The Abbess did not answer but then she didn’t really need to because Josse had guessed. Pacing along behind her – she was almost running – he followed her along the path that led round in front of the Abbey church and along inside the wall to the herb garden where, cosy in her small and fragrant little hut, the herbalist was sitting peacefully tying bunches of dried rosemary.


      The herbalist got to her feet and bowed to the Abbess, giving Josse a quick smile and what could have been a wink. Barely pausing to acknowledge the greeting, the Abbess thrust the small bag at Sister Tiphaine and said, ‘Can you tell us what this is?’


      Sister Tiphaine took the bag in careful hands and went to stand outside the hut, so that the full daylight fell on to it. She did as the Abbess had done and sniffed at it several times. Then she pinched one corner of the bag between finger and thumb and sniffed again.


      ‘Smells of lemon balm and vervain,’ she observed. ‘That’s interesting . . .’ Glancing up at the Abbess, she said, ‘May I open it?’


      ‘Yes.’


      The herbalist spread a clean piece of linen on her work bench and then took up a small knife and sliced through the string that held the neck of the bag closed; the string, Josse had noticed, was suffering from its time under water and appeared to have shrunk, making the knot quite impossible to untie. Then Sister Tiphaine gently shook the bag’s contents on to the piece of linen, picking them over and inspecting each item.


      After quite a long time – Josse could sense the Abbess restraining her impatience – Sister Tiphaine spoke. ‘This is a remedy,’ she announced.


      ‘That much we have already surmised. What is it for?’ demanded the Abbess.


      ‘There is a mixture of herbs here,’ Sister Tiphaine replied. ‘They are used to treat a variety of symptoms.’


      ‘Well?’


      If Sister Tiphaine had also noted the Abbess’s unusual asperity, she gave no sign. Calmly she began to list the ingredients in the bag and to describe the sickness that they treated.


      ‘Lemon balm, that calms and helps soothe a headache. There’s yarrow, that’s for flux of the bowels.’


      ‘Yes, yes, we know full well he suffered from that.’


      With a quick glance at the Abbess, the herbalist continued. ‘There’s wormwood; now that’s good for treating gripes in the belly and they do say it brings down a fever, although me, I find the bitter taste puts folks off swallowing it down. Rue, now, that’ll help calm a headache, as will this’ – she held up a tiny stem of some withered plant – ‘which is wild marjoram. And here’s a piece of mandrake; expensive, that is, and it’s hardly surprising given how folks fear it and don’t dare handle it.’


      ‘So this remedy is for the flux, fever and headache?’ The Abbess, Josse thought, was trying to hurry the herbalist along.


      But Sister Tiphaine would not be hurried. ‘Hmm,’ she murmured, still picking over the bag’s contents. ‘Here’s water mint and peppermint – both for the bowels – and quince; now that’s normally saved for when the bowel leaks blood. And here’s henbane; that’s a strong remedy and few use it.’


      ‘What does it do?’ Josse asked.


      ‘It eases pain, although take too much and you’ll never feel pain again.’


      As she spoke the herbalist was deftly dividing the little sack’s contents into two piles, one containing those items that she had already identified and described, one containing nothing except some small, shrivelled flower heads, some withered leaves and some coarse grains of a bronze-coloured substance.


      ‘What are those?’ the Abbess asked.


      ‘The granules are ground resin of myrrh. It relieves pain, especially in the muscles and in the stomach. These flowers are marigolds and these’ – she pointed to the cracked, crumbling leaves – ‘are vervain. The vervain is unusual because it’s a magical remedy and I am surprised to find it included in this potion.’


      ‘Magical?’ the Abbess and Josse said together.


      ‘Aye. Folks say it has the power to protect a fighting man. Also lads and lassies put it in love potions.’


      ‘What is it doing here?’


      ‘I cannot say, my lady, other than to tell you that it is said to have another purpose. As do the marigolds.’ Sister Tiphaine frowned, almost as if she was reluctant to go on.


      ‘What purpose?’ the Abbess’s voice was barely above a whisper.


      The herbalist looked up, first at the Abbess and then at Josse. Then she said, ‘Both are said to ward off the foreign pestilence that folks call the plague.’


      ‘Plague?’ Josse’s horrified cry seemed to echo in the small room. Turning to the Abbess, he said, ‘My lady, there is no time to waste, we must—’


      But she was not looking shocked or frightened; she was staring at him with kindness and compassion in her eyes. He thought about how strange she had seemed, how detached. And then he thought about the body on the cot, covered carefully right up to the forehead. And about the barrier that had been erected across the entrance to the recess where the dead man lay.


      ‘This was no surprise,’ he said wonderingly. ‘You already knew the dead man was suffering from the pestilence. Didn’t you?’


      And yet you brought me here, he wanted to shout, led me right up to where the victim lay and deliberately kept me in ignorance as to what killed him!


      But he kept the flare of anger under control. And he thought, no, that is not right; the pestilence did not kill him, for the man was murdered.


      The Abbess seemed to be waiting until his train of thought ran its course. When at last she spoke, it was to say, ‘Sir Josse, it is true that I suspected. Sister Euphemia told me today that when she studied the dead man’s body last night there were signs of a rash, although when she looked again first thing this morning, it had faded. Now we cannot say for sure what the sickness was, for, as Sister Euphemia points out, many diseases bring spots and not all are fatal.’


      Josse tried to cheer himself up by trying to think of a few non-fatal rash-producing diseases but the attempt was a dismal failure. ‘Were there—’ He started again. ‘Did the infirmarer observe any other marks on the body to suggest the pestilence?’


      The Abbess shook her head. ‘Not those that I suspect you have in mind. The eyes were bloodshot and inflamed; there were strange spots inside the mouth.’ She put out her hand and briefly touched Josse’s arm. ‘No black swellings,’ she said softly. ‘Thank the Lord.’


      ‘Amen,’ Josse said fervently.


      For some time there was silence in the herbalist’s hut. Then Sister Tiphaine spoke. ‘I would suggest,’ she said slowly, ‘that a dead man with the pestilence in his body is less of a danger than a living one. Unless you’re planning on eating him,’ she added, quite mystifying Josse, who could not see the relevance of the remark.


      Neither, it seemed, could the Abbess. With a look of faint distaste at Sister Tiphaine – who noticed and, observed by Josse but not by the Abbess, gave a quick grin – she pointed at the contents of the little bag and said, ‘Where, Sister, do you think the victim could have acquired this remedy?’


      Sister Tiphaine began gathering the ingredients together, pushing them carefully back into the bag. ‘Not from some village wise woman, that’s for sure,’ she said, ‘for there are things here that even Hawkenlye Abbey doesn’t keep.’


      ‘But we have to be careful to—’ the Abbess began, apparently sensing a criticism. Then she stopped. ‘Please, Sister,’ she said majestically, ‘go on.’


      ‘My lady, the things I refer to are not necessarily the costly items,’ the infirmarer said gently, ‘although for sure I would hesitate to use as much myrrh as this in any remedy unless I could be sure of getting my hands on some more. Wasteful, I call it,’ she added in a mutter. ‘I was thinking of the vervain.’ With a swift look at Josse – which he failed to understand just as thoroughly as he had done the Sister’s remark about eating bodies – she said, ‘I could understand the vervain if this were a potion produced by the Forest Folk, but it isn’t. I can be quite certain of that because they don’t use mandrake.’


      ‘Ah, I see,’ the Abbess said. ‘You mean that vervain is not used at Hawkenlye because of its magical associations?’


      ‘Aye. Which I reckon suggests our dead man wasn’t given his remedy in any convent or monastery.’


      ‘Where, then?’ asked Josse.


      ‘I would say that this’ – Sister Tiphaine held up the little bag, whose neck she had tied up with a length of string – ‘was purchased from an apothecary. A good one, I’d say, and probably an expensive one. No man would put so much mandrake and myrrh in a potion and then give it away.’


      Asking the question more in hope than expectation, Josse said, ‘Do you know of such an apothecary hereabouts, Sister?’ The infirmarer shook her head. ‘And what of you, my lady?’


      ‘No,’ the Abbess said reluctantly. ‘I have never consulted an apothecary and I would not even know how to go about finding one. What shall we do, Sir Josse?’


      Feeling at that moment quite bereft of any sensible suggestions, Josse held his peace. Then gradually an image began to form itself in his mind: a dead body on a narrow cot, a vicious, crushing blow in its skull.


      The man carried nothing with which we might identify him, Josse thought, except for this little remedy in its cloth bag. Sister Tiphaine, bless her for her skill, has told us far more about it that I for one could have hoped for, including the very useful fact that it was put together by a master in the apothecary’s art. None out of the three of us knows of such a man, but this man, whoever he is, must be located because, once shown the remedy, he will be able to tell us for whom it was prescribed.


      Or at least let us hope that he will  . . .


      ‘My lady,’ Josse said, with more confidence that he felt, ‘we must, I believe, await the arrival of Gervase de Gifford. We shall ask him whether there is a skilled apothecary in Tonbridge or anywhere else in the vicinity, and if such a man exists and cannot help us, then we must broaden our search until the right man is found. Then we will  . . .’


      ‘. . . ask the identity of the man for whom he prescribed this potion so that, provided the purchaser did not give the potion to someone else, we shall then be able to put a name to our dead man,’ the Abbess finished for him. ‘Yes, Sir Josse, I fully understand your reasoning.’


      Of course she did. ‘Aye, my lady.’


      But, as they thanked Sister Tiphaine and left her to her bunches of rosemary, Josse wondered if the Abbess had extended that reasoning as far as he had. What he was thinking was that being given the dead man’s name and circumstances was a very good start in discovering who had killed him.


      And why.


 


Gervase de Gifford arrived shortly after Josse and Helewise had returned to her room. Helewise experienced a moment’s regret; she had hoped for a few moments alone with Josse in which to apologise for having summoned him into danger. She also had the feeling that she had been distracted when he knocked on her door and wanted to explain that it had not been through any lack of pleasure at seeing him again; quite the contrary.


      It had been simple fear.


      She asked Josse to describe to de Gifford what had happened, which he did. There was a brief pause while de Gifford assimilated the information, then he said, ‘My lady, it would seem that if there is even a remote possibility that the dead man carries the pestilence, then the sooner he is buried, the better.’


      ‘I agree,’ she said. ‘Do you wish to view the body, Sheriff de Gifford?’


      De Gifford looked at Josse. ‘Is there anything that I should see?’


      ‘There is but the one wound, to the top of the head. Done, I would suggest, with a club or something of the type. Other than that  . . .’


      ‘My lady, I take it that your infirmarer has examined the corpse?’ De Gifford asked.


      ‘She has.’


      ‘Then I bow to her medical skill and Sir Josse’s knowledge of killing blows. I will not view the body’ – Helewise had to admire his judgement – ‘and, if I may make a suggestion, it is that the dead man be buried by those who have already come into contact with the body.’


      ‘You make sound sense,’ Josse said.


      ‘Indeed,’ Helewise agreed. ‘We cannot say whether or not there is a risk of infection, but let us assume that there is and take what measures we may to contain its spread.’ She got to her feet. ‘I shall send word to Father Gilbert. The dead man will be buried today.’


      Josse gave her a nod of acknowledgement. ‘That is wise, my lady.’ He glanced at de Gifford. ‘If Gervase and I might be excused from attending the interment, then I propose that we set off straight away and begin trying to locate the apothecary who sold the potion to the dead man.’


      ‘There is no reason for either of you to witness the burial,’ she said. ‘By all means, set off on your search – the sooner we can make some progress in identifying our poor victim, the better for all of us.’


      She watched as the two men bowed and took their leave. Only when the door had closed behind them did she allow her shoulders to slump. She sat down heavily in her chair, buried her face in her hands and, for the first time, made herself face what would be the probable consequences if it proved to be true that the pestilence had come to Hawkenlye.


      These consequences were so awful that, after a very short time, she made herself stop. Then she left her room, slipped quietly across the cloister to the Abbey church and, falling on to her knees, began to pray as hard as she could that Sister Euphemia was wrong.










Chapter 3


As Josse and de Gifford rode down to Tonbridge, the sheriff racked his brains to think of anybody in the area who could have sold the victim a sophisticated and costly remedy that included an element commonly regarded as magical. Thinking out loud, he narrowed the possible Tonbridge candidates down to one, ‘and I’m almost sure we’ll be wasting our time with him.’

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
HEART OF
ICE

Alys Clare






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





