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Letter to the Reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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Praise for Paul Doherty

‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus


To a marvelous and brave young lady,
Lisa Monaghan
of Kesh, County Fermanagh, Northern Ireland,
a brilliant student who died 23 December 2000;
in loving memory


‘My theme is alwey oon, and evere was –
Radix malorum est Cupiditas.’
—Chaucer, ‘Prologue to The Pardoner’s Tale,’
The Canterbury Tales

In the Middle Ages women doctors continued to practise
in the midst of wars and epidemics as they always had, for
the simple reason that they were needed.

 – Kate Campbeffton Hurd-Mead,
A History of Women in Medicine



Historical Note
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By May 1471, the bloody civil war between the Houses of York and Lancaster had ended with Edward of York’s victory at Tewkesbury. The Lancastrian King, Henry VI, was later murdered in the Tower by Yorkist henchmen; and Edward of York, rejoicing in the regal title of Edward IV, assumed full power. Edward was supported by his beautiful wife, Elizabeth Woodville, and his two powerful brothers, George of Clarence and Richard of Gloucester, together with their gangs of henchmen. The Yorkist faction settled down to enjoy the fruits of peace, even though old grievances and hatreds still simmered and often surfaced.

In France, the sly, shrewd Louis XI, ‘the Spider King,’ watched with trepidation the growing strength of his country’s old enemy. Louis was ever ready to interfere and check England’s ascendancy, whatever the cost . . .



List of Historical Characters
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Henry VI: Henry of Lancaster, son of the great Henry V, regarded by some as a fool, by others as a saint, by a few as both. His weak, ineffectual rule led to vicious civil war between the Houses of York and Lancaster.

Margaret of Anjou: French Queen of Henry VI and the real power behind the throne; her hopes of victory were finally quashed by two outstanding victories by the Yorkist forces at Barnet and Tewkesbury in the early months of 1471.

Beaufort of Somerset: Leading Lancastrian general and politician; reputed lover of Margaret of Anjou, killed at Tewkesbury.

Henry Tudor: Last remaining Lancastrian claimant. By 1473, in exile at the Courts of France and Brittany.

Nicholas Faunte: Lancastrian Mayor of Canterbury; later captured and executed in his own city.

THE HOUSE OF YORK

Richard of York: Father of Edward IV. Richard’s overbounding ambition to become king led to the outbreak of hostilities between York and Lancaster. He was trapped and killed at the Battle of Wakefield in 1461.

Cecily of York (nee Neville): ‘The Rose of Raby’; widow of Richard of York; mother of Edward, Richard, and George of Clarence.

Edward IV: Successful Yorkist general and later King.

Edmund of Rutland: Edward’s brother, killed with the Duke of York at Wakefield.

George of Clarence: The beautiful but treacherous brother of Edward IV; a prince who changed sides during the Civil War.

Richard of Gloucester: Youngest brother of Edward IV; he played a leading part in the Yorkist victory of 1471.

FRANCE

Louis IX ‘The Spider King’: Responsible for the strengthening and centralisation of the French monarchy in the last quarter of the fifteenth century.

Jeanne d’Arc ‘La Pucelle’: The visionary leader of the French resistance to England till the English captured and burnt her at Rouen in 1431.

ENGLISH POLITICIANS

Thomas Bourchier: Aged Archbishop of Canterbury.

William Hastings: Henchman to Edward IV.

Francis Lovell: Henchman to Richard of Gloucester.



The Prologues
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‘O cursed synne of alle cursedness!
O traytours homycide! O wikkedness!’
—Chaucer, ‘The Pardoner’s Tale,’
The Canterbury Tales

Death had come for Roger Atworth, the former soldier now a member of the Friars of the Order of the Sack in Canterbury.

‘Oh, Jesus miserere!’ the old man murmured.

He stared across at the light streaming under the narrow door. Death had slipped in like an assassin, scuttling padded feet down a gallery, striking quickly from the shadows of an alleyway. Death had sprung his trap. Atworth knew a great deal about suffering: the pains running across his chest and down the left side of his body were like a tocsin warning that he had only a short while to live. Atworth tried to move, but his legs, hands, and arms felt as if they were encased in lead. His mind wandered. What day of the week was it? He had lost all sense of time. He recalled the good brothers preparing to celebrate the Feast of the Annunciation, which came nine months before Christmas. Atworth coughed deep in his throat and licked the phlegm forming on the corner of his mouth. He wouldn’t see another Yuletide. He wouldn’t kneel in adoration before the crib, help decorate it with holly and ivy, and wonder, once again, if the bright red berries truly symbolised the blood of Christ. Atworth tried to concentrate. He knew enough about physic to recognise the symptoms of delirium tremens. Isn’t that how Brother Simon the infirmarian described it? His whole body was wracked with pain. His throat was dry. Atworth hadn’t even been able to eat the meagre scraps the mysterious cowled figure had brought him.

‘Who was it?’ Atworth murmured into the darkness. Yet what did it matter? He was going to die, and like a good soldier, he was prepared for that. He tried to recall the words of the death psalm, the ‘De Profundis.’ What was it now, Psalm 130?


‘“Out of the depths have I cried unto you, O Lord!

Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications.

If thou, Lord, shouldst mark iniquities . . .”’




Atworth coughed. He tried to raise his head, but the effort was too much. He stared up into the gathering gloom. Guilt! Oh, Atworth felt guilty! He couldn’t stop the nightmares from pouring back, like black, fetid waters, souring his soul. They were nightmares of the days of his youth, of fighting in the Free Companies under a gold-and-red banner in northern France. It was a time of great plunder and rapine, whole villages put to the torch! Men, women, and children were cut down like lilies in the field.

Roger Atworth shook his head. He recalled a young woman he had taken. Where was it now? Just north of the village of Agincourt, where King Henry had won his great victory. She had been fleeing, with a fardel or bundle over her shoulder, and stumbled into the clearing where Atworth and his men were resting. He had raped her, and so had his men before they let her go, a miserable, bleeding bundle of flesh scarred in mind, body, and soul.

‘Oh, Jesus miserere!’ Atworth pleaded for the mercy he so desperately needed and yet didn’t deserve. He and his men had been cursed for that. An old crone living in the forest had heard the girl’s screams and come hurrying to find out. The woman had stood on the edge of the clearing, her grey hair streaming down her shoulders, her old face vivid with disgust and fury. Even then Atworth had admired her courage. She had walked forward like some prophet of old, bony finger jabbing the air. At first she talked in a patois they didn’t understand, but then, surprisingly enough, she’d lapsed into English.

‘Cursed ye be,’ she’d shrieked, ‘in your eating and your drinking! Cursed be ye in your sleeping and waking! Cursed be ye in riding and walking! Cursed be ye in your lying down and getting up! Cursed be ye at the dawn and at the depth of night! Cursed be ye by my death!’

Atworth closed his eyes. He recalled the incident as if it had happened only an hour ago. He had drawn his sword and driven it straight through the old woman’s belly, spiking her like he would a rabbit or a pig. Afterwards they’d hung her upside down from one of the outstretched branches of an elm tree. They’d all stood round and laughed at her vein-streaked, scrawny body dangling from the tree like an animal’s cadaver on a butcher’s stall. They had gathered their boots, saddled their horses, and left that blood-soaked corpse without a second glance. How had one of his men described Atworth? ‘A fiend who fears neither God nor man.’ Well, the old woman had been right. From that day on nothing had ever gone right. Two days later they had been ambushed by a group of German mercenaries, Lorrainers who had killed six of Atworth’s men and captured most of their plunder.

Atworth opened his eyes; the pain had subsided. Perhaps someone would come to help. He strained, listening for a sound; the light coming under the door was now fading. No one would come! Atworth returned to his reverie. Every member of his troop had died a violent death, killed amongst the hedgerows and ditches of northern France. They had been taken up in the great disaster that had engulfed the English forces as the armies of France, led by that eerie Maid of Orleans, ‘La Pucelle,’ Jeanne d’Arc, had driven the Goddamns out of France. Atworth had been in the market place at Rouen when they’d burnt the maid. He had watched her thin, emaciated body bubble in the heat, yet her voice remained strong, praying aloud even as her waiflike face was hidden by the sheet of flame. And afterwards? Those sombre days in the castle at Rouen, bodyguard to Duchess Cecily of York, a bond had been forged there which lasted even now. Nothing had changed it, not even when Atworth was captured by the ruthless Vicomte de Sanglier, a young, Godless man. In de Sanglier Atworth had seen his own soul, and again, a bond had been formed, a chain forged and linked; it stretched across the years, and Sanglier still had his hand on it.

After his escape from France, Atworth had returned home to his small village outside Canterbury. He became a man haunted by his demons. Atworth had brought great plunder, set himself up as a prosperous tenant farmer, and become betrothed to a manor lord’s daughter; but it had all turned sour. The girl had died in one of the sudden fevers which swept the shire. Atworth’s businesses never prospered. More importantly, everywhere Atworth went he would glimpse those ghosts: that old crone staring at him from across a tavern room. Or, in the dark watches of the night, he would glance through his casement window and see the harridan’s face, framed by her iron-grey hair, glaring up at him with soul-less eyes and red-rimmed mouth. She was a frightening apparition on the moon-dappled lawn before his timber-and-plaster house. Atworth had known no peace.

‘I became like a bottle in the smoke,’ he murmured.

He had hastened into Canterbury to seek consolation. He had prayed and fasted. One of these brothers had heard his confession. The monk had wept at Atworth’s litany of sins: murder, rape, robbery, and arson. He had refused to give absolution until Atworth had completed a pilgrimage. Atworth travelled to Outremer, experienced the searing heat of Palestine, and returned by way of Rome to seek absolution from one of the Pope’s own confessors; the priest had enjoined upon him a life of strict observance.

Atworth had returned to Canterbury. He had joined the Friars of the Sack and committed himself to a life of prayer, fasting, and penance. Even here his past would not let him out of its iron grasp. He had been ordained a priest and won a name for holiness and for being a shrewd confessor.

Dame Cecily of York, the King’s own good mother, had recalled their earlier bond and hastened to place her soul in his care. Atworth’s jaw tightened. She had good cause to come and seek his absolution. He murmured a prayer. He was being too hard! Now he was a prisoner, taken secretly and questioned about the past! The letters in his wallet had disappeared, yet he had not betrayed his Duchess; she did not deserve that. Atworth wondered what would happen now. He paused in his reflections and shuddered as a fresh spasm of pain coursed through his chest. He couldn’t breathe. He heard a sound and glanced round, breathing in and flinching at the fetid smell of this place. His eye caught a shadow. Was someone standing before the door?

‘Who is it?’ he croaked.

Perhaps it was Jonquil come searching for him. The figure came forward. Atworth tried to scream but found he couldn’t. Was it a phantasm? He closed his eyes, yet even in his pain-filled mind, Atworth recognised those pus-covered rags, the wooden sabots, that harridan’s face, the steel-grey hair, and those black, soul-less eyes.

‘Ah, Jesus!’

Atworth’s head went back, and the death rattle sounded strong in his throat. He fought for breath, but he’d lost his last battle. Father Roger Atworth of the Friars of the Sack shuddered and died.


‘“From sudden death.

Lord, deliver us.

From famine.

Lord, deliver us.

From pestilence.

Lord, deliver us.

From the evil which stalks at mid-day.

Lord, deliver us.

From fire and sword.

Lord, deliver us.

From the scourge of the Evil One.

Lord, deliver us.”’




On the eve of Sts. Perpetua and Felicity, a solemn procession of friars from the Order of the Sack left their house and processed dolefully through the main gate out into the streets of Canterbury. The friars walked in solemn file, preceded by a cross-bearer and two thurifers swinging censers from which poured grey, perfumed clouds of incense.

They walked down the centre of the street making their Procession of Rogation, pleading with God to intervene in the great scourge which now afflicted the city. At first their prayer in the busy thronged streets and alleyways of Canterbury went unheard. However, the rise and fall of their chanting, like the solemn beat of a drum, soon made itself felt: it reminded the good burgesses how this truly was a time of evil. The shopkeepers, the pedlars, the hucksters, as well as the pilgrims on their way to Becket’s glorious shrine paused in their business and drew aside. Some knelt on the muddy, cobbled ground and crossed themselves. They eagerly watched one friar who, with a stoup of holy water and an asperges rod, was busy sprinkling either side, as if this would save them from the scourge which had so suddenly appeared in their fair city.

Even as one thread-maker knelt, he gazed across the street and glimpsed the small, black, furry body dart out from a needle-thin alleyway and race to hide itself in a small gap beneath the timbered pillar of a house. The thread-maker clutched the wooden handle of the dagger pushed into his belt. If it wasn’t for the good brothers, he would have pursued it! Rats, black and slimy, spike furred with twitching snouts and pattering feet, seemed to infest the city. What was it now? Almost the end of March. Soon it would be April. The air would be spring fresh. The trackways and roads would harden, and the pilgrims would come pouring like a river into the city. They all wished to kneel before Becket’s jewel-encrusted shrine, press their hot faces up against it, and make their petitions to Canterbury’s great saint. But what would happen now? Over the last three weeks, the city appeared to be infested by a plague of rats causing chaos and confusion.

The line of Friars of the Sack passed, and the thread-maker got to his feet. He walked on into the small ale-house which stood on the corner of Black Griffin Alley. Somewhere behind him he heard a child shriek, ‘Rat! Rat!’

The thread-maker just shook his head. He stared round the dingy tap-room, a ramshackle place with dirt-stained table and unclean stools. The ale-wife, standing behind the cask, beckoned him forward, creasing her greasy face into a smile, wiping her hands on a dirty apron. The thread-maker would have declined, but he was thirsty. He sat on a stool, and the ale-wife brought across a black jack, white and frothing at the top. The thread-maker was about to snatch it out of her hand, but she stood back.

‘Pay first, drink second!’

The thread-maker fished into his wallet and took out a coin.

‘I’ll take two,’ he offered.

The ale-wife’s smile returned, and the black jack was placed on the table beside him. The ale-wife went to the door and stared down the street as if trying to catch sight of the procession.

‘Much good that will do.’

The thread-maker whirled round at the voice from a shadow-filled corner. The man sitting there got to his feet and came forward, quiet as a ghost, and, without invitation, sat on a stool on the other side of the thread-maker’s table. In fact he did look like a ghost, with his pallid face, greying hair, deep-set blue eyes, furrowed cheeks, thin nose, and bloodless lips. The man was dressed in a none-too-clean shirt under a moleskin jacket tied with a cord, his breeches were worsted, pushed into mud-stained leather boots, yet his fingers and face were clean. The thread-maker, who prided himself on his sharp eyesight, noticed that the war-belt slung over the stranger’s shoulder was of fine leather with close purple stitching; the sword and dagger in their sheaths seemed to be of shiny, grey steel.

‘Don’t you believe in prayer, Brother?’ the thread-maker asked.

The uninvited guest grinned: His teeth were fine, sharp and even. He stretched out a hand. ‘My name is Monksbane.’

The thread-maker clasped the hand.

‘You are a scholar?’

Monksbane’s smile widened. ‘I like that,’ he murmured. ‘I used to be at the Inns of Court in London until I became a rat-catcher.’

The thread-maker toasted him genially with his black jack of ale.

‘So you know all about this pestilence?’

‘There are two types of rats’ – Monksbane cradled his own drink, a faraway look in his eyes – ‘black and brown. Neither has a right to be in the kingdom. Oh no.’ He didn’t pause at the thread-maker’s questioning look but tapped the side of his nose. ‘People are so clever. Do you know that there weren’t even rabbits here until the Conqueror came? And the same is true of rats! Brought by ship they are. The brown is all right but the black – ’ He pulled a face. ‘Some people claim they bring pestilence whilst they breed worse than flies. In one year two rats can produce many litters.’

The thread-maker sipped at his ale. He now considered himself fortunate to have stepped into this ale-house and met such an interesting teller of tales. Was the man true or a counterfeit? A cunning man? Despite his drab apparel, his war-belt, sword, and dagger looked of fine quality, and when he moved, the thread-maker heard the clink of coins.

‘You really are a rat-catcher?’

‘Was,’ Monksbane replied.

‘Is that your real name?’

The smile disappeared.

‘Are you here to catch our rats?’

The smile returned.

‘Nowadays I hunt different quarry.’

‘But you were saying about the rats?’ The thread-maker didn’t want to upset his mysterious guest.

‘Ah, yes. I was chief rat-catcher in Farringdon Ward in London a number of years ago.’ He stretched out a hand and pointed to the scars on the back of his wrist. ‘Rat bites,’ he declared proudly. ‘Oh, ale-wife, bring two more fresh stoups! I’ll be paying!’

‘Can I have my coin back?’ the thread-maker shouted.

The ale-wife turned in the doorway, came back, and threw the coin into the thread-maker’s outstretched hand. She smiled flirtatiously at Monksbane and waddled back to the great cask standing against the far wall.

‘Rats,’ Monksbane continued, ‘breed like flies, especially the black ones. They swarm all over the place.’ He lowered his voice and leaned across the table. ‘Do you know I have heard stories how, at sea, they have eaten away the planks of ships and made them sink?’

‘And what can they do here?’ the thread-maker asked.

‘Worse than the plague of locusts in Egypt,’ Monksbane declared. ‘They’ll get into the cellars. They’ll eat everything! The more they eat, the more powerful they become, and they breed even more.’

‘What about poison?’ the thread-maker asked.

Monksbane spread his hands. ‘God knows why, but they become used to it.’

‘And cats?’

Monksbane sipped from the fresh tankard the ale-wife had placed in front of him.

‘You might not believe it, but I have seen three rats attack a cat. Dogs are good, a rat-catching pack, but’ – he sighed – ‘there’s a short supply of them in Canterbury.’

‘Is it a plague?’ the thread-maker asked.

‘No, it’s an infestation. A mysterious one as well. You see’ – Monksbane leaned across the table, his voice low – ‘I’ve been in Canterbury since the Feast of the Purification,’ he tapped the side of his nose, ‘on the business of the Archbishop, though I’ve always got an eye out for rats. I can smell them, no matter how rank the odour is in a place like this! You see that table over there?’ He pointed across the room. The thread-maker followed his gaze. ‘The ale-wife doesn’t know it, but there are two under there.’

‘You said it was mysterious?’

‘That’s what I’m saying.’ Monksbane preened himself. ‘At the end of February . . .’ He pulled a face and shook his head. ‘Nothing. Oh, the usual ones. Now, down the Mercery, in the market place, even in the Cathedral close, rats swarm as if they had popped out of the earth!’

‘So the good brothers are right to pray?’

‘Yes,’ Monksbane answered, ‘though prayer won’t get rid of them. Something else has to be done. Certainly if the brothers pray hard and long enough; then God, in his goodness, might reveal the source of this “devilish infestation,” as I call it.’ Monksbane drained his tankard and got to his feet; he undid the buckle and strapped the war-belt round his waist. ‘The Devil’s children: From Satan they come; to Satan they can return! But how, when?’ He patted the thread-maker on the shoulder. ‘Only the good Lord knows.’

Going back to pick up his cloak, Monksbane left the frightened thread-maker staring at the two dark shapes lurking beneath the table beyond.

In the Falstaff Inn, just outside the west gate of Canterbury, the royal spy Robin Goodfellow eased himself up on his bed and rubbed his face. He heard a rap on the door and recognised it as the sound which had roused him from sleep. He slipped his hand beneath the bolster, took out his Italian stiletto, and holding this behind his back, walked across and pulled back the bolts.

‘Who is it?’ he called.

‘Master Goodfellow, your supper.’

The spy turned the key in the lock. He pulled the door open a crack and stared at the young slattern. She was comely enough, with long, blonde hair almost hiding her dirt-stained face. Her drab gown was open at the neck, and its ragged hem hung just above her bare feet. The tray she carried bore a goblet, a large jug of wine, and a wooden bowl of steaming pottage steeped in herbs with a small, white manchet loaf placed on the top. Robin Goodfellow studied the girl closely. She smiled again.

‘Your supper, sir.’

Goodfellow pulled the door open and waved the girl in. The slattern placed the tray on the table, picked up the jug, and filled the goblet. She turned, hands provocatively on her hips, and tapped her foot on the floor.

‘Is there anything else sir requires?’

‘There’s nothing else sir requires.’ Goodfellow gestured to the open door. ‘But if there is, you’ll be the first to know. Tell Master Taverner it was good of him not to forget me.’

The girl flounced out. Goodfellow locked and barred the door behind her and stood for a while listening to her receding footsteps. He walked to the window shutters, lifted the bar, opened them, and stared out. It must be about six o’clock, he thought; darkness was already falling. He had taken a chamber overlooking the yard behind the tavern. He closed his eyes and relished the smell of the spring, the sweet fragrance of the herb gardens, the perfume of the early flowers. He stared to his left and then to his right. The shutters of the chambers on either side were closed, as were the shutters of the chambers above. He looked up. The spy noticed how the walls of the tavern, an ancient place, were slightly crooked. He would have preferred glass-filled windows.

Goodfellow grinned; he was becoming soft! This was not some sumptuous manor here in Kent or a château along the Loire Valley. The shutters were sturdy enough; the bar would keep it locked. Goodfellow closed them and peered through the crack: it was narrow enough. The leather hinges were thick, strong, and secure, whilst the wooden bar felt as hard as iron. The spy felt his stomach rumble with hunger and walked back to the table. He sat on the stool, took his horn spoon from his pouch, and began to eat the pottage. He smacked his lips. The meat was fresh but highly spiced; the thick gravy had been enriched with herbs and diced vegetables. He heard a sound in the far corner of the room; he picked up a boot and threw it in the direction of the sound: a squeak and a scampering of feet were the only responses. The spy returned to his meal. The rats didn’t bother him. He had eaten and slept in worse places. He put down the horn spoon and picked up the goblet of wine, sniffed at it carefully, and sipped.

‘Robin Goodfellow!’ he murmured and laughed to himself.

That was no more his name than it was the rat’s which had disturbed him. He went back to his meal. He had been born Padraig Mafiach at Clontarf, near Dublin. He had entered the service of the Duke of York as an archer and soon found he had a gift for both languages and disguise. Now he worked for England, bearing important messages for the House of Secrets in London. However, the King was on pilgrimage to Canterbury, staying at his palace in Islip just outside the city. Padraig was to meet the King’s Master of Horse, Colum Murtagh, the following morning and then be taken out to meet the King and deliver his message.

Mafiach heard a sound in the passageway outside. He put down the spoon and picked up the stiletto, but the sound receded. The spy continued with his meal. He felt tired and battered, his nerves fretting and on edge. Surely he was safe? Very few people knew of his arrival, and he had been careful to keep himself safe. Again he heard a sound, this time outside. Padraig put down the horn spoon, opened his wallet, unrolled the greasy scrap of parchment, and studied what he had written. A quotation from the prophet Zephaniah (1:16):


The day of the Lord,

The Kings of Kings most righteous, is at hand:

A day of wrath and vengeance, of darkness and cloud:

A day of wondrous, mighty thunderings:

A day of trouble also, of grief and sadness:

In which shall cease the love and desire of women:

And the strife of men and the lust of this world.

Mafiach studied this carefully and the Latin version underneath.

Regis regum rectissimi prope est dies domini

dies irae et vindictae tenebrarum et nebulae

diesque mirabilium tonitruorum fortium

dies quoque angustiae meroris ac tristitiae

in quo cessabit mulierum amor ac desiderium

hominumque contentio mundi huius et cupide.




No one but him would understand this cipher or the code scrawled below: ‘Recto et Verso,’ front and back, or ‘Veritas continet Veritatem, The truth contains the truth.’

Padraig smiled to himself. His eye caught the phrase ‘A day of wrath and vengeance’; although he did not know it, for Robin Goodfellow, baptised Padraig Mafiach, that day was very close.


Chapter 1
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‘Allas,’ quod she, ‘on thee, Fortune, I playne,
That unwar, wrapped hast me in thy cheyne.’
 – Chaucer, ‘The Franklin’s Tale,’
The Canterbury Tales

The Great Hall of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s palace was a sombre building with its deep-vaulted, groined roof and soaring walls. Even the cloths of Montpellier scarlet hanging against the walls did little to dispel the gloom. The windows were mere holes. On that April evening, the Feast of St. Isidore, all the candles, oil lamps, and chafing-dishes had been lit to fend off the icy gloom. The far part of the floor, near the great double doors, was covered in green rushes perfumed by fresh lilies and spring roses, mint and lavender. Further up, near the great mantelled hearth which thrust into the room, Saracen carpets were strewn to fend off the cold seeping through the flagstones. The place was the despair of the Archbishop’s chamberlain, who had ordered a great fire of pine logs to be lit. This provided light and heat and sent the shadows dancing. Even the goshawks, perched like sentinels on their wooden stands, heads covered in little leather hoods emblazoned with the Archbishop’s escutcheon, felt the cold and moved restlessly to the jingle of jesse bells. The great mastiff, stretched out in front of the fire, red tongue lolling between white teeth, moved occasionally to catch the heat, yet he was as quiet as the three people who sat before the fire.

In the centre, on a chair of state, his slippered feet resting on a footstool of red satin, sat the aged Bourchier, Archbishop of Canterbury, prelate and politician. He was a priest who had quietly confided to his own confessor that, now past his eightieth year, he constantly prepared for death. Bourchier’s face showed his age, with its dark, liverish blotches; spotted, sallow, sunken cheeks; and slack mouth with abscesses on the gums. His hair was gone apart from a few wisps, though his eyes were bright and sharp as any young man’s. ‘He was a true falcon,’ as one critic commented. Bourchier’s mind was as agile, his wits as nimble as those of any young serjeant-at-law at the Inns of Court. Now he sat, eyes watering, staring into the fire, ears pricked for that dreadful sound he and his two companions were waiting for. One vein-streaked hand was raised; the beautiful episcopal ring, once worn by Thomas a Becket, shimmered in the light. Bourchier stretched his other hand out to the fire. He wore a hair shirt against his skin; that was penance enough! The cold he couldn’t stand, and he was dressed in two thick, woollen houpelandes and, over these, a cotehardie with a round neck edged with fur. Around his bony shoulders hung an ermine-trimmed military cloak.

On Bourchier’s left, Luberon, clerk to the City Council, perched on the edge of a seat like a little pigeon, eyes bright in his red, cheery face, prim lips pursed. Dressed in a long, grey robe with a white pelisse, Luberon didn’t feel the cold and quietly prayed that this meeting would not be too long as the heat from the fire was intense.

On a high-backed chair to the Archbishop’s right, Kathryn Swinbrooke silently shared Luberon’s discomfort. At first the fire had been welcoming enough, but she wore a thick, woollen dress of dark murrey. She had already loosened the top button and discarded her cloak, which lay across her lap. She pulled her feet, shod in thick buskins, under the chair and tried to relax. Kathryn Swinbrooke, apothecary and physician to the City Council, decided to distract herself by watching Luberon. The little man always amused her: kind-hearted and generous, Luberon was also proud as a peacock and constantly tried to hide the fact that his eyesight was beginning to fail. Only when Kathryn pressed him would Luberon agree to wear the spectacles she had specially bought for him in London.

For the umpteenth time since she had arrived an hour previously and been left to kick her heels in an antechamber, Kathryn wondered why both the council and the Archbishop required her presence. She had a litany of tasks waiting for her at her house and shop in Ottemelle Lane, whilst Thomasina – not to mention Alice and Wulf – would be worried about where she was and what had happened. She leaned back and winked at Luberon. The city clerk blushed and glanced away.

You are beautiful, he reflected. The physician was dressed so elegantly: the white, high-collared pelisse blending subtly with her olive-skinned face. The cowl-like wimple round Kathryn’s head discreetly hid her raven-black hair though revealing the slight grey above the temples – a product, the clerk reflected, of those violent days with her husband. Luberon felt his face flush with embarrassment. Alexander Wyville, Kathryn Swinbrooke’s first husband, was one of the reasons for this meeting. Bourchier, once he had made his point, would come to that soon enough. And how would Kathryn take it? Luberon glanced at his friend: Her young-looking face was serene, her large, dark eyes calm, her generous mouth slightly smiling at Bourchier’s dramatic manner. Luberon knew Kathryn. Despite the pert nose and smiling lips she could, when provoked, be hot-tempered and very passionate and give free rein to her tongue. Kathryn moved her hands, peeled off her pearl-studded samite gloves, and wiped at the bead of sweat coursing down her forehead. She started as Bourchier abruptly exclaimed, ‘There! There! Do you hear it now, Kathryn, Simon?’ He glanced at Luberon.

They had both heard and nodded.

‘Rats!’ Bourchier exclaimed. ‘Rats all over Canterbury and all over my palace!’

He turned, glaring down the hall as if, by look alone, he could excommunicate and drive off this sudden plague on both his city and church.

‘Halegrins!’ the Archbishop declared.

‘What are those, Your Eminence?’ Kathryn asked.

‘An old word’ – Bourchier sat back in his chair – ‘for the violators of tombs and the devourers of human flesh!’

Kathryn thought he was being dramatic but held her peace. The Archbishop gestured at Luberon. ‘Come on, Simon. Give me your report.’

‘We are now at the beginning of April.’ The clerk steepled his fingers. ‘By the end of this month, Your Eminence, Canterbury will be full of pilgrims. His Grace the King is already at Islip.’

‘Yes, yes, I know about that.’ Bourchier gestured at Luberon to continue. ‘This plague? This plague?’

‘Canterbury has always had rats,’ Luberon declared sonorously.

‘I know that!’ Bourchier snapped. ‘Some of them have two legs!’

Luberon glowered at the Archbishop; Kathryn bit her lower lip.

‘Come to the point, Simon!’

Luberon winced at the pain in his stomach and wondered again if the meat he had eaten at that city tavern had been rancid. He quietly promised himself to have a word with Kathryn. Perhaps she could help? Or had the meat been tainted by these rats?

‘Simon?’ the Archbishop purred.

‘The rats appeared,’ Luberon continued, ‘at the beginning of March, around the Feast of St. David of Wales. We first had reports of an infestation beyond the city walls near the river Stour, followed by similar reports of infestations in Westgate and North-gate Wards.’ He shrugged. ‘By then it was too late. They are seen everywhere. As you know, Your Eminence, ancient sewers and tunnels run beneath the city. The rats use these. Once they surface on the streets’ – he held out his hands – ‘they have food enough, mounds of refuse, the offal in the Shambles, the poulterers, the refuse which litters every alleyway. They are doing great damage to food stocks, particularly grain – indeed, anything stored in the cellars of houses. If hungry, they will attack what’s available. Vintners and taverners are complaining how the rats will gnaw at wood: casks, tuns, and vats are ruined.’

‘Is that possible?’ Bourchier turned to Kathryn.

‘Your Eminence, I am a physician, not a rat-catcher.’

‘I know, I know, but . . .’

‘Rats will eat anything,’ Kathryn hurriedly continued. ‘Normally they will not gnaw at wood or baskets; but if that wood has been drenched in food or drink, like a wine vat, yes, they would. They are great devourers. They live to eat and procreate . . .’

‘Like many sons of Adam,’ Bourchier interrupted drily.

‘Each pair can breed at least four litters a year,’ Kathryn declared. ‘This is an infestation the city has never witnessed before. Rats can live anywhere, move anywhere. They can swim; they will eat anything. Some physicians claim they are the carriers of malignant diseases.’

‘Why?’ Bourchier asked.

Kathryn forgot about the excessive warmth. She leaned forward, emphasizing the points on her finger.

‘First, where there is dirt and refuse, disease and rats always flourish. We do not know what is the cause and what is the effect. Secondly, their urine and faeces must be tainted.’

Luberon swallowed hard, hand to his lips. He did feel a little queasy.

‘And?’ Bourchier demanded.

‘My father – God rest him, Your Eminence – loved to talk to Italian visitors, particularly physicians. He met some who claimed how the very breath of a rat is fetid and polluted.’

‘So what is our danger?’ Bourchier wanted to know.

‘As summer comes, the incidence of disease will increase; it always does in hot weather. The rats will make it worse. Secondly, they may have an effect on foods, though last year’s harvest was good and plentiful . . .’

‘And?’

Kathryn gestured at Luberon to explain.

‘Canterbury, Your Eminence, is the pilgrimage centre of the kingdom. If this news is bruited abroad, the number of pilgrims may well fall; and the effect on trade,’ Luberon added, ‘would be disastrous.’

Bourchier leaned back in his chair and stared at a gargoyle carved in the centre of the mantelpiece, a monkey’s face shrouded in a cowl. The sculptor, Bourchier reflected, must have had little love for monks or priests, a sentiment Bourchier himself often shared.

‘So what do you recommend?’

Luberon stared at the floor. Kathryn played with her pair of gloves. The rats concerned her. Only this week she had dealt with three children who had been bitten; even her house and shop, swept and cleaned, had been visited by what Thomasina called ‘those damnable slinkers of the night.’ Kathryn had discussed the problem with the Master of the King’s Horse, Colum Murtagh, who lodged with her. Murtagh, who had served in the Royal Wars, knew a great deal about rats and had expressed his surprise at how intense this infestation had become.

‘What,’ he’d asked, ‘has brought so many rats to Canterbury in so short a time?’

Thomasina had replied that it was a judgement of God. Kathryn couldn’t decide, but the topic was on everyone’s lips, particularly amongst other members of the Apothecaries’ Guild who had precious stocks to guard.

‘We have rat-catchers.’ Luberon broke the silence. ‘And the City Council has been approached by one Malachi Smallbones.’

‘Who?’ Bourchier demanded.

‘Principal rat-catcher from the city of Oxford,’ Luberon explained. ‘He claimed a similar infestation occurred there last year: Both Town and Gown hired his services. Apparently he was very successful.’

‘You have proof of this?’

‘Your Eminence, he brought letters of recommendation.’

‘And what does he advise?’

‘That the council,’ Luberon glanced sly-eyed at the Archbishop, ‘with the help of the Cathedral, allocate monies to hire a veritable army of rat-catchers under Malachi’s command; that he be allowed to buy potions and powders, not to mention small hunting dogs; that he be given a commission to enter all dwellings and go where he wishes to wipe out these vermin from hell.’

‘It will be very costly,’ Bourchier growled.

‘Malachi well deserves his reward,’ Luberon answered.

‘Kathryn, do you agree with this?’ Bourchier extended his fingers.

‘If this Malachi is as organised and skilled as he claims to be,’ Kathryn shrugged, ‘I would accept. Canterbury is divided into wards. Every citizen should be alerted, a small reward placed for every’ – she raised her hand – ‘two-dozen rats brought in. Allow Malachi and his confederates to go through the streets and kill where they wish. But these potions?’ She glanced across at Luberon.

‘Poison, henbane, belladonna, foxglove.’

‘He will have to be careful,’ Kathryn replied. ‘Domestic animals, not to mention children, must not pick up such bait. He should also be prudent.’

‘How’s that?’ Luberon snapped.

‘Poisoned baits can be eaten by humans,’ Kathryn declared. ‘But I have some knowledge of rats: If they eat certain poisons, eventually they become impervious to them.’

‘Impossible!’ Luberon jibed.

‘No, no. I have seen men and women with a similar condition. Powders and potions which work on others seem to have little effect upon them.’

The Archbishop still looked askance.

‘Your Eminence, I only report what I know. It is important,’ Kathryn warmed to her topic, ‘that Malachi be given every help. It’s not enough that rats are killed.’ She smiled. ‘You know what I am going to say, Simon? More city scavengers must also be hired, rubbish cleared from the streets, sewers cleaned. The Butchers’ and the Poulterers’ Guilds must co-operate: offal should be collected, taken outside the city gates, and burnt, and heavy fines imposed on those who dump refuse or fail to clean latrines and cesspits.’

‘You are enjoying this, aren’t you?’ Luberon glared across at Kathryn.

‘You know why, Simon. If the council spent more money on clearing refuse and keeping the water supply sweet . . .’

‘This will cost so much,’ Luberon declared mournfully. ‘Perhaps Your Eminence will approach the King and ask for a respite on taxes and levies? Perhaps the King, in his infinite compassion, will make a grant to his city of Canterbury . . .?’ Luberon faltered.

Infinite compassion! Kathryn thought. Edward IV and his two brothers, George of Clarence and Richard of Gloucester, were men of war. ‘Wolfish men’ was how Colum described them, with more sins on their souls than hairs on a woman’s head. Kathryn had met them all: Edward, standing over six foot, beautiful face, blue eyes, his blond hair like a golden aureole round his well-shaped head. George of Clarence was just as handsome, except for that smirk on his lips which betrayed a venomous, even murderous nature. Finally, Richard of Gloucester, dwarfed by his brothers, with his russet hair and white, pinched face, was a man who could never stay still. Richard was the King’s right-hand man, and if Colum was to be believed, a ferocious warrior who’d played a great part in his brother’s late victory at Tewkesbury in the West Country.

‘Infinite compassion.’ Bourchier smiled at Kathryn as if he could read her mind. ‘I will see what I can do. The King’s mother, the Duchess Cecily, has a soft spot for this city. Yet it seems,’ he sighed, ‘that only gold will cure this pestilence; so gold must be spent, eh, Kathryn?’
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