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      About the Author

      
      Michael Jecks gave up a career in the computer industry to concentrate on his writing. He is the founder of Medieval Murderers,
         has been Chairman of the Crime Writers’ Association, and helped create the Historical Writers’ Association. Keen to help new
         writers, for some years he organised the Debut Dagger competition, and is now organising the AsparaWriting festival for new
         writers at Evesham. He has judged many prizes, including the CWA Ian Fleming Steel Dagger. Michael is an international speaker
         on writing and for business. He lives with his wife, children and dogs in northern Dartmoor.
      

      
      Michael can be contacted through his website: www.michaeljecks.co.uk.

      
      He can be followed on twitter (@MichaelJecks) or on Facebook.com/Michael.Jecks.author.

      
      His photos of Devon and locations for his books can be found at: Flickr.com/photos/Michael_Jecks.
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       Praise

     
      ‘Michael Jecks is the master of the medieval whodunnit’ Robert Low

      
      ‘Captivating . . . If you care for a well-researched visit to medieval England, don‘t pass this series’ Historical Novels Review

      
      ‘Michael Jecks has a way of dipping into the past and giving it that immediacy of a present-day newspaper article . . . He
         writes . . . with such convincing charm that you expect to walk round a corner in Tavistock and meet some of the characters’
         Oxford Times

      
      ‘Great characterisation, a detailed sense of place, and a finely honed plot make this a superb medieval historical’ Library Journal

      
      ‘Stirring intrigue and a compelling cast of characters will continue to draw accolades’ Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘A tortuous and exciting plot . . . The construction of the story and the sense of period are excellent’ Shots

      
      ‘This fascinating portrayal of medieval life and the corruption of the Church will not disappoint. With convincing characters
         whose treacherous acts perfectly combine with a devilishly masterful plot, Jecks transports readers back to this wicked world
         with ease’  Good Book Guide

      
   



      
      
      About the Book

      
The twenty-seventh novel in Michael Jecks’s medieval Knights Templar series.


King Edward II is furious when he learns that his wife Queen Isabella has defied him by remaining in France and abducting their son. As the unfortunate messengers of this news, Sir Baldwin de Furnshill and his friend, Bailiff Simon Puttock, are dismissed from court.


Returning home to Devon, they are shocked to discover that outlaws now hold sway in the land. When two clerics are found murdered, Baldwin and Simon must investigate. But the culprit is a friend of Dispenser and the King, and in taking the matter further they could be accused of treason. So they decide to leave the affair to others. Until, that is, Simon’s own daughter comes under threat, and all hell is let loose...


      




      
      
      For Beryl and Peter

      
      to celebrate sixty years of dogs, sons and marriage!

      
      With loads of love from your final, perfect son!

      
      And:

      
      For Nick and Jo

      
      to celebrate their wedding.

      
      Here’s to many years of happiness!

   



      
      
      
      Glossary

      
      
         
          

         

     
            
            	amercement

            
            	the fines imposed for many offences, some of which were not the fault of the persons fined – see deodand and murdrum below.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	bastide

            
            	a fortified town in France.

            
         

         
         
            
            	deodand

            
            	the sum demanded for the king, based on the value of any weapon used in a slaying. The system of claiming deodand, fixed by
               the coroner, was not ended until the 1800s in England, as a result of lobbying by railway companies, after some very expensive
               accidents in which the trains themselves were claimed as deodand.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Guyenne

            
            	those lands owned by the English on the French mainland, mainly centred around Bordeaux.

            
         

         
         
            
            	hobby

            
            	a low-grade horse, a little higher than a nag, but below a rounsey, and generally good for short distances or for use as a
               packhorse.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	leyrwite

            
            	the fine for promiscuity among men and women – commonly for adultery in men and bearing a child outside wedlock for women.

            
         

         
         
            
            	maslin

            
            	peasant bread made from mixed wheat and rye grains.

            
         

         
         
            
            	murdrum

            	 the fine for not being able to prove ‘Englishry’. This was based on the days of conquest when, in order to quash resistance to Norman rule and halt the terrorists (or freedom
               fighters, depending upon your point of view) from murdering Normans, when a body was found it was assumed to be a Norman unless
               the local vill could prove with witnesses that the corpse was that of a local Englishman. The ‘presentment of Englishry’ was a requirement
               until 1340, when it was effectively abolished. So if a stranger was found dead, it would be likely to be a heavy financial
               burden on the local community.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	palfrey

            
            	a good-quality riding horse – sometimes worth £4 or more.

            
         

         
         
            
            	peine fort et dure

            
            	the punishment for arrested men who refused to plead in court, this was a hideous and lengthy process whereby the victim was
               staked out on the ground so that he could not move, and weights were gradually added to his breast to make breathing harder
               and harder. Eventually it did lead to death, although the official line was that when a prisoner died from it, it was ‘natural
               causes’.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	rounsey

            
            	lower-quality horse, generally robust, but cheaper.

            
         

         
         
            
            	trail bastons

            
            	early in the 1300s, these gangs of ‘club men’ wandered the country, robbing all they could from the unwary. The problem grew
               so acute that there were special courts set up to enquire about them.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	triacleur

            
            	a ‘quack’ doctor, known to wander the country selling potions often formed solely of treacle or some similar sweet mixture.

            
         

         
         
         
      

      
   



      
      
      Cast of Characters

      
      
         
             

         

         
         
            
            	Baldwin de Furnshill

            
            	the Keeper of the King’s Peace and an astute investigator of crimes, motivated by a hatred of any form of injustice.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jeanne de Furnshill

            
            	wife to Sir Baldwin; widow of Sir Ralph de Liddinstone, a coarse and harsh husband who abused her.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Richalda

            
            	Baldwin and Jeanne’s daughter, now three years old.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Baldwin

            
            	Baldwin and Jeanne’s son, born Martinmas last year.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Simon Puttock

            
            	Baldwin’s friend and once a servant to the Abbot of Tavistock; now Simon waits to hear whether he will have a post since the death of Abbot Champeaux.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Margaret (Meg)

            
            	Simon’s wife, who is distraught at losing their home in Lydford due to the machinations of Sir Hugh le Despenser.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Edith

            
            	Simon and Margaret’s daughter, seventeen years old, who is now married to Peter and living in Exeter.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Peter

            
            	Edith’s husband.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jane

            
            	maidservant to Edith and Peter.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Charles

            
            	Peter’s father.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jan

            
            	Peter’s mother.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Edgar

            
            	Baldwin’s loyal servant, once his sergeant in the Knights Templar.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Perkin

            
            	also Peterkin, Simon and Margaret’s three-year-old son.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Peregrine de Barnstaple

            
            	Known to hate Despenser, Sir Peregrine has become a coroner.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Richard de Welles

            
            	loud and crude, he is the coroner for Lifton.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Bishop Walter

            
            	Walter Stapledon of Exeter, once the king’s trusted lord high treasurer and negotiator.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Raymond, Cardinal de Fargis

            
            	the negotiator sent by the pope to adjudicate between the two contenders for the abbacy at Tavistock.

            
         

         
         
            
            	John de Courtenay

            
            	a keen monk who wants the abbacy at Tavistock.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Robert Busse

            
            	the abbot-elect, who was given the post at the election, but was not confirmed, subject to the investigation of allegations
               made against him by John de Courtenay.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Brother Pietro de Torrino

            
            	a monk in the cardinal’s entourage.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Brother Anselm

            
            	cheerful and content, this monk lives at Tavistock.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Brother Mark

            
            	a quiet, thoughtful monk from Tavistock.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Hugh le Despenser

            
            	the king’s closest friend and confidant, now the richest and most powerful man in the land after the king himself.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir James de Cockington

            
            	the new sheriff of Exeter.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Hoppon

	peasant living south of Jacobstowe.




            	Roger

            
            	wandering mercenary and sailor on his way to sea to escape the violence and mayhem in
               France.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	William atte Wattere

            
            	henchman of Despenser, a violent and dangerous felon who’ll do anything to support his master.

            
         

         
         
            
            	William Walle

            
            	nephew to Stapledon.

            
         

         
         
            
            	John de Padington

            
            	steward to Stapledon.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Bill Lark

            
            	bailiff of Jacobstowe.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Agnes

            
            	wife to Bill.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Robert de Traci

            
            	once a knight in the king’s household, now Sir Robert has fallen out of favour and has become an outlaw operating from his
               castle outside Bow, at Nymet Traci.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Osbert

            
            	henchman to Sir Robert, his most trusted manat-arms.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Basil

            
            	son of Sir Robert de Traci, and heir to the castle of Nymet Traci.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Stephen of Shoreditch

            
            	a messenger for Despenser and the king.




 	Master Harold

            
            	Peter’s master while he was an apprentice.

            
         

         
         
            
            	John Pasmere

            
            	peasant of Bow.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Art Miller

            
            	peasant from Jacobstowe guarding murder scene.

            
         

         
         
            
            	John Weaver

            
            	peasant from Jacobstowe guarding murder scene.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jack Begbeer

            
            	farmer from near Bow.

            
         

         
         
         
      

      
   



      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      This has been one of the more difficult books in the series to write. All too often an idea will come from a chance conversation,
         from a short passage in a reference book, or just from my imagination, and then my task is simply to elaborate on it and try
         to give it that feeling of logic and inevitability that is so important in works of crime fiction like mine.
      

      
      However, I am getting close to that terrible period in English history when the realm was falling apart – riven by the internal
         disputes caused by the king and Despenser. And although I have invented much of this story, the basis of the fear that runs
         through the tale was genuine. The people were living through appalling times, and their suffering was not eased by the rich
         and powerful men whose task it was, in theory, to protect the peasants and the clergy.
      

      
      Edward II had been a less than fortunate king for most of his reign. His initial attempts at pacifying the Scots led to utter
         disaster at Bannockburn; his reliance on one adviser, Piers Gaveston, had deeply unfortunate consequences (mainly, it should
         be said, for Gaveston himself) and meant that within a few years the king’s authority and power was significantly curtailed.
         However, by the period of this tale, he had recovered much of the lost ground. He had gathered an army and defeated all the
         malcontents, and then embarked on an orgy of destruction. All those who had raised their flags against him were declared traitors
         – he was keen on accusing people of that crime – and executed. The rank of the person involved did not matter. They were hanged,
         drawn and quartered, their remains put on display wherever men and women needed reminding of their sovereign.
      

      
      All of this caused massive ructions in the country. There were many men who had been in the wars against the king who now
         found themselves declared outlaw, and who thus had lost their lands, their homes, their titles – even their families. Many
         left the kingdom and instead went to France, where quite a lot sought out the greatest contrariant of them all, Sir Roger Mortimer – the king’s
         Greatest Traitor. Their position grew more tolerable as the queen arrived with the young Duke of Aquitaine, the king’s son.
         Soon they would mount an invasion to overthrow the king.
      

      
      Not all Edward’s enemies actually left the country. Many remained, and did indeed take on the guise of outlaws, living in
         the forests and on the moors. They were the reason for the sudden increase in crime in 1324–6, because they had nothing to
         lose. The population became increasingly alarmed by the actions of these ‘rebels’.
      

      
      However, not all those responsible for the very worst crimes were necessarily the men who had stood against the king. All
         too often, the men who appear to have been guilty of these crimes also appear to have been friends of the king or Despenser.
      

      
      Nicholas de la Beche, for example, was one of the longest-standing members of the king’s household in 1323 when he was arrested.
         He, and his brothers and father, rebelled in 1321, some nine years after he joined the household, and took over a manor owned
         by Aubyn de Clinton. They plundered it, and poor Aubyn was so terrified he didn’t dare take the matter to the local courts.
         He petitioned the king to help him – and was unhelpfully advised to get a common-law writ against his tormentor.*

      
      Others behaved in a similarly appalling manner. Roger Sapy’s deputy, who was responsible for many of the contrariant castles
         in Wales, was attacked in July 1325. His limbs were all broken and his eyes gouged out. A half-year later it was the turn
         of the royal exchequer, Belers, to be murdered.
      

      
      The problem would seem to have been that, for the first time in generations, the king had lost control. His household knights
         could not be trusted. When Sir Gilbert Middleton ravaged the north in 1317, he and his allies declared that they could not
         be tried in courts because they were members of the king’s household – as though that meant they were above the law. They
         were not, as they were soon to discover.
      

      
      But crime was very often organised. And all too often it was organised most efficiently by those who possessed the weapons and the training to carry it out.
      

      
      To return to poor Belers, it would seem that he made enemies of the Folville family. Eustace Folville was a particularly nasty
         piece of work, and although he was not captured and killed for the Belers murder, largely due to the invasion of Queen Isabella
         and the subsequent change of rule for the kingdom, he was later to be arrested. From 1327 to 1329 or so, Eustace is supposed
         to have been responsible for four more murders, several robberies and a rape. It is likely that the total of his crime exceeds
         the total for which he was captured. However, he was pardoned (it was a good life, being a knight), and he carried on merrily
         with his thieving, blackmails and murders. He even took a royal judge, while he was conducting his official duties, robbed
         him, and then ransomed him for a huge sum of money.
      

      
      The Folvilles weren’t unique. Dear heaven, if only they were. There were plenty of other families who formed their own little
         gangland cliques. The Cotterels were another repellent bunch. And often it was the fact that they felt immune to the normal
         process of the law because they were associated with the king, or with Despenser, that led to their boldness.
      

      
      So when I invented the repugnant Sir Robert de Traci and his son, it was not from a malicious desire to confuse; it was because
         in hoping to give a realistic atmosphere for the period, I wanted to invent a family group that was believable as felons who
         were capable of such crimes.
      

      
      I only hope that you will agree that they are all too believable.

      
      Not that all readers have agreed. Sometimes people have written to me complaining that my books are too unrealistic, that
         people weren’t really that nasty to each other. Some have accused me of a lack of research.
      

      
      Well, in response, I can only state that I am writing about an age in which a baron of Devon plotted to kill a clergyman;
         in which company politics were to lead to the murder of the precentor of the cathedral at Exeter by thugs (including the vicars
         of Ottery St Mary and Heavitree) who had been hired by the cathedral’s dean; and in which families of household knights like
         the Folvilles could run riot over the whole country as they wished, robbing and killing with apparent impunity.
      

      
      As I have occasionally had to point out to editors: the trouble with medieval England is that I have to keep toning down true stories to make them believable.
      

      
      The title for this book is fitting. It is a quote from the last lines of a court case from the period.

      
      John Saint Mark was a fairly lowly man, but he was mercilessly harried by Sir Robert de Vere, a son of the Earl of Oxford.
         From the look of the matter, John was a loyal supporter of the king, while Sir Robert was a fugitive after Boroughbridge.
         However, John and his family lived as gypsies because Sir Robert had sworn to kill him. And although the justices were all
         instructed to bring the knight to book, they would do nothing when faced with his menaces against them. As Natalie Fryde said
         in The Tyranny and Fall of Edward II,* ‘His plaint tails off “because there is no law in the land”.’
      

      
      You can read in those few words a little of the desperation a man must have felt when, threatened with death by the king’s
         enemy, he could find no justice, no protection and no aid, even from the king’s own courts. How fraught must the poor man
         have felt?
      

      
      For those who are interested in the old roads and lanes, I should just mention one detail. The Roman road that I make use
         of in the later sections of the story is genuine. The line of the road may still be seen, as can the fort that protected it.
         For these, a proud father has to thank his daughter – and the schoolmistress who decided to give the children in her class
         a project about Rome!
      

      
      Michael Jecks

      
      North Dartmoor

      
      October 2008
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      Prologue

      
      Second Saturday following the Feast of the Archangel Michael, nineteenth year of the reign of King Edward II*

      
      Nymet Traci, Devon, England

      
      Sir Robert de Traci woke that morning knowing that the men would soon die, and all of them solely in order that he should
         reap a good reward. It left him with a sense of contented restlessness. He was keen to be up and about, but the warmth of
         his bed was a delicious distraction even without the benefit of a woman beside him. His wife was long dead, and it was a while
         since he’d enjoyed a willing wench.
      

      
      It was a glorious morning. He rose and padded over to the window, staring out. The shutter was wide, and he could see from
         here all the way south over the tops of the trees in the little coppice a mile or so distant, to the dull greyish-blue hills
         that were Dartmoor. Often at this time of day he would find it impossible to see more than a foul mistiness, but today was
         most unseasonally clear and bright. Still, from the tang in the air, he had a suspicion that the weather would alter before
         long.
      

      
      He dressed quickly and made his way down the steep stairs to his underchamber. There, to his mild surprise, he found his son
         was still snoring, alone. Sir Robert left him to it. The sot had been singing and whoring the night away again with some slattern
         he’d acquired from his last riding, and it had been late when he returned to his own bed at last. Sir Robert had been much
         the same when he was a youth, and he didn’t begrudge his son such pleasures. They were natural to a man.
      

      
      Walking into his hall, he looked about him quickly, making sure all was normal. There was no sign of rebellion in his men, he noted. A man could not take his fellows for granted, unless he wanted
         to wake up one morning with a knife in his throat.
      

      
      There was one whom he trusted above all of them: Osbert, the man who had served with him the longest, and with whom he had
         lived in virtual exile, an outcast on his own lands. Os was reliable, trustworthy and honourable. But he was off with the
         men who would be Sir Robert’s victims – it was he who was to lead them to the trap – and their deaths.
      

      
      There had been a time, only a short while ago, when Sir Robert had thought his fortune had sunk into the sea. He had once
         been a member of the king’s household, known for his honour and largesse, proud and determined, a knight of perfect chivalry.
         But then he had made one error, allowing his friendship with Bartholomew Badlesmere to colour his judgement. Bartholomew had
         become known to be a traitor, and instantly all his friends were suspect. And one of them was Sir Robert.
      

      
      Those days had been bleak. Instead of the comfort he now enjoyed, he had been cast out. He had seen this little castle of
         his taken over by his enemies; he had been forced to accept the shame of losing the reputation he had once considered his
         by birth. Shunned by all those who had once been his friends, Sir Robert had been forced to turn outlaw, robbing and stealing
         all he might, occasionally killing too.
      

      
      And then, earlier this year, the surprise proposal.

      
      He had never been a great ally of Despenser, but after this year, he might reconsider his position. For it was Despenser’s
         offer that had brought him back into the king’s favour. Once he had been beneath Edward’s contempt, but now he was returned
         to the circle of friends and allies, his lands and castle restored to him, and all was just as it had been. Although this
         time he was taking fewer risks. The king radiated sunshine to those upon whom he smiled – but it was only ever a short passage
         to the black thunderstorm that was the opposite side of his nature. Edward accepted him for now, but there was no telling
         for how long that would last. Soon, very soon, he might decide that the knight in that far-away county of Devon was no more
         to be tolerated. Some snippet of a rumour, some poison whispered in his ear, that was all it would take, and suddenly Sir
         Robert would wake to learn that he was again without lands or home.
      

      
      Well, next time it happened, he would be vastly better prepared. Next time he would have money on his side, and he would collect all he might while he could.
      

      
      Today, if he was fortunate, he might increase his wealth. Os was with the travellers who were passing near here. They were
         rumoured to have silver with them, silver that they were carrying to Exeter. Well, with luck, soon they would be dead and
         Sir Robert would be that much the wealthier.
      

      
      The land was dangerous. A man had to fight to keep what was his – and take what he wanted from others. There was no other
         rule in the country. The King’s Peace was a nonsense now. All that existed was the power of the strongest. And Sir Robert
         intended to prove that his steel was as sharp as any other man’s.
      

      
      He did not know that it would lead to his death.

      
      Second Sunday following the feast of the Archangel Michael*

      
      Oakhampton

      
      Old John Pasmere had already seen his son in the town when he set off homewards.

      
      The sight of the little market town was not impressive to him. He’d seen Oakhampton before, and he’d even been to Crediton
         a few times in his life. Once, he’d gone as far as Exeter, although it hadn’t appealed to him. The place was too loud, too
         crowded and mean. The people were suspicious and made no attempt to hide the fact, and he felt all the while that he was likely
         to be hit over the head and robbed at any moment. No, he didn’t like the place. It felt too dangerous.
      

      
      Oakhampton was no better than Exeter, except it was that bit smaller, but it made a pleasant difference to go there once in
         a while, mainly for the market, but also for the church. He liked the priest there, who gave stirring stories about the men
         in the Gospels, and enduring examples of the devil and hell itself. There weren’t that many as could do that, John reckoned.
         No, in his local chapel up at Jacobstowe, the fool kept prating on about the goodness of man and how Jesus wanted all to see
         the good in each other. Well, if Jesus was willing to see the best of all men, that was fine, but John Pasmere was happier keeping his own counsel and his dagger near
         to hand. There was much to be said for the man who was good and kindly all his life, but in John’s experience, such men died
         young and painfully. For himself, he’d keep an eye on the dangers of life and a hand on his knife.
      

      
      But a priest who could stir the blood with stories of death and glory, that was different. And in Oakhampton the lad could
         even make John feel almost young again. There were lots of examples from the Gospels of fighting against oppressors, whether
         they be Egyptian, Roman or any other race, and John took from that the truth: that God was on the side of those who were downtrodden
         through the ages. If a man was put to great hardship by those who ruled him, then he was entitled to take back what had been
         stolen.
      

      
      That was fine for most. But when a man lived in England today, there was little chance of justice. Be he knight, freeman or
         serf, he was allowed to live only at the whim of the king and his friends. If a man took against another, who had the ear
         of an associate of the king, he could find himself gaoled, or worse. A peasant would often be discovered dead in his home,
         or lying in a ditch, while the more wealthy would end up hanging in pieces on hooks at a city’s gates.
      

      
      John Pasmere was not willing to trust to the justice of the men who ruled this country. He had known too many of them.

      
      Trust was a very overrated trait. Most of those who put their faith in it would die painfully. A man who trusted his lord;
         a woman who trusted the lord’s son; any man who trusted my lord Hugh le Despenser; and most of all, any traveller who trusted
         guides and guards.
      

      
      Those putting their confidence in such people were fools and deserved their fate.

      
      Abbeyford Woods, near Jacobstowe

      
      Sweet Jesus, the monk told himself, have mercy on us poor sinners!

      
      The weight of the cart was immense. He had thought the Godpoxed things were easier to push, but the wheel-hubs kept getting
         caught in the brambles and bushes. There were so many little saplings, too, all pushing up through the murk, some of them
         so thin he could hardly see them at this time of night, others thicker and substantial, so massive that several times he squeaked to himself, fearing that they were men sent to catch them and bring them back.
      

      
      It had been so terrifying, when he had woken and learned that the man had done it already. So many weeks of planning, and
         yet now that the one-eyed man stood before him with his dagger dripping gore, Brother Anselm was struck with terror. He could
         only moan gently, as his entire world fell away.
      

      
      This wasn’t his place. He was a happy man, cheerful. All knew him to be the contented, amiable one of the abbey. It was the
         others who were greedy, fractious and truculent. Never Anselm. It was his part usually to calm the others. He’d been doing
         it for so many years that finding a new role was peculiar.
      

      
      Surely it was that which had tempted him. He had been lured by the anger constantly rising in his breast as the rest of the
         community sparred and bickered. ‘Oh, it’ll be fine. Anselm can soothe them all later,’ was the attitude. And until now, that
         was what he had done.
      

      
      When poor Abbot Champeaux died, though, yes, that was when all changed. First he had begun to realise how divided the monastery
         was growing, with factions forming about John de Courtenay and Robert Busse, the two brothers who were seeking election to
         the abbacy; it was enough to blunt the loyalty he had once felt to the institution where he had lived for so long.
      

      
      It was not only the abbey, though: it was the entire realm. No matter where a man was to go, there was no confidence. After
         the queen’s departure to France to negotiate a truce, the belligerent attitude of the country towards the king had become
         ever more evident. People were terrified. They knew that she had been treated like a felon by her own husband, with her lands
         stolen and her household broken up. If the royal family itself harboured a festering dispute that could drive a wedge between
         king and queen, no one was safe.
      

      
      No more were they. All over the realm men were living as outlaws, where once they had been loyal servants of the king. The
         dispossessed now formed a great mass in the land, and there was no possibility of their being reconciled to the law. The law
         itself was false, unequal to the struggle of controlling so many disputatious people.
      

      
      ‘Oh, shit!’ he muttered as the left hub caught a new tree trunk and the cart slewed round.

      
      ‘Shhh!’ hissed his companion.

      
      
      There was no arguing with him. Anselm had not met him before, this old man. He looked frail and rather pathetic, but in fact
         he was as strong as many youths. His body might be ancient and twisted, but his muscles had the resilience of old hemp.
      

      
      Besides, the old man’s companion had already petrified Anselm. In the past, his worst nightmares had involved the ghosts said
         to occupy the moors and the abbey. Now they included the third man in their party.
      

      
      This man, Osbert, was fearsome-looking, with a huge scar that ran from his temple across his face. It had put out his eye,
         but that only served to make the remaining orb look still more brutal and lunatic. When he stared at Anselm, the monk felt
         his guts turn to water.
      

      
      ‘Shhh!’

      
      Anselm froze as his companion held up a hand. There was no sound for a while. Nothing but the slow soughing of the wind through
         the trees, the creak of the cart, and the thundering roar of Anselm’s heart. And then the little snuffling sound at his breast.
      

      
      ‘Come on, then! What, you going to wait there till Christmastide? Get a move on, monk, move your arse!’

      
      Anselm would have given him a short instruction on the merits of politeness towards a brother in Holy Orders, but he didn’t
         like this man, and nor did he feel sure that any comments wouldn’t be rewarded by more than a curt word. He held his tongue
         as he and the other two pushed, heaved, sweated and swore.
      

      
      ‘You push like a woman, monk,’ the man snarled as Anselm slipped in the mud.

      
      ‘Damn you . . .’

      
      ‘Aye, and damn your soul, little monk. Sold it for twenty pounds of silver, eh? The devil drives a hard bargain, you’ll find.
         You won’t be getting your soul back intact.’
      

      
      ‘I am still a man of God. That confers privilege!’

      
      ‘Not here it doesn’t. And if you think . . .’ Osbert crossed to the other side of the cart and came upon Anselm suddenly,
         grabbing his robes and bunching them in his fist, pulling the monk to him so that their faces were only a matter of an inch
         or so apart. He held him there, his one eye staring into Anselm’s fixedly, while Anselm had the unappealing view of the empty
         socket. The man was so close, Anselm could smell the garlic on his breath, the staleness of old sweat in his clothes, the fetid odour of his unwashed body, and he curled his lip, wanting to be away from there.
      

      
      The man’s voice was low, sibilant and menacing as the devil’s own trident. ‘If you think you can keep your robes on and use
         them to get away, and maybe later denounce us while you try to save your neck, monk, you’ll soon learn that my dagger has a long blade. Doesn’t matter where you try to go, I’ll find you, and I’ll put you to
         so much pain, you’ll wonder what’s happened to you. You’ll even forget who you are. You understand, you little prickle?’
      

      
      Anselm nodded, but even as he did, he felt, rather than heard, the scrabble of paws at his breast.

      
      ‘What the . . .?’

      
      He was shoved away, and the man stared uncomprehendingly as Anselm opened his robe. Inside nestled the puppy. ‘I couldn’t
         leave . . .’
      

      
      The man swore, quietly but with utter venom. ‘What of the bitch?’

      
      ‘I didn’t bring her, I thought that—’

      
      ‘You thought? Did you think that she’ll soon wake and begin to wonder where her little puppy has gone?’

      
      ‘I took the pup from her last night. She slept without him!’

      
      ‘Did you not think that she’ll whine and howl and wake the camp? Did you not think she’ll come after us as soon as they release
         her from her leash? Did you not think they would follow her to us? Did you not think at all? Sweet Jesus, save me from mother-swyving churls like this one. I’ll have to take her back.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t go and—’

      
      ‘Monk, shut up! You will have to push the cart back while I do this. You won’t be able to. So put your back into it, and get
         the cart back safely. You hear me?’
      

      
      Osbert stepped quietly and very cautiously as he returned to the camp. The body of the pup lay still in his hand now. He had
         snapped its neck like a coney’s. It would be a short while before he reached the camp, he thought. The smell of burning wood
         was in his nostrils already from the fire the evening before. Now it had been banked, there was but a dull glow from the mass
         of the embers. Nothing to give him even the slightest of shadows.
      

      
      All about there were the peaceful sounds of sleeping people. A child up with the travellers had a sniffling whimper – he recalled that the brat had a cold – and his mother gave a murmured
         remonstration before rolling over again. The remaining archers were snoring, while Anselm’s companion was whiffing out little
         breaths as though he was panting in a dream. He lay in the midst of the archers, the seven about him guarding him better than
         they had their precious cargo.
      

      
      There was no guard. Not now. Only one sentry had been set, a man who was content to wander about the camp with jealousy, eyeing
         the sleepers, but not one of them. When Osbert had offered to join him and keep him company until his watch was changed, he
         had been pathetically grateful. Then Osbert had grabbed him from behind and his dagger had made short work of him, plunging
         into the man’s liver five times, while Osbert’s hand stayed clamped over his mouth, stifling the desperate screams for help.
         No one heard anything, not out here at the edge of the camp where the man had gone to relieve himself. Osbert had left the
         body out there so that it couldn’t be immediately discovered, were someone else to wake.
      

      
      No one had. As he stood here, near the archers and their master, it was clear that there had been no alarm. All was as he
         had left it.
      

      
      The dog was awake, though. She lay with her head resting on her paws, just as she had every night. It was no bad thing that
         Anselm had chosen to keep the pup in his robe when they had left Tavistock, Osbert reckoned. It made the bitch less distressed
         to sleep without him. She had grown accustomed to having her pup back during the day, but sleeping alone.
      

      
      Osbert silently made his way to the bitch. He heard her stir, and then give a low growl. It was as he had expected. Quickly
         he threw the puppy’s body to her, and he saw her move in a flash, turning to sniff at the little corpse. As she did, he stepped
         forward and slipped his dagger into her back, grabbing her muzzle as he did so. The surprised yelping lasted only a moment
         or two, and then there was nothing to worry about.
      

      
      In some haste now, he retraced his steps to the bushes, and was soon in among them, moving fast for a man of his age and size.
         But for all that he was over two and forty years old, he had lived here in this area for most of his childhood, and he knew
         the land well. The cart, he knew, had gone off northwards from here, and he would meet it later. Rather than head north, he
         would take the steeper, slightly more swift route east, down the valley’s side to the river, and up the other side. The cart would rejoin the trail a full half-mile further
         on.
      

      
      He made his way down the slope, slithering on the soggy grasses, almost tripping twice in thick tussocks, and then splashed
         his way through the river, which was quite full after the rains. On the other side, he was about to make his way up the slope
         when he heard the hoofs.
      

      
      There were twelve of them. The man in front he knew, and the son at his side. He knew that they were noted for their ruthlessness.
         Across this land, these two were feared by all the peasants and farmers. No man passing near their castle could hope to be
         permitted to continue without paying tolls for the use of the roads. A man who refused soon found himself watching his blood
         pool on the ground as he died.
      

      
      Aye, he knew these men. How could he not? He was their servant.

      
      ‘Is that you, Osbert?’ the leader called.

      
      ‘Aye, Sir Robert, it’s me. They’re in the camp as we planned. Encircle them, and you have them all.’

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Third Monday following the Feast of the Archangel Michael*

      
      Farmstead near Jacobstowe, Devon

      
      On the day the murders were discovered, old Hoppon grunted as he rose to his feet and kicked the charred sticks together,
         then hauled the log nearer, before bending down to blow steadily. Tab, his dog, stirred and stretched, wagging his tail hopefully
         as Hoppon limped to the door and peered out.
      

      
      ‘Another shite day, feller,’ he muttered, reaching down. Tab had arrived by his side already, as always, and his fingers found
         the slim ears, scratching at the rough, wiry coat at the base of the dog’s skull. ‘You think Noah’s coming back? It’s wet
         enough, I’d swear. Christ’s ballocks, what I’d give for a day of sun for once.’
      

      
      It had been like this for so long now, he could scarce recall a time when it hadn’t been damp underfoot. Hoppon could remember
         the worst years when the rain fell all through the summer, the dreadful years when all starved more or less. The famine had
         struck ten years before, and lasted on and off for the next seven years, although it was the first two that had been the worst
         without doubt. Especially for him with his badly burned and damaged leg.
      

      
      Tab wandered out and cocked a leg at the edge of the little clearing, and it was then that Hoppon saw the smoke rising through
         the trees.
      

      
      ‘The poor bastards. Foreigners aren’t safe,’ he said, peering through the thin drizzle with a scowl.

      
      Hoppon thought no more about it. He had enough work to be getting on with without worrying about others who had incurred the
         wrath of the local magnates. In any case, he had the unpleasant conviction that the smoke was not from a camp fire. Last night,
         late, he had heard horses. Only one kind of man travelled in darkness, and it was not the kind of man he wanted to offend.
      

      
      No. He had much to do, and so he wandered outside to his chickens and began to sprinkle a few grains for them, but even as
         they squabbled and bickered, his eyes kept being drawn up to the column of smoke, wondering what was happening over there.
      

      
      Abbeyford Woods, south of Jacobstowe

      
      Roger, a thin-faced man in his middle twenties, was early to rise that morning. It was his way to be on the road as dawn lighted
         the way for him. He was happier to be busy, and in his life that meant walking. It was lonely, now, without her. Better to
         keep walking than think about her. It wasn’t like she was his wife or anything.
      

      
      There were many trees here, and that was itself a relief. As he went, he gathered up some tinder for his fire that evening.
         It was the usual start to any day, collecting thistledown in handfuls, then birchbark, thin, papery strips that curled into
         little cylinders. All were carefully wrapped in the remains of an old shirt, and then thrust inside his clothing, next to
         his belly, so that they should be dry by tonight for his fire.
      

      
      When he saw the smoke, at first he was happy that he was near people with food. After sleeping in the open, with only his
         ragged old cloak to cover him, the thought of sitting at a friendly fire with a bowl of hot minted water or posset was enormously
         attractive – especially if it meant he could hear some news or just share some conversation. He had been walking alone for
         a long time now. And a party of travellers would hardly look upon a single wandering sailor as a threat to them, so surely
         they would be hospitable.
      

      
      His road here was a narrow, grassed pathway. He had walked all the way from Dartmouth, hoping to get to the north coast, where
         he had heard that there were jobs for skilled seamen, but the weather had slowed him. Every day seemed to bring more and more
         rain, and the rivers had all swollen while the roads had grown more and more clogged with mud. For Roger, it meant that his
         pace had been reduced to a quarter of his normal progress. What had looked like a four- or five-day march, with luck, had
         already taken him a week, and he was only halfway. It was no surprise that the thought of a little company and a warming fire was so attractive.
      

      
      The road here led along the top of a ridge. He had come here from Oakhampton, hoping that the river would have subsided a
         little. He’d been waiting for two days now, and at last he had been able to cross. That was late in the day last evening,
         and after that he had made his way up the heavily wooded side of the hill, and built himself a shelter of sorts with fallen
         boughs set against a tree. It wasn’t warm, nor dry, nor comfortable, but at least he could feel that there was a roof over
         his head, and once he had a small fire burning, he had been as content as he could be.
      

      
      He passed a second roadway to the east, which fell down the side of the hill towards the river, and then he was following
         a pleasant, straight route with trees on either side that did not fully obstruct his view. The direction seemed to him to
         lie directly north, and he was happy to be able to speed his pace at last, lengthening his stride to suit the firm ground.
      

      
      The smoke he had seen seemed to lie some few hundred yards ahead when he first set off, but as he marched on, he realised
         that it must be a half-mile distant. He passed a crossroads, then his road began to descend, although only shallowly, and
         the smoke remained some distance off on his right. It was as he saw the clouds break slightly, and felt the faint warming
         of the sun on his shoulder, that he began to smell the woodsmoke on the air.
      

      
      By some miracle the rain had held off so far, but now the thin mizzle that had been blowing at him had grown into a genuine
         downpour, and he had to pull his hood more firmly over his head, settling his cloak about him and shifting his staff and belongings
         so that he could hold his hand nearer his shoulder, hunching himself against the cooler weather and trying to prevent as much
         of the rain as possible from running down his neck. It gave him the incentive to hurry and reach some form of shelter. Before
         long he saw the marks of carts in deep ruts in the mud at the side of the road, and the telltale smoke on his right, and set
         off to follow them, walking near the mud but not in it, and going carefully to avoid the thicker clumps of bramble that threatened
         to rip his hosen.
      

      
      The great oaks and beech trees near the road suddenly disappeared, and instead he found himself in a little coppice. A large
         circular depression blackened with fire showed where a charcoal burner had been working, and all about were the little carts and belongings
         of about twenty travellers.
      

      
      He knew there were about twenty. Their bodies littered the ground.

      
      Wissant, French coast

      
      After the last few days of running, Simon was for once glad to be able to set his feet on the deck of a ship, secure in the
         knowledge that no matter what the sea might hold for him, at least there was no risk of a sword in his back or an arrow in
         his chest. Compared with the land, the sea seemed, for once, to be safe.
      

      
      He glanced back the way they had come, anxiously scanning the buildings at the quay for danger. In the morning’s grim light,
         there was little to be seen, only a gentle mist washing in from the sea and giving the grey waves a deceptively calm appearance.
         Simon wasn’t fooled by that. He knew the true dangers that lurked in the waters far from land. He had been tossed by storms,
         and even survived a wrecked ship in his time. It was not an experience he was keen to repeat.
      

      
      ‘You ready to sail, eh? Ha! I could murder one of these sailors and eat his carcass, I’m so hungry!’

      
      The thickset, bearded figure who clapped a hand as heavy as a destrier’s hoof on Simon’s shoulder was Sir Richard de Welles,
         an enormous man with appetites to match his girth. His eyes crinkled in a smile.
      

      
      He was tall, at least six foot one, and had an almost entirely round face, with a thick bush of beard that overhung his chest
         like a heavy gorget. His eyes were dark brown and shrewd, beneath a broad and tall brow. His face was criss-crossed with wrinkles,
         making him appear perhaps a little older than he really was, but Simon was sure he had to be at least fifty. His flesh had
         the toughened look of well-cured leather that only a man who has spent much of his life in the open air would acquire.
      

      
      ‘I am happy to be near shore,’ Simon said shortly.

      
      ‘Aye, but we’ll both be glad to away from the French, I dare say!’ the knight chuckled.

      
      There was no denying it. In the last days they had ridden in great haste from Paris. In a short period they had managed to
         enrage the French king, irritate his sister, Queen Isabella of England, and ensure that they would be unwelcome forever in France. Meanwhile,
         the failure of their mission would reflect badly on them all when they finally had to explain their actions to the English
         king. And Edward II was not a man known for leniency towards those who he felt had been incompetent.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be glad to away, yes,’ Simon said. ‘And more glad to see my wife. I don’t know what’s happened to her.’

      
      ‘Aye, friend, I was forgetting that you had urgent business. Still, no matter! You should be home again soon, eh?’

      
      Simon nodded. ‘I hope so. I hope so.’

      
      Jacobstowe

      
      Bill Lark, a short man with the dark, serious expression of one used to the harsh realities of life, was kneeling beside his
         fire when the knock came at his door.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ his wife demanded. Agnes was a tall, buxom woman of five-and-twenty, with gleaming auburn hair when she allowed
         it to stray, and he adored her. Now she was standing with the wooden spoon in her hand by the pot she had been stirring.
      

      
      ‘Oh, ballocks!’ he muttered, lifting his son from his lap and passing him to his wife. ‘Take the Ant, eh?’ He stood and walked
         to the door, pulling it wide.
      

      
      ‘Hoppon? What do you want?’

      
      The older man limped into the house, his weight all on the stick he clutched, his dog sliding in behind him, unsure of the
         welcome he was to receive. ‘Bailiff, I needs your help. Murder.’
      

      
      Bill’s smile faded. ‘You sure?’

      
      ‘It’s over top of Abbeyford, Bailiff. Sixteen dead, I counted, but there could be more. They been killed, some of their goods
         set afire, but most’s been robbed from them.’
      

      
      ‘Ach, shit! All right, Hoppon, you reckon you can tell me where it is, or you need to show it me?’

      
      ‘You’ll find it. Follow the smell,’ Hoppon said. His face was twisted with disgust, but now he looked away for a moment. ‘It’s
         nasty, Bailiff. You understand me?’
      

      
      ‘Reckon there’s no misunderstanding that, Hoppon,’ Bill said as he unfastened his belt and reached for his long-bladed knife.
         ‘You have to go to the manor and tell them there. Then tell the steward to send for the coroner. Make sure he does. He’s a lazy git
         at the best of times. Best to remind him that if he doesn’t, it’ll be on his neck, not ours. Meantime, tell the priest too,
         and ask to have someone sent to me to help guard the bodies. I’ll need someone else with me.’
      

      
      He pulled on a thick cloak of waxed linen, drew on a hood, and took a small bag that tied over his shoulder by two strong
         thongs. Grabbing a pot of cider and a hunk of bread, he stuffed them inside, before turning to his wife. He hugged Agnes and
         gave her a long kiss, before throwing a reluctant, longing look at the pottage that lay simmering over the fire. It was not
         his choice to be bailiff for the hundred, but he had been chosen and elected, and there was no escape from responsibility.
         This was his year.
      

      
      The way was already growing dark as he left his house and took the long road that led almost like an arrow south to Oakhampton.
         Fortunately it was a popular route for men going to the market, and he could travel at some speed. There were other lanes
         that were not so well maintained, and where the way could be blocked by any number of fallen trees or thick glutinous mud
         in which a man could almost drown. From his perspective, any such areas were dangerous. A robber man might wait at the site
         of a pool of mud, hoping for a chance to waylay the unwary as they stepped around it, while a tree blocking a path might have
         been deliberately placed there. These were not good times for a man who needed to travel, he told himself.
      

      
      It was fortunate that there was not far to go, and before it was fully dark he was in the coppice.

      
      He knew that many would be affected by the sight that greeted him, but he was too old to worry about the presence of the dead.
         He had seen enough corpses in his time. Some years ago, when he was himself scarce grown, he had buried his own parents, both
         dead from some disease that struck them during the famine years, when no one was strong enough to fight off even a mild chill.
         Aye, he had buried them, and others. The sight of death held no fears for him.
      

      
      Still, there were some scenes he did not enjoy, and while he wandered about the bodies, it was the sight of so many wounds
         in those who were surely already dead that made him clench his jaw. It made him consider, too, and he looked about the ground
         with an eye tuned to the marks left by the raiders. Horses had left their prints, and the occasional boot, he saw. So this was no mere
         band of outlaws; it was a military force, if he was right.
      

      
      He gazed about him with a stern frown fitted to his face, and as the rain began to fall again, he hurried to collect some
         dry timber to start a fire.
      

      
      Time enough for thinking later.

      
      Third Tuesday following the Feast of the Archangel Michael*

      
      Hythe, Kent

      
      Sir Baldwin de Furnshill sniffed the air as the little ship rolled and shifted on the sea.

      
      A tall man in his middle fifties, he was used to travelling. In his dark eyes, as he looked at the quayside, there was only
         gratitude that he had once more successfully and safely crossed the Channel. The journey had become only too familiar to him
         in the last few months, and he was hopeful that now he might leave such wanderings and return to his wife and family, to the
         life of a rural knight.
      

      
      ‘Bishop, I hope I see you well?’

      
      ‘Ach!’ Bishop Walter II of Exeter gave him a sharp look. His blue eyes were faded, and he must peer short-sightedly now, his
         eyes were so old and worn, unless he had his spectacles with him. Some ten years Baldwin’s senior, at four-and-sixty, the
         bishop had not enjoyed a good voyage. ‘I begin to sympathise with Simon.’
      

      
      ‘He is still at the prow, I think.’ Baldwin smiled. Simon had always been an atrociously poor sailor, and spent much of his
         time at sea bemoaning his fate as he brought up all he had eaten for a day past. This time he had attempted a popular sailor’s
         cure, by drinking a quantity of strong ale, but that had only served to give his belly more fluid to reject, and since then
         he had spent the entire day and night leaning over the side of the ship, while sailors darted about to avoid tripping on him.
      

      
      ‘Poor fellow. I shall go and offer a prayer for his speedy recovery,’ the bishop said.

      
      
      ‘Ha! Rather, pray for all our health,’ Sir Richard de Welles said, joining them. ‘No tellin’ what chance we have of getting
         home.’
      

      
      ‘Now we are all safe at England, there seems less need,’ the bishop said wanly.

      
      ‘Safe, eh?’ Sir Richard said. ‘When we have to travel to find the king and tell him that his wife has left him and taken his
         son and heir; that the men the king set to guard them both have all gone over to the queen’s side instead of his own; and
         that we were powerless to do anything to support him in his endeavours? I think we might merit a little protection ourselves.’
      

      
      ‘The king is a reasonable man,’ Bishop Walter said.

      
      From the sharp glance Sir Richard de Welles threw at him, Baldwin could see that he didn’t believe the bishop’s words either.

      
      ‘My lord bishop,’ Baldwin said, ‘I am sure that you are right, but I confess to some concern that the king’s favourite may
         deprecate our efforts.’
      

      
      The bishop looked away without comment. There was no need to speak, for the three all knew the nature of Sir Hugh le Despenser.

      
      It was left to Sir Richard to rumble, ‘I would not trust that man if he told me grass grew green.’

      
      Baldwin smiled to himself. ‘I cannot deny that I would feel happier were we permitted to merely ride homewards. The thought
         of explaining ourselves to the king and Despenser fills me with discomfort.’
      

      
      Abbeyford Woods, south of Jacobstowe

      
      Bill Lark had woken after an unsettled sleep to find that a root had seemingly planted itself in the small of his back, while
         his neck felt as though it had been broken.
      

      
      He stood rotating his head while grimly surveying the ground about him. Poor devils, he said to himself, not for the first
         time, as he began to wander about some of the trees, finding dry, dead branches low on the saplings and smaller trees about
         the coppice. Soon he had a couple of armfuls and could start to reset the fire.
      

      
      Last night it had begun to rain almost as soon as he had lighted his fire, and then the sounds of night creatures had kept
         him awake too, so he had slept at best fitfully. When he had slept it was more a case of dozing, so now he felt on edge and fretful.
      

      
      
      When he had his fire cheerfully ablaze, he spent a few minutes wandering about the coppice again.

      
      First he walked around the camp itself, eyeing each of the bodies. It was curious, he noticed, that none was near the edge
         of the trees. It was as if they had been moved inwards, away from the thicker woodland all about. That was enough to make
         him scowl pensively.
      

      
      Next he walked about the edge of the trees themselves. There were many tracks crossing and recrossing here, mainly horses’
         hoofs riding in towards the camp, and a few riding away. After making a complete circuit, he was forced to consider that there
         had been plenty of riders coming in, and that all had left by the entrance to the clearing, a muddied track made by the charcoal
         burners. So they had attacked from the woods, then departed by the roadway, either up towards Oakhampton or back towards Jacobstowe.
         There was even a set of boot prints leaving that way. Boots that had wandered about the camp. If he was right – and he was
         a moderate tracker – the boots overlapped some of the other marks on the ground, so this man had been here since the killings.
         Perhaps he had been here afterwards – but then again, he could have been one of the attackers.
      

      
      What did worry Bill was that he could see no sign of escape from the camp. There were no prints at all that he could discern
         in among the trees other than those horses riding in. That itself was not surprising, for the covering of leaves would make
         a man’s prints hard to see, but if there had been horses escaping, he would have expected to see evidence of their hoofs.
      

      
      Yes. It was clear enough what had happened. The fellows had been travelling, and had stopped here for the evening. A group
         of felons had found them, probably dismounted nearby, and then ringed them, shooting most of them down with arrows before
         wandering in and stabbing the survivors. Looking about him at the bodies, he wondered who these victims might have been.
      

      
      The man with the tonsure was the first to attract his attention. A clerk – perhaps someone more senior, an abbot or prior
         maybe. He looked too well fed to be someone lowly. Bill had to turn away from the man’s ravaged features. Clearly this was
         a man who had made himself enemies in life, unless someone was convinced that he was carrying more goods about him than he
         was admitting. But that was daft. No one would kill a man in this manner when all his goods were to be taken anyway. Unless they thought he was keeping something back. Treasure, or information?
      

      
      Close by was another man. This looked like a fellow who was more used to the bow than the pen. A mace or club had crushed
         the whole side of his face, making a foul mess of blood, bone and brains. At least his death would have been swift. Not like
         the monk.
      

      
      The brutality of those two deaths was shocking to a man like Bill, but so was the number of the other victims. No gang of
         outlaws would kill so wantonly. Not in Bill’s experience, anyway. He sat back on his haunches near the fire and stared around
         him. Just there, to the east, through the trees, he could see a long area of open pasture, and some cows munching contentedly
         with sheep walking round and round. There was the song of a blackbird not far away, and he could hear a cock crowing – no,
         it was a hen calling: ‘An egg, an egg.’ All seemed so normal, so sane, if he didn’t look at the ground around him. This was
         his land. His country; his responsibility. And someone had desecrated it.
      

      
      The idea of a band of murderers was alarming. Outlaws infested many parts of the country, and there was no reason why Devon
         should be exempt from their predations, and yet he didn’t get the impression that this was some random attack on a band of
         travellers. There was something too precise about it. The men who had committed this obscene act were surely not just robbers,
         they had not suddenly sprung in upon the camp and massacred the people in a rough melee.
      

      
      He had seen that kind of attack before. Usually there were a very clear series of indications. As the first men appeared,
         people would bolt, some flying hither and thither through the trees, seeking some kind of safety, and then the bodies would
         be more spread about. Here, it would seem that the camp had been attacked from all sides simultaneously. That spoke of discipline
         and organisation. The men who did this had a purpose. And he would make it his job to discover that purpose, if he could.
      

      
      If he could. The thought made him give a wry little grin to himself. Whether he could or not would depend on so much. And
         even if he did go to the effort, it would depend very much on the attitude of the coroner. So often the bastards were useless.
         They just lived for the money they could extort from others. Like this latest sheriff, from all he’d heard.
      

      
      
      Still, he was nothing if not thorough, so he wandered out beyond the fringe of trees, looking all about. It was as he reached
         the southernmost section of the clearing that he found something that made him give a quick frown. Here there were some heavily
         damaged bushes and brambles, as though something – or someone – had hurried through. But some of them had been dragged back the other way, too, so it appeared that there had been movement
         in both directions. He crouched, glancing all about him, wondering what story he was witnessing here, but he could make little
         sense of it. Then, as he cursed the rain, he saw some speckles on the grass. Nearby there was a larger splash. When fresh,
         this must have formed a pool. He touched it, and although it was difficult to be certain, he felt sure that it was blood.
         Perhaps it was a man who had left the camp to defecate, and who had hurried back when the attack started, only to be struck
         down as he returned?
      

      
      But looking back at the clearing, he was forced to wonder why the man’s body was not here. Perhaps he wasn’t wounded badly
         enough to collapse, but had continued on to the main camp, where he’d died with the others. Strange, though, he thought, as
         he peered down carefully. There was so much blood. If a man had been knocked down here, surely he would never have made it
         back to the main camp after losing all this blood.
      

      
      He heard voices. Retreating, he set his back to a tree, listening carefully, until he recognised one of them.

      
      ‘If you were trying to be quiet, you failed,’ he called.

      
      ‘Sweet Christ’s cods! Bill, what happened here?’

      
      ‘John, I wish I knew. All I can say is, whoever did this wasn’t just mad. A lunatic would have been far less effective.’

      
      ‘How could one man do this?’ John Weaver said. He looked about him, taking in the sight. At his side, Art Miller pulled a
         face at the odours.
      

      
      ‘It was a large gang. Question is, who were they?’

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Woods north of Jacobstowe

      
      It had been a quiet night for Roger. The scene in the coppice last morning had shaken him more than he wanted to admit even
         to himself. Afterwards he had run quietly away. Before long he came to a vill, and crouched down, hiding. There was a woman
         in a little yard, calling and clucking to her chickens, a tall, strong woman, buxom and attractive, and he waited, watching
         her with something akin to longing, until she was done and went back inside, and he could hurry past and on to the north.
      

      
      No one wanted to be found near a scene like that, especially if a stranger to the area. Because if any man was ever to be
         thought a dangerous murderer, it was always easier to think such things of foreigners. Roger had no wish to be captured by
         men determined to find anyone who could suit the description of a stranger and outlaw.
      

      
      But it was not only the desire to put as many leagues as possible between himself and any posse that drove him on. It was
         also the memory of that appalling sight.
      

      
      In the past he had been used to such pictures of horror. There had been plenty of bodies to see after the French invasion
         of the territories about Saint Sardos, those of men and women, and none of them would come back to haunt him, he knew. Not
         even the little tableau of the two children would affect him. He had found them under a set of rugs, as though they had been
         hidden there with the heavy woollen material thrown over to conceal them, a little girl and a boy, neither more than four
         years old, if he had to guess. The boy had been cut almost entirely in half, as though someone had swung an axe at his breast.
         The girl’s head had been broken by a club or mace; her death would at least have been quick. Then the cloth had been cast
         over them again, untidily. Carelessly. They had been dealt with, so their covering could be returned.
      

      
      
      There had been many children slaughtered in Guyenne in the last months. Yes, he had come back to England to escape those sights
         now that the French officials were tightening their grip on the lands about Guyenne, but such things happened, and he had
         seen them, and he knew he was strong enough to survive this just as he had survived the others.
      

      
      No, the deaths themselves were not enough to give him sleepless nights or even to unsettle him. But he was disturbed now as
         he thought back to the scene.
      

      
      As he had entered the coppice, he had been prepared for it all. The smell of death lay over the place in the mizzly air like
         some foul miasma from a moorland bog, and he knew what he would see as soon as he reached it.
      

      
      He had stood silently a while, absorbing the images that came to him. A cart upended, the shafts pointing at the sky; a second
         collapsed where a wheel had been snapped away; two horses dead, one on its side, the other on its back, all four legs in the
         air, arrows in head and flanks, the rider nearby, with more arrows in his back. And another man near him, his head missing
         entirely. A woman . . . There were so many there, and none of them made any impression on him. He was a fighter – he had seen
         it all.
      

      
      Walking among them, he had found himself casting about carefully, for that was what a man did after a fight, but clearly there
         was no profit to be had from the bodies down here. All had been killed and their property taken from them with their lives.
         From the number of men here, there must have been some seven or eight carts just to cope with their goods, or a number of
         packhorses. So many travelling together for safety, thinking that there would be strength in their numbers. He would have
         thought that most were moderately wealthy people, but one group in particular was different. The man near the horse, he looked
         like a fighter. And not only him. Roger would guess from their build that some six or eight of the men here were warriors.
         They didn’t look like peasants, that was certain. The clothing, the boots and shoes, all pointed to people who were better
         off than the normal vill churl.
      

      
      Roger had squatted near a man’s body. The fellow had six arrows in him, and there was a wound in his eye like a stab wound,
         as though someone was going about the place and making sure of all the injured.
      

      
      
      He had the appearance of a fighter: he was fairly strong in the arm, with some scars to prove that he’d been in more than
         the average number of fights. There was no mail or armour, but when Roger looked at his wrists and neck, there were signs
         of chafing. He had worn some simple armour, which had been stripped from him, if Roger had to guess. No man-at-arms would
         be unaware of the value of mail, and it would be taken from the fallen, either to be altered for the new owner, or for sale.
      

      
      Others, when he looked, had similar marks. One was just the same, with the proof of armour and helm. When he added them up,
         he reckoned these two were men-at-arms, and eight others looked like bowmen. They each had the characteristically powerful
         muscles on their backs that were the inevitable result of regular practice as archers. From the look of them, these could
         well have been a force together, perhaps protecting something, he thought. And then he came across another figure.
      

      
      This was no warrior. He had the belly of an abbot, and the jowls to match. A tonsure in need of renewal, and the ink on his
         fingers, pointed to a clerk of some form. And yet he had been utterly despoiled. His feet were bare, but the flesh was soft
         and unmarked. Not a man used to walking barefoot, then. He had a chemise, but no cloak or surcoat, which looked out of place,
         and no jewellery. However, his fingers held the marks of rings. When Roger ran his own fingers over the first joints, he could
         feel where the skin was raised slightly in calluses about the outer edge of the rings the man had habitually worn. To his
         surprise there was no wooden cross about his neck. However, it was his face that jolted Roger more than anything else he had
         seen there that day, more than the proofs of theft. Because this fellow had been mutilated. Although he was blond, Roger couldn’t
         tell what colour his eyes were, because both had been taken out before he had had his throat cut. His death hadn’t been good.
      

      
      When he studied all the figures, there were nine who were clustered not too far from the monk, and these had two things in
         common: they all looked as though they were fighters of some sort, and they all had multiple arrow wounds. Only one was different
         – a fellow who had been stabbed five times in the back, and who was lying further away from the others, nearer to the perimeter.
         Surely he was killed first. Perhaps he had been the sentry?
      

      
      
      Yes, this was the sort of picture he had grown used to in Guyenne, but not here, not in England. Still, where men lived, others
         would die. It was a rule of life. And while it made him sad to see children killed, it was also natural. Children followed
         the armies into battle, children worked, and some died. But while he was ready for that, it was the sight of the other little
         figures that had caused him to pause and stare with shock.
      

      
      A puppy. A small black and white puppy, and its mother, she slashed and stabbed, the pup with a broken neck, both lying near
         a roll of torn and ruined clothing, as though they had been killed defending their master’s belongings. When he saw them,
         he suddenly found the breath stopping in his throat. It was so unnecessary. So pointless. Men and women, even the children
         too, could perhaps be viewed as threats. After all, it was possible that they might later be able to recognise the perpetrators
         of this violent little action and bring them to justice. But the dogs? There was no need to kill them too. He bent and picked
         up the two bodies, tears flooding his cheeks, cradling them for a long moment, before setting them down gently at the foot
         of a tree some way from the carnage of the camp.
      

      
      It was that, more than any of the human bodies, that made him pause and stare about him, as though seeing all the bodies for
         the very first time. Someone had chosen to kill this little group. No, not just kill them – wipe them out entirely.
      

      
      But why?
      

      
      Abbeyford Woods, south of Jacobstowe

      
      It was late that evening when Art Miller returned to the camp. And now he had at least some information for Bill Lark and
         John Weaver. He refused to speak until he had seated himself before their fire. Once comfortable, with a pot of steaming cider
         before him, he began to tell all he had learned, his voice quiet and reflective.
      

      
      ‘Seems there was a group of ten from Tavistock in one party, them and two monks. Everyone remembered them. One monk was really
         foreign, they said, and had such a thick accent hardly anyone could listen to ’un without they felt mazed. T’other was English,
         and a cheery fellow, with a pretty little dog and a puppy he held in his robe. Only the snout stuck out, they said, and he
         made the children laugh to see him. They arrived in Oakhampton a couple of days ago, and were asking about the best route to leave the town. They met with a party of travellers. One was a young family, mother, father,
         two children.’ Art glanced at Bill, shaking his head. ‘All told how happy and cheerful the children were. Lovely, lively little
         brutes, they said. There were others, though: four pedlars and tranters with their goods. One fellow from east. Apparently
         he said that there were dangers on the Crediton road, and the travellers were persuaded to go with him. It was him took them
         all northwards.’
      

      
      ‘Did anyone know where he reckoned the problems were?’ Bill asked, frowning.

      
      ‘No one heard him say, but there was one merchant I spoke to, a fellow called Denfote from up Exbourne way, who said that
         Bow had grown hazardous for travellers. The new lord there is keen to take money from all who pass his demesne. Denfote said
         he would always bypass it now.’
      

      
      ‘Did he know this man’s name?’

      
      ‘Yes – Sir Robert de Traci. Apparently him and his son have taken to demanding tolls on any roads about there. They’re a nuisance
         generally, but their arrogance, he said, would lead to them killing someone soon, so Denfote thought.’
      

      
      ‘Seems he knows how to predict the future, then,’ Bill said, shaking his head. ‘So how many were there in total?’

      
      ‘There were the twelve from Tavistock, the little family of four, the pedlars and this guide. All told, twenty-one.’

      
      Bill considered, sipping at his hot drink. ‘That’s interesting. Since we had only nineteen bodies.’

      
      ‘That was what I thought you’d say,’ Art said.

      
      Nodding, Bill stood. ‘I’d best take another look about this place, then. Make sure there’re no more.’ He hesitated, frowning.
         Then, ‘Art, you come too, eh? Maybe my eyes have been missing something.’
      

      
      ‘All right, Bailiff,’ Art said. He drained his pot and joined Bill as the bailiff began a circumambulation of the area. ‘What
         do you reckon?’
      

      
      ‘I reckon this looks like a simple attack of outlaws,’ Bill said.

      
      ‘So why don’t you think that?’

      
      ‘I said—’

      
      ‘Oh, I know what you said, Bill Lark, but I’ve known you longer than anyone else, and I don’t think you believe it any more than I do,’ Art said easily.
      

      
      
      ‘No.’ Bill was quiet for a little while, and then he began to tell Art about the blood, the man who surely couldn’t have walked
         back to join the others after all that loss. ‘I think that makes it look different.’
      

      
      ‘Best way to make sure a man’s quiet is to hit him hard in the kidneys or liver,’ Art offered. ‘Stab him there, and he soon
         loses his blood and dies.’
      

      
      ‘Aye. The others didn’t matter. But this one man was clobbered hard. That makes me think.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Makes me think that maybe he was a guard, and the fellows knocked him down so that they could surprise the rest of the party.’

      
      ‘Why do that?’

      
      ‘To make their attack all the more complete? Perhaps they wanted to catch someone in the group – the man with his eyes taken
         out?’
      

      
      Art winced. ‘Poor bastard. And it’s odd, too.’

      
      ‘What is?’

      
      ‘This man who was telling them to take the other route, he only had one eye himself.’

      
      Third Thursday following the Feast of the Archangel Michael*

      
      London

      
      Sir Richard de Welles had a simple faith that whatever was going to happen would happen. It was all in the hands of God, and
         for that reason there was little point in worrying.
      

      
      Once he had been a great deal less fatalistic. When he was a youth, he had held the belief that he could alter his life and
         make things better by dint of special effort. But then, when his wife had died, his attitude changed. She had been killed
         by a fellow he had trusted, and an event like that was bound to be enough to change his attitude.
      

      
      So today, as he rode with the others under the imposing entrance to London Bridge, he did not concern himself with idle fears
         about the interview with the king. He had the comfort of knowing that he had done nothing in France of which he should be
         ashamed, and that knowledge gave him an assurance that he could see the others did not feel. If anything, his mood lightened as he jolted along on the great bridge, looking up at the flags fluttering, seeing the
         glorious painted buildings under which they rode. The horseshoes clattered noisily on the timbers of the drawbridge, and he
         could look down to see some boys playing on boats, shooting down by the massive piers of the bridge supports.
      

      
      ‘Look at them, Master Puttock,’ he said happily.

      
      Simon only grunted in response, and Sir Richard smiled.

      
      ‘Simon, whatever happens when we see the king, there is nothing we may do about it now. Best thing to do is to enjoy the journey
         and leave the future to itself.’
      

      
      Simon nodded, but there was no apparent ease in his manner. Not even when one of the little boats struck the point of a pier
         and shattered. All watching guffawed with laughter to see how the two lads inside were tipped out into the foaming waters,
         but not Simon or Baldwin. It left Sir Richard feeling sad that he could not lighten the mood of his friends.
      

      
      There were plenty of them, after all. Although Baldwin, Simon and he had no servants with them – only Baldwin’s beast, a great
         black, brown and white brute called Wolf – the bishop was a different matter. He had clerks, including his nephew, a squire
         called William Walle, three other men-at-arms to serve him, and his steward John de Padington. With these and the packhorses
         they led to carry the bishop’s belongings, they formed quite a cavalcade.
      

      
      Their way took them from the city’s gates and west, down along Candelwryhttestrate, but they had to turn southwards where
         a wagon had shed its load, and Bishop Walter took them along narrower roads that Sir Richard didn’t recognise.
      

      
      ‘You know these lanes like I know my own manor,’ he said as they rode along Athelyngstrate towards the cathedral church of
         St Paul’s.
      

      
      ‘I would be a sorry bishop if I didn’t know this city well,’ Bishop Walter replied. ‘I have spent so much of my life here
         in London. The king saw fit to make me his lord high treasurer some years ago, and since then I have spent much of every year
         here – apart from those periods when he has discarded me,’ he added with a thin little smile.
      

      
      ‘Why would he do that?’ Sir Richard asked.

      
      
      ‘Because my advice was unwelcome. The last time he removed me from office it was because he split the treasury into two –
         one to deal with the north, one for the south. That would be a fair way to deal with the problems of the treasury, separating
         it into two halves in the same way as the Church is split between Canterbury and York, but only if there was a corresponding
         increase in staff to cope with the workload. Such administrative corrections are necessary once in a while, after all. No
         man could dispute that. However, the king is ever seeking greater efforts by all without considering the impact on individuals.
         And that is what happened here. He divided the one institution into two parts, and expected these two new courts to be able
         to cope with the same number of staff as the one court employed before. It could not work!’
      

      
      ‘That is why you resigned the post?’

      
      ‘Yes. I will not be a part of an effort like that.’ The bishop’s tone was sharp, but Sir Richard was sure that it was merely
         a reflection of his concern at the impending interview with the king.
      

      
      That there might be another reason for the bishop’s shortness did not occur to him until they were near the cathedral itself.
         There Sir Richard saw Bishop Walter’s eyes turn this way and that, and he didn’t seem happy until they had left the cathedral
         behind them. It seemed to Sir Richard that there was something about that area that was distasteful to the bishop.
      

      
      They rode on down the hill to the Ludgate at the bottom, and then continued on the Fletestrete. Sir Richard saw Baldwin stare
         down at the Temple buildings, which Sir Hugh le Despenser had taken for his own only recently, and glanced over them himself.
         There was not much to interest him, though, and soon he found himself studying the Straunde as they rode on towards Thorney
         Island and Westminster.
      

      
      The buildings here were all grand. Too grand for Sir Richard’s taste, if he was honest. He required only a simple dwelling.
         Space for himself, a few mastiffs and raches, perhaps a mews for a pair of hawks, and that was about it. Here, though, there
         was an apparent need for ostentation on all sides. And when they reached the Temple Bar and passed beyond, the houses were
         even more extravagant.
      

      
      ‘We shall rest here a while before continuing,’ the bishop said as he turned left just before St Clement Danes.

      
      ‘Where’s this, then?’ Sir Richard asked, eyeing the hall with some suspicion. It was even more splendid than the other places they had passed, or so he felt.
      

      
      Bishop Walter was already passing under the gatehouse. It was the steward, John de Padington, who turned in his saddle and
         eyed the knight with an amused look. ‘It’s the bishop’s house, Sir Richard. He built it himself so that the bishops of Exeter
         would always have a comfortable billet in London.’
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