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         has been Chairman of the Crime Writers’ Association, and helped create the Historical Writers’ Association. Keen to help new
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         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.
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About the book

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

1325: Sir Baldwin de Furnshill and his friend Simon Puttock are in France guarding King Edward’s son on his perilous journey to meet the French king, Charles IV. But they are unaware that King Edward’s wife Isabella is disaffected and plotting her revenge . . .

What first appears a simple diplomatic mission is fast becoming lethally dangerous. Meanwhile, two murders in Paris are causing alarm. Is there a connection between the killings and the shadowy ‘King’ of thieves? Simon and Baldwin know the future of the English crown is at risk. And in order to protect it they must put their own lives in jeopardy.





      
      
      This book is for two friends whom I respected hugely.

      
      Both were great countrymen.

      
      Both adored nature in all its forms.

      
      Both had the same respect for the world about them.

      
      Both could see humour in everything they (or others) did.

      
      And I, like many others, suffered from their practical jokes.

      
      Both died too soon.

      
      Martin Coombs

      
      Brian Radford

      
      You’re both sorely missed.

      




      
      
      Glossary

      
      

         




         
         
            
            	Crophead

            
            	slang term for a priest or other tonsured man.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Harvester

            
            	slang for a cutpurse, someone who would slice through the thongs holding a man’s money to his belt.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Picker

            
            	a thief who would take everything from his victim.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Planter

            
            	one who would provide fake jewels.

            
         

         
      

      
      
   



      
      
      Cast of Characters

      
      





         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill

            
            	once a Knight Templar, Baldwin is now known to be an astute investigator of crimes.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jeanne

            
            	Baldwin’s wife.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Simon Puttock

            
            	a close friend of Baldwin’s for almost ten years, Simon has worked with Baldwin in many investigations.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Margaret

            
            	Simon’s wife, Margaret is particularly concerned that their house could be under threat.

            
         

         
         
            
            	King Edward II

            
            	a frivolous, untrustworthy and ruthless King, Edward was loathed by his barons, thought feckless and vain by the clergy, and
               detested by the French King because of his treatment of his French wife, Queen Isabella.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Hugh le Despenser

            
            	King Edward’s closest companion, adviser, friend and – in the opinion of many historians – his lover, Sir Hugh was probably
               the most avaricious, dishonest and manipulative adviser that England has ever known.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	King Charles IV of France

            
            	brother of Queen Isabella, King Charles was the last of his line on the French throne.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Cardinal Thomas

            
            	Thomas d’Angou was an adviser to King Charles IV of France, as well as informant to the Pope.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sieur Hugues de Toulouse

            
            	once an obscure knight, Sieur Hugues has risen to the post of castellan of the Louvre.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Richard de Welles

            
            	a cheery knight from Devon, Sir Richard is a King’s Coroner, in which capacity he has worked with Simon and Baldwin in the
               past.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	The King of Thieves

            
            	known as such because of his unique position in Paris, the ‘King’ controls much of the crime that is perpetrated.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jacquot

            
            	Once a contented farmer, now Jacquot is an embittered criminal eking out a living in Paris.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Amélie

            
            	a prostitute, Amélie is the latest in a series of companions for the ‘King of Thieves’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jean de Poissy

            
            	the city prosecutor, or Procureur, Jean de Poissy is an indefatigable investigator.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Pons and Vital

            
            	two officers of Paris responsible for inquiring into murders.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Stephen

            
            	Jean’s servant of many years’ standing.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Hélias

            
            	a brothel-keeper and whore, Hélias has been a friend of Jean de Poissy’s for a long time.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jehanin

            
            	one of many kitchen knaves in the Louvre.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Raoulet

            
            	a messenger in the Louvre.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Arnaud

            
            	the main porter, or gatekeeper, to the Louvre.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Queen Isabella

            
            	wife to King Edward of England, Isabella is deeply unhappy at being ignored by her husband in favour of Despenser, whom she hates. The Queen has been sent to France on a diplomatic mission to
               prevent an escalation in hostilities over English possessions in France.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Lord John Cromwell

            
            	the head of the English delegation, Lord John has already grown to be an ally of the Queen’s.

            
         

         
         
            
            	William de Bouden

            
            	Comptroller to the Queen during her stay in France.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Alice de Toeni

            
            	a lady-in-waiting, put in place by Despenser to keep a watchful eye on the Queen and all her dealings.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Joan of Bar

            
            	the divorced wife of Earl John de Warenne, Joan was also put in place by Despenser, but has grown to pity and sympathise with
               the Queen.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Edward, Earl of Chester

            
            	son of the King and Queen Isabella, Earl Edward, later created Duke of Aquitaine, is to travel to France to pay homage for
               the English territories.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Bishop Walter II

            
            	the Bishop of Exeter, Walter Stapledon is an old friend of Simon and Baldwin, but has also held a number of key positions
               in English politics. He was the guardian to Earl Edward during the ill-fated journey to France in 1325.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Henry de Beaumont

            
            	a loyal servant to the King, he has been placed with the Bishop to guard Earl Edward during his journey to France.

            
         

         
      

      




      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      There can be few such events in history quite so incompetently handled as the diplomatic mission in 1325 to France of the
         Earl of Chester.
      

      
      Never actually created a Prince, the Earl was nonetheless in receipt of every gift a grateful father could bestow. He became
         an Earl only a few days after his birth, whereas his father, King Edward II, and grandfather were both in their mid-teens.
         Edward, so it would appear, doted on his little son. However, all that was to change. As King Edward grew in authority after
         the dreadful Battle of Boroughbridge – following which he systematically hunted down and executed most of the ‘rebels’ – so
         he also grew to rely ever more on the judgement of Sir Hugh le Despenser – a judgement which was invariably skewed to the
         advantage of Despenser himself.
      

      
      It would be tedious to recite all the crimes of Despenser here. Suffice it to say that the man was entirely ruthless, particularly
         violent, and peculiarly avaricious in an age when violence was normal and greed not viewed as an especially vile sin. Despenser
         was notable for his extremes. His behaviour does appear to be deplorable, seen from the safe perspective of seven hundred
         years.
      

      
      But after the short war of Saint-Sardos in 1324, all the English territories were at threat. The French had overrun them,
         with little defence put up by the English – partly because they were starved of funds and men by Despenser.
      

      
      
      The result was a protracted negotiation intended to save English suzerainty. But the French King was not hoping for that –
         he wanted the English off his territories entirely. So it suited his purposes to raise the stakes. He demanded that the English
         King should travel to Paris to pay homage, as any vassal should to his liege-lord. However, because Edward dared not leave
         England, he hurriedly created his son Duke of Aquitaine, and sent him instead, under the watchful eye of Bishop Walter II
         of Exeter.
      

      
      And thus begins our tale.

      
      The Hundred Years War began only a few years after the events depicted here. Most readers will have heard of the great battles
         of Agincourt, Crécy and Poitiers, and may find it hard to understand why the English should have been so nervous about losing
         Aquitaine. There are a number of reasons.
      

      
      First, was the very real damage that would have been done to the economy. Medieval kings may not have been especially fiscally
         aware, but they employed a great many men who were – Bishop Walter was one such.
      

      
      Even in medieval times, accounting was considered a serious business. It is fortunate for us that this is so, because it is
         often the old rolls of accounts which give us an accurate feel for the period. Be that as it may, the simple fact is that
         the Duchy of Aquitaine, the rich lands of Gascony, provided more money to the English Crown than the whole of the British
         Isles. And with a small, loyal population, the Gascons were less troublesome to rule!
      

      
      The second point, though, is much more important. The English were a small nation, viewed as incredibly truculent, and the
         King had a hard time trying to keep his subjects under control. If he wanted to send a force to Guyenne, for example, he would
         need the support of the barons in Parliament. Without their approval, he could not raise the necessary funds. This kind of dependence other rulers in Europe looked at with
         incomprehension.
      

      
      For an English King to propose war against the French, he would have to have a number of exceedingly good arguments and a
         strong plan of campaign. Not only because of the funding, but also because of the extreme disparity in forces.
      

      
      At no time in English medieval history did the English King have more than about two and a half thousand knights. There was
         simply not the population for more. Men-at-arms and warriors on foot would add some thousands, but not many more. Compare
         that with the French hosts, and the sad disparity becomes obvious. Some ten thousand knights, with tens of thousands of footsoldiers,
         hired mercenaries from Genoa and Venice, freebooters from German states, all provided the French with the greatest forces
         in the whole of Christendom.
      

      
      And they had morale, too. The whole world knew that the French had the best warriors, the largest number of fighters, the
         most effective armour . . . it was all in their favour. If an English King wanted to fight, he could count on facing forces
         of five, six or more times his own. It was inconceivable that an English King could equip, transport, feed and field enough
         men to contest any lands the French sought to take. The only defence was legal. And the English did not have much faith in
         a legal system which was entirely populated by French lawyers.
      

      
      There has been a great deal of help in writing this book. I cannot help but mention the excellent books by Ian Mortimer, The Greatest Traitor and The Perfect King (Jonathan Cape); also King Edward II by Roy Martin Haines (McGill-Queen’s University Press); Politics, Finance and the Church in the Reign of King Edward II by Mark Buck (Cambridge University Press) among others. Many books have been consulted, and any errors are sadly entirely
         my own.
      

      
      One error which I should mention to those who have followed the sequence of the books with enthusiasm, relates to the marriage
         of King Charles of France to his third wife.
      

      
      In some cases of history, there are problems. I once spent a month trying to validate a story which I intended to base around
         an ancient fair, only to discover after four entire weeks of research, that the fair did not exist. It was a Victorian creation.
      

      
      However, one can usually check on some aspects of life with ease. One such, so I would have believed, would be the wedding
         day of a King. ‘Aha!’ I hear you cry. ‘Any fool could confirm that . . .’
      

      
      Well, not this fool. My last two books were leading up to the glorious day of the wedding of King Charles to his wife Jeanne.
         I had anticipated that wedding occurring in this book. In fact, the wedding scene was to be a significant section of the story
         – and so it had been planned for over a year when I first embarked on this section of my series.
      

      
      Alas. ‘The best laid schemes gang aft a-gley,’ as Rabbie Burns put it so well.

      
      I grew a little perturbed to find that, when I looked through my research material, only one book mentioned the wedding in
         1325, and I could not for the life of me find any decent confirmed date. Now, I am a fiction writer, but it is deeply ingrained
         in me never to put into a book a fact which is historically untrue; I had to check it. Knowing (as I felt sure I did) the
         year of the marriage, I was confident that the day and date would not be impossible to find. So I searched. I looked at websites.
         I even looked at Wikipedia (usually a proof of utter despair on my part) and I checked with a number of French sites, working on the basis that they should have the most
         accurate records of their own Kings’ wedding dates.
      

      
      Not so! I have erased my memory of the total number of alternatives which were given to me. I don’t know if someone at some
         stage has grabbed a handful of dates, thrown them into the air and seen which landed uppermost, or whether it’s just Murphy’s
         Law at work (‘If it can go wrong, it will’; often corrected by Paddy’s Corollary: ‘Murphy was an optimist’), but I spent what
         felt like an age staring at alternatives. So in the end, I went to the Oracle. I spoke to Ian Mortimer.
      

      
      Those of you who have periodically glanced at my Notes will know that Ian is a particular hero of mine. Still, I have to confess that I had not anticipated such glorious and inspiring
         assistance. After my two weeks of fiddling, Ian was able to bring me an answer in less than one day.
      

      
      I was out by two years: it was July 1324 (probably).

      
      So if you, gentle reader, feel hard done by in that you have missed the glories of the wedding day of Charles, all I can say
         is, I did my best!
      

      
      For those who wish to learn more about this, please refer to Joan A. Holladay’s The Education of Jeanne d’Évreux: Role Models and Behavioural Prescriptions in Her Book of Hours at the Cloisters (shortly to be printed).
      

      
      Michael Jecks

      
      North Dartmoor

      
      April 2008
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      Prologue

      
      Saturday, Nativitas, Blessed Virgin Mary, eighteenth year of the reign of King Philip IV of France*

      
      Path outside Anagni, south-east of Rome

      
      God’s blood, but he hated them. All of them. The religious ones; the pious ones. And today he would win some sort of satisfaction for the way they’d treated him.
      

      
      It was a hot day, and Guillaume de Nogaret wiped his brow with his sleeve as he sat on the horse, waiting for the signal from
         the man at the top of the rise. September in this benighted land here, only a few leagues from Rome, was always hot. He was
         used to heat, but not to this overwhelming dryness. He was baking inside the heavy tunic he had bought in Paris.
      

      
      Some two-and-thirty or so years old, Guillaume had been born in the lovely countryside near St Félix-en-Caraman, but it was
         not long before he had been captured – when he was orphaned.
      

      
      The men who had taken him were all the same. Men of the Church who prostrated themselves before the Cross and begged forgiveness
         for their sins. Well they might! Their hypocrisy and venality were unequalled. Thieves and gluttons, lustful, degenerate,
         evil. They would declare their love for boys like the little Guillaume, asking him to participate in their unnatural practices, and then beat him with rods when he refused them.
      

      
      Beatings, whippings . . . all was punishment in their world: children like little Guillaume were there to be educated and
         shown the right path to take, they said. That was why they must thrash him regularly, they said. There were times he had returned
         to his cot with his back and buttocks so raw, so severely lacerated, that he could not lie on his back for days. Sleep in
         those times came hard. He would weep, silently, for making noise in the dorter would lead to another thrashing, crying red-hot
         tears of misery at the loss of his darling parents. God should not have taken them from him. But God didn’t. Men did.
      

      
      His parents had been good, kind, hard-working folk. Their name came from the small property his father had inherited, a peasant’s
         home at Nogaret, but his father had been better off than that. He had lived in Toulouse; made a fair living, too. Young Guillaume
         could remember both parents. In the long, lonely hours of the night, he was sure he could sometimes smell faint traces of
         lavender, the scent he associated with his mother. And sometimes, when he was about to doze off, he could feel the touch of
         her lips upon his forehead. Those were happy moments. She had doted upon him. He knew that. And he missed her so.
      

      
      Theirs was a close family. All his father had wanted was for his ‘Petit Guillaume’ to take over his work and make a good life
         for himself. Simple desires, the desires of a peasant – but good, sensible ones, the kind that would wash through the veins
         of any man who had the earth baked into his soul from the first moment of birth. And Guillaume was one such man.
      

      
      Yes, the boy hated the so-called men of God, who sought to conceal their true natures beneath calm smiles and soft manners.
         Yet he knew them. They had raised him; they had shown him their weaknesses. And he would exploit them, all of them.
      

      
      At last! The signal.

      
      Sieur Guillaume de Nogaret nodded to his servant, then spurred his mount. Behind him, the standard-bearer’s flag flapped and
         crackled as the wind whipped around in little gusts. Perhaps that was why he was feeling reflective, Guillaume told himself.
         This area was like the hills about Carcassone and up to Montaillou. It reminded him of his old home.
      

      
      But home was miles away, just as his arse was telling him now. Since the great meeting at the Louvre six months ago, Guillaume
         felt as though he had been travelling constantly, riding hurriedly to do the King’s will. Paying out money without worry,
         hiring men as he may, and recruiting those who had as much hatred as he.
      

      
      As his horse clattered up the stony path, he had to concentrate on keeping his seat, so when he reached the summit of the
         little rise, and could gaze about him, the scene was a fresh one.
      

      
      A thousand – no, fifteen hundred – warriors were waiting in a small valley. They had ridden hard, too, all the way from Florence,
         where he had paid for them, and they were resting their horses and seeing to their equipment.
      

      
      ‘My friend. I hope I find you well?’

      
      Their leader was a tall, elegant, grizzled man of about the same age. He looked over Guillaume’s clothing with a quizzical
         eye.
      

      
      ‘I am well, Giacomo,’ Guillaume said softly. Giacomo Colonna was the fiercest general in that warlike family. The Colonnas
         were the second great clan of Rome, and detested their enemies with a passion that was equalled only by Guillaume’s. Any opportunity
         would be seized by them to hit back at the Gaetani family – especially the head.
      

      
      
      There was nothing more to say. Giacomo, known as ‘Sciarra’, the Quarreller, because of his bellicose habits, was a man who
         believed more in actions than polite conversation, and particularly at a time like this, when he could almost smell the defeat
         and despair of his enemy. There was a gleeful spring to his step as he rallied his force and pushed and kicked recalcitrant
         men back on to their horses. In only a short while they were all remounted and then, with a raised arm, Sciarra Colonna set
         off, with the King of France’s man at his side.
      

      
      Within the hour, they had captured the man they both despised: Benedetto Gaetani, the leader of the great Roman clan, and
         now known as Pope Boniface VIII, who had overturned the Colonna and driven them from their great homes and palaces. He had
         all but ruined them. And not content with that, now he had excommunicated the French King, and was threatening to put the
         whole of France under anathema. There would be no churches opening for any man. No burial services, no church weddings, no
         baptisms – nothing. That would be intolerable. The French could not allow it.
      

      
      It was hard to command obedience from a Pope, but King Philip IV would not tolerate any more truculence. That was why his
         most trusted lawyer and adviser was here.
      

      
      To kidnap the Pope.

      
      Anagni

      
      Toscanello di Accompagnato looked about him with astonishment as they entered the palace, struggling, and failing, to keep
         his mouth closed as he took in the rich paintings, the carvings and statuary. He had never seen such proof of wealth, not
         even in Florence. The Pope was truly a man to be honoured if he could possess such treasures. God must have showered these
         gifts upon him for a reason.
      

      
      
      Yes, he told himself, the Pope was chosen by God. So he must go and confess this crime as soon as he could.

      
      And it was a crime – there was little doubt about that. All over the place, there were men being held, while a few figures lay in the
         dirt, their blood leaching into the soil about them.
      

      
      There had been little resistance. The men here had known that they couldn’t win, and even the demands of loyalty to their
         master were insufficient to make a man fight when it was clear that the battle was already lost. So Guillaume’s and Sciarra’s
         troops had found their way eased considerably. They entered the papal palace and the great building swallowed them all. Somewhere
         inside, Toscanello knew, the Pope was being questioned by Guillaume. And soon he would appear, ready to be carried off to
         France.
      

      
      Others were looting the place, but Toscanello could only stand and carry on gawping.

      
      He was nineteen this year. Finding a living was hard in his little town, and he had decided to travel to Florence to try his
         fortune – but with little success. He was still forced to live on the streets, and there were times when he had been compelled
         to steal in order to eat. So far, he had not been caught, but he knew it was only a matter of time. Then he would have to
         flee, and eke out some sort of living in the outskirts – or stoop to joining one of the bandit gangs which plagued the lands
         all about.
      

      
      But then there had come this proposal. He had been loitering outside a wine shop when he had seen a man whom he knew to be
         a servant of Sciarra Colonna; the man, noticing him, asked him whether he could ride and wield a sword. ‘If you can, and you
         serve my lord,’ he told Toscanello, ‘you will be paid in gold.’
      

      
      That had been a week ago. Now, here he was, in a foreign land south of Rome, with over a thousand others, robbing the Pope himself.
      

      
      Some of the men had declared themselves unwilling to attack when they learned who the target would be, but it only took one
         man being beaten to the ground by Sciarra Colonna for the rest to realise that they were happy to rob even Pope Boniface VIII.
      

      
      In truth, most were anyway. They were all aware of the corruption of the Pope’s rule. He had succeeded to the Papal throne
         because his predecessor, poor Celestine V, had been so wildly unsuitable. Everyone knew the story. When Pope Nicholas IV had
         died, no one could agree who should replace him. As usual, the Cardinals had been locked in their room to make the choice,
         with God guiding their way for them, but with clans like the Colonna and Orsini unwilling to give way and lose influence by
         choosing someone not of their blood, the process dragged on for eighteen months.
      

      
      It was Pietro of Morrone who broke the deadlock. The old hermit, highly respected by all because he lived a life so austere
         it was a miracle he lived at all, wrote to the Cardinals threatening them with God’s severe vengeance, should they not hurry
         and make a decision. To Pietro’s horror, they did. They picked him.
      

      
      There was a need for intense persuasion and diplomacy. Pietro was happier in his cave with his whips, so he might flagellate
         himself without interruption. He needed little food, and existed in a quiet manner, rarely speaking except to praise God and
         pray. Yet even he could not argue with the will of God, so he agreed, and two years after the death of Nicholas, at last there
         was a new Pope: Celestine V. He lasted four months.
      

      
      A simple man, he wanted nothing for himself. His first command, on entering the new Papal palace at Naples, was that a wooden cell be built, in which he could sleep. He was entirely unprepared for the magnificence of his new position
         – nor for the deviousness and acquisitiveness of his Cardinals.
      

      
      Unused to the grandeur of his new life, he was entirely overwhelmed. He wanted to be efficient, and signed all the papers
         thrust before him. Unknowingly, he approved benefices and appointments to the greedy. Some even had him sign blank sheets
         which they could later sell on for huge profits. The corruption of the Church rose to unthought-of levels. And Celestine grew
         sickened as he realised how ineffectual he really was.
      

      
      The fiasco lasted four months. At the end of that time, the poor old man had had enough. He knew that he was no Pope. All
         he wanted was to leave the debauchery and avarice behind, to go back to his little cave and the simplicity of his past life.
         He told his Cardinals that he must abdicate. And that was when Benedetto Gaetani became Boniface VIII.
      

      
      But people muttered that no man could merely resign from a position which God had granted. God’s vicar on earth was installed
         by God, and no human, not even the Pope himself, could resist His will. So they looked on Boniface as being a usurper. The
         real Pope was still Celestine.
      

      
      It was worrying enough to make Boniface send to have Celestine arrested, and although it took five months to track him down,
         at last Celestine was discovered at the coast, desperately seeking a ship to take him over the Adriatic. Brought back to Rome
         and thrown into the Papal prison, Fumone, there he languished until Boniface ordered his death. The old man could hardly have
         put up much of a struggle as a pillow was placed over his face and he was gradually suffocated.
      

      
      So, now people looked upon Boniface as both an imposter and a murderer. He had stolen all the wealth he could from the Papacy, and even made the astonishing claim that, as God’s vicar, he held authority over all – even secular Lords and Kings.
         All must accept his lordship as a condition of their soul’s salvation.
      

      
      Not all agreed. Kings were given their crowns and thrones in the same manner as the Pope: they were given them by God. The
         King of France in particular was unimpressed. Confrontation was inevitable. And when Philip the Fair decided to take action,
         his enemies would do well to fly.
      

      
      It was because of him that they were all here today, Toscanello knew. It was the French King’s money which had paid for them
         all, and it was his servant, Sieur Guillaume de Nogaret, who was directing them. All in order to capture the Pope and bring
         him back to France.
      

      
      Toscanello didn’t care, though. All he knew was that he’d been given food and wine, and his purse stood to be heavier when
         they returned. For the moment his belly wasn’t complaining, and life was good.
      

      
      There was a shout from one little shed, and Toscanello saw a figure dart from it and bolt across the court. He looked around,
         but no one else appeared to have seen the fellow, so he gripped his sword in his hand and pelted along in pursuit.
      

      
      The other man must have been the winner of the clerk’s hundred-yard dash, from the speed he went at. In fact, for all his
         clerical garb, Toscanello reckoned he must be a lay brother in the Pope’s service, for he had never seen a clerk run so fast
         before – up one narrow alley, then vaulting a low wall which Toscanello himself found challenging, before springing over a
         series of barrels behind the brewery, and hurling himself bodily at a door nearby. It slammed open, showering dust like a
         small explosion of gunpowder, and crashed shut again as Toscanello reached it. Unheeding of any possible danger, he kicked
         at it without slowing, and the door was flung wide. Under this second assault, a timber cracked, and the whole frame sagged, hitting the ground and remaining still as Toscanello
         ran on inside.
      

      
      It was a large storage vault, he saw. There were barrels lined up, some massive ones for fermenting wines, while further away
         he saw bales of goods imported from all over Christendom. And beyond them, a shadow, and the patter of sandalled feet.
      

      
      Toscanello grunted to himself, and then set off again, his boots slapping on the paved floor. It was a huge room, this, larger
         than any he’d seen before. Probably used to store all that was necessary to feed the army of hangers-on which the Pope took
         with him everywhere. Not that many of them had stayed behind with their master; they had all melted away in the hour or so
         before the arrival of Guillaume and Sciarra’s army. Only the Pope and a few loyal attendants remained, and this one fellow,
         too.
      

      
      His behaviour was odd. Most of the clerks here had submitted immediately, hoping that by surrendering, they might save themselves
         further pain. Not so this one. He was running as though he thought he might be able to save himself somehow.
      

      
      Toscanello shrugged. There was a door at the far side. He saw it close, and ran towards it, reaching it in time to hear the
         bolt sliding over.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ He experimentally slammed the pommel of his sword into the old wood, and saw it dent and shiver. It was enough. He
         pounded on the door with all his might, until at last a plank burst apart, and he could reach in. Groping wildly, he found
         the bolt and opened it, shoving the door wide.
      

      
      And found himself at the rear of the Pope’s palace. A door was slammed a short way away, and he saw that it was the entrance
         to an undercroft.
      

      
      
      ‘We’ll dig him out,’ a voice rasped, and Toscanello looked up to see Paolo striding towards him. Toscanello had never liked
         Paolo, and the feeling was mutual. Paolo had been a paid man-at-arms to a Roman family, and looked down upon all those who
         were born outside of Rome itself. Still worse, all those who weren’t actually warriors. But he had three men with him, who
         may not have been Romans, but all had the same aristocratic contempt for peasants. Toscanello sheathed his sword and nodded,
         then turned and walked back the way he had come. It was plain enough that Paolo reckoned there could be a rich reward in following
         the man.
      

      
      They were all there for profit, after all. There were men even now, arguing and fighting upstairs over some of the Pontiff’s
         richer clothing; Toscanello could hear them. In the court he could see five or six men bickering over a huge tapestry, pulling
         in all directions, until another, a red-faced Piedmontese with a jug in one fist and his sword in the other, swathed in bright
         silks stolen from some secret store, set his sword’s edge on the cloth and it ripped, the coloured threads parting all through,
         and the men falling.
      

      
      The Piedmontese laughed uproariously, but then stopped as a dagger sliced across his throat, and the fool toppled back, thrashing
         about as he died. The others laughed then.
      

      
      All about Toscanello, the place was degenerating. Someone had found the undercroft where the wine was stored, and there were
         men drinking and brawling in the dirt. From the shouts and screams inside the palace itself, others were rampaging through
         it, looting as they went. All that splendour, all the majesty of the Pope, was being systematically destroyed. It made Toscanello
         unutterably sad . . . There was a sudden shout from Paolo, and Toscanello turned just in time to see his quarry spring from
         the door behind which he had hidden, and set off across the court towards Toscanello. But he had only taken seven or eight steps when Toscanello saw Paolo lift his arm. There was a glint of steel as he brought his arm back –
         and then he let fly.
      

      
      The dagger he threw was little more than a flat, sharpened steel splinter ten inches long. There was no defined cross, only
         a rough leather grip. Now the highly polished steel flashed in the sun as it sped on towards the running man, and suddenly
         the man’s steps faltered. He looked as though he would fall, but managed to pick up his rhythm again, running harder. Toscanello
         willed him to succeed, to reach some place of safety where he might be able to escape, but even as the thought ran through
         his mind, he saw the man’s legs wobble, like a puppet whose strings were loosened. His eyes widened, and he slowed. Blood
         trickled from his lips, and he staggered, and then was suddenly still. He gazed at Toscanello with what looked like rage mingled
         with incomprehension, and then toppled to his knees, falling to rest on all fours before very gently sagging down to lie with
         his face in the dirt.
      

      
      Paolo walked to him with a beaming smile. ‘Said I could hit him, Hugues,’ he called over his shoulder to one of his men. ‘That’s
         a gold piece you and Thomas owe me!’ He pulled the dagger free, then stabbed twice, quickly into the man’s back – one to the
         kidneys, one to the heart – before wiping the blade clean on the dead man’s robes. He cast a contemptuous glance in Toscanello’s
         direction, and swaggered away.
      

      
      He was plainly dead before Toscanello reached him. Rolling the body over, he found himself staring down at a young man of
         his own age. The eyes were brown, but already fogged with death, and the splash of blood about his face made him look repugnant,
         but Toscanello forced himself to peer down at him for a few moments, reflecting that this had been a man. That it could easily
         have been him who died here.
      

      
      Just a man. A young man with a tonsure. Toscanello shook his head. The fellow had a crucifix about his neck, and a rosary at his belt. And then he peered. There was a key, too. A
         large steel key, as though to a door or a large chest.
      

      
      That was how Toscanello became richer than any man he had ever met.

      
      And why he was slain.

      
      Monday after Nativitas, Blessed Virgin Mary, eighteenth year of the reign of King Philip IV of France*

      
      Anagni

      
      Guillaume de Nogaret marched over to the figure lying dead on the ground. He looked at the Sergent. ‘Well?’

      
      ‘They killed him, took the money and bolted. They’re not the only ones though – you know that. All the men are sitting here
         hung-over and riotous.’
      

      
      ‘Which ones were they?’

      
      ‘Paolo’s men – Hugues and Thomas – but he’s dead too. So only those two. You want me to send after them?’

      
      The King of France’s most trusted adviser looked down at the broken figure of Toscanello. ‘He was only Italian,’ he said.
         ‘Let them go. We don’t have the men to catch them.’
      

      



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Morrow of Deusdedit,
      

      
      Third year of the reign of King Charles IV of France, nineteenth year of the reign of King Edward II of England*

      
      Louvre, Paris

      
      At last the woman was gone. He would not meet her here in the Louvre on his way to the chapel, nor in the King’s chamber.
         He was rid of her.
      

      
      Cardinal Thomas d’Anjou could not help but feel the spring in his step at the thought. Her presence here in Paris had been
         an embarrassment for too long. The idea that a woman like her should come here and flagrantly ignore the rightful demands
         of her husband . . . well, it was not to be borne.
      

      
      King Charles IV had demonstrated enormous sympathy for her. Of course, he always considered any situation from the perspective
         of chivalry, and what was honourable, so when his sister arrived here in France, King Charles had made her welcome. The fact
         that she was a negotiator from that despicable tyrant, King Edward II of England, did not detract from the King’s evident
         joy at seeing his sister again.
      

      
      Perhaps his pleasure was enhanced by the fact that he was himself married again at last. The poor man had suffered so much from the adultery of his first wife. The whole royal family had. She and her sisters-in-law had been found to have committed
         the foul sin with two knights. Immediately the women were imprisoned, while the men suffered the most humiliating, painful
         and public deaths ever meted out by a King to a traitor.
      

      
      King Charles’s woman was mentioned only in lowered tones since then. But at long last the Pope had permitted the annulment
         of the marriage when she had fallen pregnant to her gaoler at the Château Gaillard. The clear, incontrovertible proof of her
         faithlessness at that point had been enough, and the Pope at last gave his agreement. Now the faithless one was safely installed
         in a convent far away, and the King had remarried a second time. Sadly, his second wife had died in childbirth. The baby himself
         had only lasted a short while before also succumbing, and now the King was married to his third wife, the delightful young
         Jeanne d’Évreux. Hopefully, with her he would prove more fortunate and provide an heir for the kingdom.
      

      
      There had been so much trouble in the last few years, Cardinal Thomas thought. Ever since the end of the Templars, the Parisians
         had experienced increasing hardship. Kings came and went, but they were astonishingly short-lived, and none seemed able to
         father a son. This latest King could be the saving of the line – it was an end to be desired, after all. God alone knew who
         else might take over the realm.
      

      
      But his sister’s arrival, and her refusal to obey her own husband, must be a shameful reminder to King Charles of his own
         suffering. Even the joy of his latest marriage must be soured by the presence of his sister, Queen Isabella of England. After
         all, she it was who had told their father about the women’s adultery in the first place.
      

      
      A messenger came, knocking gently on the door.

      
      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Cardinal, there is a man to see you. He says he has information for the King.’

      
      The Cardinal made a dismissive gesture. ‘You want me to come and see someone now? Are you a complete fool?’
      

      
      ‘He said it was about a treasure, Cardinal. Something stolen from the King. I thought someone should know, but the steward,
         the marshals – everyone – is preparing for the departure of the English Queen.’
      

      
      Cardinal Thomas frowned, looking at his reflection in the mirror. There was a little mark on his cheek, and he licked a finger,
         removing it. ‘Very well. I shall come to find him,’ he said eventually, and rose. ‘There is still some little while before
         the King and his lady arrive. I shall go to see this man, and then you can take him back to the gates again – yes?’
      

      
      He waved the servant onwards, and the man led the way along the high corridor, and into a tower. They descended by spiral
         stairs to the ground floor and turned left, past the kitchens and storehouses, where the din of clattering pans and dishes
         mingled with shouted commands to the kitchen staff and one hoarse bellowing voice demanding to know where on God’s earth his
         kitchen knave had gone. The Cardinal also saw the black-haired whore who was Hugues’s latest favourite, sitting and combing
         her hair with slow, wanton deliberation near the horse troughs. No doubt she’d been washing away her sins, the Cardinal thought
         sardonically.
      

      
      At a door near the great gate, the servant stopped, waiting for a sign. The Cardinal nodded, his eyes closed. ‘Be quick!’

      
      The servant opened the door for the Cardinal, and stood back.

      
      Cardinal Thomas entered. ‘What on . . . Man, there’s been a murder! Call the guard at once!’

      
      ‘Sir? I—’

      
      
      ‘GO!’
      

      
      As the servant hurried away, his feet silent on the sanded ground, the Cardinal crouched by the side of the man on the ground.
         The fellow was only twenty or so. Not much more, certainly. He had a strong face, but resentment showed in the narrow set
         of the eyes. There was much you could tell from a man’s face, the Cardinal thought; this one had lived with bitterness. ‘Where
         you are going, all bitterness will be gone,’ he muttered gently, and pressed his fingers to the man’s throat, feeling for
         a pulse. There was nothing. Just the coolness that was unnatural in a living man.
      

      
      Sighing, Cardinal Thomas knelt and began to recite the Pater Noster, then the Viaticum, as he glanced about him at the room where the fellow lay.
      

      
      ‘What a place to die, eh? What a place.’

      
      Château du Bois, Paris

      
      Queen Isabella of England stood with her back to the window as she held her arms out for her ladies to clothe her. All must
         be perfect, after all. She was a Queen.
      

      
      Yet even a Queen had concerns. For Queen Isabella it was hard to know what to do for the best. If she were weaker in spirit,
         she would have given up her embassy and returned to her husband. There was so very little money remaining now. That was a
         permanent worry, because her grasping, miserly spouse had not entrusted her with sufficient funds when he sent her here to
         Paris to negotiate with her brother. No, instead he had taken away all her revenues, as though she herself might become a
         traitor. All because she was French.
      

      
      Perhaps there was no actual malice in it. Edward was not generally malicious. Or hadn’t been before his mind had been poisoned
         by that murderous devil, Sir Hugh le Despenser.
      

      
      When they had first been married, he had treated her with scant respect, but she had been so young compared with him. He was four- or five-and-twenty, while she was just twelve. It
         was not surprising that he preferred the company of others, of older men. And women, of course. She was wise enough to know
         that. It was four years before she would be able to give birth to their son, Edward. Adam had been the King’s firstborn son,
         although poor Adam had died in Scotland on one of the King’s adventures to pacify that cold and wet province.
      

      
      Still, he had appreciated her when his great companion, Piers Gaveston, had died, murdered by his most powerful barons. They
         had dared set themselves against their lawful King! That was something a French baron would never have thought to attempt, but the
         English were ever truculent and rebellious. Even the people of London would revolt at the slightest opportunity and rush through
         the streets causing mayhem and murder as they went. It was a land that demanded a mailed fist to control it.
      

      
      At that time she had done all in her power to aid and support him, as any wife would. The birth of their boy had helped, naturally.
         King Edward II was besotted with the lad. As soon as little Edward was born, the King seemed to change. He lavished presents
         upon the man who brought news of the birth, he made grand gestures to his boy, endowing him with lands and ennobling him when
         he was only a few days old.
      

      
      But the depredations of Despenser were bound to cause problems, and soon the depth of the Despenser’s greed became apparent.

      
      In the beginning he was more circumspect, but as he grew less worried about his position, depending upon the King for support,
         the people in the land grew to hate him more and more. Eventually his thefts, his murders, his kidnaps and tortures proved
         too much and the Lords Marcher in Wales could take no more. They overran his territories and brought their armies to London. For a while they held the King to account and forced Despenser’s exile. But then, when he returned,
         he was stronger, more deeply in the King’s affection, and all the more powerful.
      

      
      The Lords Marcher were crushed at the Battle of Boroughbridge, and afterwards began the slaughter. Men-at-arms, squires, even
         knights and lords, were rounded up and executed as an example to others. The first to die was the King’s own cousin, Earl
         Thomas of Lancaster. It was as though all the King’s rage at the way his ‘dear brother’ Piers had been slain was guiding his
         mind now. All those who now stood against his new favourite were his enemies, and he would destroy them all. The bodies of
         his enemies decorated the gates of every town and city in the realm.
      

      
      It was a hideous shock. Isabella could see the change in every aspect of her own life.

      
      All was the fault of that snake, Despenser, and the foul Bishop of Exeter, the untruthful, greedy thief who set such stock
         on probity in public, and who enriched himself at the expense of all while he was Lord High Treasurer to the King. It was
         those two together who caused her such terrible trouble.
      

      
      Despenser hated her. There was no hiding his feelings. They both knew and understood each other. There might be occasional
         flashes of mutual respect, but little more than that. Despenser had lured her husband from her, and she would never forgive
         him. Her ease of spirit was all gone, stolen away by this . . . this pharisee. Any joy she had once experienced in her marriage was now nothing but a fading memory.
      

      
      The Bishop was equally evil, in her mind. It was he who had spoken to the King after the War of Saint-Sardos last year, he
         who had murmured soft words of deceit. He said that it was unsafe for the French to have an ally in the easily invaded lands
         of Devon and Cornwall. Perhaps it would be best if they were taken out of the control of the Lady who was sister to the French King, and who was yet the Queen of England. Not because
         she was herself disloyal, of course . . . but she had a huge familia to support her. And almost all were French themselves.
      

      
      Her household was broken up shortly afterwards. All her properties were taken into the King’s hands, all her income confiscated,
         her servants, guards and even ladies-in-waiting dismissed, all bar a tiny number. Even her children were taken from her. No
         doubt, in order that she might not pollute their minds against the lawful commands of their father. That was how effective
         the Bishop’s sly mutters had been. She had not even the solace of her daughters. And then she was herself given a new household
         of ladies; now nothing could be written or sent in private apart from some few, carefully concealed notes which the Queen
         managed to secrete about herself. There were still one or two men upon whom she could rely. Even the woman responsible for
         her household was installed at the insistence of Despenser. Isabella’s most senior lady-in-waiting was his wife, Eleanor.
         And Eleanor held that most potent proof of Isabella’s independence: her personal seal. There was nothing remaining of Isabella’s
         regal position, in truth. It was utterly humiliating.
      

      
      With the pittance her husband had allowed for this journey, there was little for any form of extravagance. That was why she
         was forced to leave Paris and find cheaper accommodation elsewhere. Soon, perhaps, she would be forced into returning to her
         husband. There was no alternative, when all was said and done. At least for now she was only to move a little outside the
         city, to the Château du Bois.
      

      
      Meanwhile, there were compensations. Life here in France was far less austere than her existence had been in recent months.
         Although she could not afford distractions of her own, there were many invitations from others, to parties, hunts, diversions of all kinds.
      

      
      All she hoped was that the truce should hold a little longer, and that the negotiations should continue. Here she felt free
         once more.
      

      
      She would not return to England to be insulted and slighted, to be gaoled in a gilded cage.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Louvre, Paris

      
      Arnaud, the porter at the south gate to the castle, heard the cries before the messenger appeared, panting and anxious.

      
      ‘What is it, man?’ he demanded. He was seated on a bench behind his makeshift desk, booted feet up on it, his back resting
         against the wall behind him. Without a candle, the servant could only see a low blur in the gloomy room after the bright sunshine
         outside.
      

      
      ‘A man came to speak with the Cardinal d’Anjou, and he’s been murdered.’

      
      Arnaud closed his eyes and shook his head, then said, ‘Go and find the guard, tell him to see to the body, and then fetch
         the city’s prosecutor. The Procureur should be present as the matter is investigated. He will take charge. Go!’
      

      
      But when the boy had fled from him, Arnaud suddenly gaped with a distracted air. ‘Which man has been murdered?’ Then, with
         a stern expression on his face, he slapped the pommel of his sword in a gesture of decision, called to one of his officers
         and left the gate in his hands while he himself strode off towards the hall to visit the castellan, Sieur Hugues de Toulouse.
      

      
      The Louvre had a magnificent hall, as befitted the King of France, and the castellan’s little room was attached to the eastern
         end. It was a small square chamber, with a large table and a stool, and a bed area behind. A fireplace and chimney had been added, and a cheery fire hissed and spluttered, making the porter jealous when he thought of his own chilly and comfortless
         little room.
      

      
      Today, though, when he entered, the castellan was busy. A slim, dark-haired beauty was sitting astride him as he lay on the
         bed behind the desk, and she turned and met Arnaud’s appraising gaze with a tilt of her head. He smiled at her. He’d seen
         her earlier when she had entered the castle. You didn’t forget a face and body like hers.
      

      
      ‘You want something? Eh? Hurry up!’

      
      ‘Sieur Hugues, I . . .’

      
      ‘You waiting for a formal introduction? This is Amélie. Amélie, this is Arnaud, the porter. Arnaud is the man who should be
         guarding our gate, but instead he’s here in my chamber staring at your bubbies.’
      

      
      The castellan’s words and tone proved that he had no desire to discuss matters at the moment, and Arnaud quietly stepped from
         the room and closed the door.
      

      
      He would have to come and see him later, when the castellan was less ‘busy’.

      
      Procureur Jean de Poissy eyed the messenger without comment for a moment, chewing a hunk of bread with some hard cheese. A
         tall man, with a long face surprisingly unmarked by scars for a knight who had spent so much of his life fighting in his King’s
         causes, he was elegant and urbane. Unlike many warriors, he was also intelligent.
      

      
      ‘Who is the dead man?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I don’t know. He didn’t give his name.’

      
      ‘Who killed him?’

      
      ‘I don’t know!’

      
      ‘Why was he killed?’

      
      ‘I . . .’

      
      
      ‘. . . don’t know. No, nor do I, but these are the questions we must ask, heh? So, take me to the unfortunate fellow, and
         we shall see what may be discerned.’
      

      
      Château du Bois

      
      The Queen waved her ladies away when Lord John Cromwell was announced. Only little Alicia was permitted to remain when Lord
         John and William de Bouden entered. There was no need of a chaperone with these men.
      

      
      William gave her a curious look, and she felt a cold hand clutch at her heart, suddenly fearing that somehow her husband had
         changed his mind and ordered her immediate return to London. But then she saw that there was an odd stillness about him, as
         though he was listening to Lord John with his entire soul.
      

      
      ‘Your Royal Highness,’ Cromwell began, ‘I have received some news from England. It is not all good, I fear.’

      
      ‘Continue.’

      
      ‘The King has discussed the position here with his council, and they have concluded that the best means of resolving all the
         issues, is for him to come here himself.’
      

      
      ‘The King? My husband will come here?’ Queen Isabella gasped. ‘But how will he do so? Will he leave the realm under the control
         of our son?’
      

      
      ‘My Lady, I do not know more than this,’ Lord Cromwell said. He was quiet a moment, and then looked down at the ground, frowning.
         ‘But . . .’
      

      
      The Queen maintained her silence, but motioned to Alicia to fetch the jug of wine from the sideboard. Alicia floated over
         the floor, a graceful figure in all she did, and soon both men were sipping from large goblets.
      

      
      Lord Cromwell pursed his lips, and then looked up with some sort of resolve in his eyes. ‘My Lady, I think you will be ordered to return to England upon his arrival.’
      

      
      Aha! she thought. ‘I fear you are right. And I shall be forced to return to my prison, guarded by those set to watch over
         me.’
      

      
      ‘I think that would be a great shame, my Lady. Further . . .’ His eyes slid towards William, and the Lord appeared to take
         some courage from the impassive man at his side. ‘Further, I think it would be a mistake. You are crucial to our negotiations
         with your brother.’
      

      
      That was why she was here. To ensure a continued peace with her brother, King Charles IV. After the little war last year,
         King Charles had confiscated all the English territories in France. It was Isabella’s job to try to win them all back. And
         she had all but succeeded. All that was needed now was for the King to pay homage to the French King for those lands which
         were held under feudal tenure. The rest didn’t matter. And until the King came to pay homage, the Agenais would remain under
         the control of the French King for now, while the courts decided what should happen to it.
      

      
      The French had set the date of the assumptio of the Blessed Virgin Mary* – one month exactly from today. That was the date when he was supposed to be here in France, to perform the formal homage
         at Beauvais.
      

      
      But she was sure that he would not come. He was sly, as she knew all too well; cunning enough to escape this. To perform full
         homage to another King would imply that he was little more than a vassal to the French. A man who might be called ‘King’,
         but who in reality held his crown not because it had been bestowed by God, but because he was permitted to do so by his superior.
         King Edward would never tolerate such a climb-down.
      

      
      ‘I shall be delighted to see my husband again, of course,’ she said carefully. Lord John was still the man set to guard her during her journey here, not selected by her, but by Despenser
         and her husband.
      

      
      ‘We have heard that he is to delay his journey. The date for him to meet with your brother is now to be two weeks later, on
         the Feast Day of St John the Baptist.*’
      

      
      The hand was at her heart again. Did he mean that she was to return at once, then? But no! That would be too cruel. She would
         not go yet. To voluntarily return to a prison would be . . .
      

      
      ‘My Lady, I do not think you should return. You should remain here. There is much still to do, and it would be wrong for you
         to hurry precipitately from Paris. Better that you should wait for your husband here.’
      

      
      She nodded, not allowing a smile, but as the two men backed their way from her room, she was convinced that the air in her
         chamber had grown musty and unwholesome. She was suddenly hot, dizzy, and she gasped, swaying, before rushing to the window,
         throwing the shutter wide and gulping at the air.
      

      
      ‘My Lady? My Lady, drink this!’ Alicia said urgently, passing her a goblet.

      
      ‘Wine, Alicia? Wine? I don’t need wine now!’ Isabella said breathlessly. ‘Do you understand? Did you see what my Lord Cromwell
         was saying? He has moved to our camp, Alicia. Even the head of the King’s embassy here in France has moved to support me!’
      

      
      Louvre, Paris

      
      His mood, always fragile, shattered when the next knock came. Sieur Hugues lifted Amélie bodily from him, stood up and hoiked his hosen up as he walked across the room to open it.
      

      
      Amélie couldn’t help but laugh as she watched him. The sight of his skinny little legs, the heavy scarlet robe, and his scowling
         features was enough to make her dissolve. Even when he threw a furious look in her direction, it only served to make the scene
         still more amusing.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he bellowed at the poor boy outside.

      
      ‘Sir, there’s b-been a murder!’ the boy stammered, appalled at the glower on his face and petrified that he might be beaten
         for interrupting.
      

      
      Sir Hugues was still for a heartbeat, and then he glanced over his shoulder at Amélie, his face a picture of horror.

      
      She met his gaze with a blink of surprise. She had no idea why he should look so anxious. He had been here all the time.

      
      Furnshill, Devon

      
      ‘Wat! Stop that unholy racket!’

      
      If it were not for young Wat whistling in that tuneless, foolish manner, Baldwin de Furnshill would have been perfectly content
         as he sat at his table. There was much to be done here, plus he had duties as Keeper of the King’s Peace, which kept him busy.
         It was just good to be here, at home, with his wife. For too much of the last year he had been forced to stay away from his
         family, even undertaking a journey to France to protect the Queen on her way to see her brother, but now he could sit and
         enjoy the simpler delights of his family. Or could, if it weren’t for Wat . . .
      

      
      Baldwin was tempted to tell him to leave the hall – but that would not do. Wat had every right to sit at table, just as all
         his servants did. They were there by feudal obligation: theirs was to serve and support him, while his was to feed, house
         and clothe them. The responsibility of feudal law meant more, so Baldwin sometimes felt, to the lord of the manor than it did to the servants themselves.
      

      
      But it was a responsibility which he felt keenly. Any man who had given him his word and hand was fully deserving of Sir Baldwin’s
         reciprocation. Just as Baldwin’s own lords were deserving of his unswerving loyalty, so he was deserving of their support
         and protection. That was the whole basis of English law.
      

      
      So, Sir Baldwin must give all aid to the Lord of the Shire, Sir Hugh de Courtenay; through him, Baldwin must support the King
         himself. As must Sir Hugh. And yet Baldwin was becoming concerned that the balance of rights and responsibilities was shifting.
         There was a growing burden on the part of the King’s subjects – all because of Despenser. The rapacity of the man was unwholesome
         and no one in the country could stomach it any more – except, apparently, the King.
      

      
      Outside, once he had finished his meal, the air was still cool, and as he waited for his horse to be brought to him he stood
         in front of the house gazing down southwards, a tall man of some two-and-fifty years with the powerful shoulders of a trained
         warrior, the thick neck of a knight used to the weight of a heavy helm, and the slightly bandy legs of a man who had spent
         much of his time in the saddle. His dog walked to him, sitting against his leg and leaning, looking up into his eyes.
      

      
      Wolf was a handsome animal. He was heavy-boned, and black all over, apart from delightful tan colouring at his eyebrows, cheeks
         and ankles, with a white muzzle, paws and tip to the tail. And a large white cross on his breast. He panted all the while,
         as though it was ridiculously hot in the sun. Still a little anxious, he preferred to be with Baldwin at every moment. It
         was irritating to Jeanne on occasion, but Baldwin had always been a lover of hounds and large dogs of all types. He had acquired Wolf only a few weeks ago, from the Bishop of Orange, and felt honoured that the brute was so affectionate
         to him in such a short while.
      

      
      As he thought this, his eyes rose to the distant view again.

      
      ‘Husband, you are too pensive.’

      
      He smiled and nodded as Jeanne, his wife, joined him. From here there was a patch of grass that led to the Tiverton Road.
         It was a small pasture for feeding goats and occasional travellers’ horses, but Baldwin always enjoyed standing just here,
         in front of his door, because there was a fair view over the road. It was easier to see people approaching.
      

      
      ‘Are you worried about something?’ she said gently.

      
      ‘Your soft words show better than anything how well you understand me,’ he said with a dry grin, his fingers playing at the
         hair on Wolf’s head.
      

      
      It was easy to be happy in her company, he reflected. Jeanne was a tall, slim woman with red-gold hair, and a face that had
         none of the merits of classical beauty. Her nose was tip-tilted, her mouth over-wide, with a large upper lip. And yet it was
         the total of the imperfections that he thought made her unimaginably lovely. Added to her looks, she had a brain which was
         sharp and astute.
      

      
      ‘Is it the King?’

      
      He sighed. There was no concealing his fears with his wife, no matter how dangerous it might be to allow his concerns to become
         more widely known. ‘Yes. I do not know what I should do.’
      

      
      ‘What is the need to worry about it at this time?’

      
      ‘In case I have a man demand that I support him now. This has been brewing for many years. Our Lord, Hugh de Courtenay, has
         been a keen supporter of the King most of the time – but when Piers Gaveston was being hunted down in the land, it was Sir
         Hugh who went to try to capture him. When there have been troubles, and the Good Lord knows how often there have been in this unhappy reign, the baron has been at the
         forefront of the forces trying to hold the King to account.’
      

      
      ‘You are worried that he may not support the King?’ Jeanne said quietly.

      
      ‘It would not surprise me. And would that mean that he would demand my loyalty to him personally?’

      
      ‘What would you do if he did?’

      
      ‘I could do little. I have made my oath to Sir Hugh and his family. But I do have a higher debt of honour to the King, surely?’

      
      ‘I am sure you will find a balance, my husband.’

      
      ‘I wish I were so sure as you,’ Baldwin smiled. Then, at the sound of a short scream from inside the house, he spun round
         and winced. ‘I think your son wants you again!’
      

      
      ‘He can wait,’ Jeanne said with uncharacteristic sharpness. ‘What of Despenser?’

      
      ‘He has no oath from me,’ Baldwin said shortly. ‘The man is vile. If his mother were to swallow a gold coin, he would dismember
         her to seek it.’
      

      
      ‘Baldwin! That’s a terrible thing to say!’ Jeanne laughed.

      
      He did not join her. He had not been joking. ‘I seek only to avoid any confrontation with him.’

      
      ‘I think that is sensible.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Baldwin said, and his eyes rose to the view again. There was no one on the road, he saw.

      
      That was good. Because there was one man he did not wish to be called to see: the Bishop of Exeter, Walter Stapledon.

      




      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Westminster, Thorney Island

      
      Sir Hugh le Despenser was in his small chamber when his clerk found the single sheet of parchment in among the pile of correspondence.

      
      ‘My Lord?’

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘You have apparently acquired a property in Devon, but I cannot see exactly what this . . .’

      
      Despenser frowned and strode to the unfortunate man, snatching it from him.

      
      ‘It’s from Wattere,’ the clerk said helpfully.

      
      His master turned a look upon him that was so sour, the clerk reckoned it could have curdled milk.

      
      The Lord Despenser was not, in truth, looking well. His face had grown pinched and sallow in the last few weeks.

      
      Seeing Despenser glance at him again, the clerk turned back to his work. It was never pleasant to have the Lord’s eye upon
         a man. There was a wealth of suspicion in that eye, and it was dangerous to be thought of as someone who was showing too much
         interest in him or his affairs. There were enough men and women in the country who were now his enemies.
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