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      Chapter One

      
      Every drunk is a magician. Or rather, there is a brief moment within drunkenness when magic is a hair’s breadth from reach.
         As I leaned on the rough sandstone of the bridge and stared at the dark river below, I knew that, with one more effort, I
         could transport myself from this dismal valley to the warm riverbank of my home. A three-quarter moon rising over my shoulder
         picked out the sinews of the water. I squeezed my eyes shut, and in the same moment knew that I had lost my chance. The magic
         had gone. These things are a matter of timing. I have still to get it right.
      

      
      I opened my eyes to find that, indeed, I was still in the wretched city. A northerly breeze blew cold, marshy air around my
         neck and ankles, and I gathered the thick worsted of my robe hard against my body. But the hiss and gurgle of the river beneath
         me and the moonlight overhead combined agreeably with the ale in my stomach, and for a drowsy moment I fancied I could hear
         the spheres of heaven turn and ring somewhere in the distance.
      

      
      Enough. There was ale to be drunk, and warmth to be enjoyed. I walked to the far end of the bridge, took a couple of steps
         down the bank and pissed long and hard into the flood, my little stream arching over in a pretty silver thread. Arranging
         my robes, I made my way back towards the tavern where I had left my friends.
      

      
      The Crozier, if it still stands, is a small, mean building from the outside. Its cob walls are melting back into the ground
         like cheese left in a hot sun. The innkeeper, whose sallow skull-face turned many would-be clients away at first sight but who was in fact a cheerful soul, once told me that an ancestor
         of his had built the place in the time of the last Danish king. Given the cheesy nature of the walls and the toadstools springing
         lavishly from the eaves, I was inclined to believe him. But once past the door – big rusting iron studs keeping warped planks
         in some sort of order – the brave or foolish found a big room warmed by a fire that takes up most of one wall, long benches
         polished into dark mirrors by countless arses, sweet herbs among the clean rushes on the floor stones and two huge butts of
         strong, sweet beer. This was – and for the sake of that dismal city, I pray it still is – the finest brew in the Bishop’s
         domain.
      

      
      The Crozier’s beer was the best I have ever tasted. It had … but no. One man’s favourite drink is another’s pond-water. If
         I could have tasted every drop described to me by thirsty bores far from home (or just far from drink) I would be drunk for
         all my life and half way through the life to come. Sufficient that this was honey-sweet and strong as sunlight, with a lingering
         something of heather in the taste.
      

      
      The breeze picked up a notch and all of a sudden I was chilled. I turned into Crozier Lane and there was the tavern, just
         a few yards away. At that moment, the door opened and yellow light poured into the alley, along with raised voices. Three
         figures lurched out. By the way they staggered around each other, arms plucking at clothing and heads lifted, a fight was
         obviously about to happen. Cold, homesick and thirsty, the last thing I wanted at that moment was to push through a brawl,
         and so I turned left up the narrow passage that separated the tavern from its neighbours, keeping my feet wide apart to avoid
         the runnel of night-water that trickled down the middle. A right turn, and I was at the side door.
      

      
      The Crozier’s side entrance was a stone archway over an old iron-bound door, behind which a short, stone-floored corridor
         led to the tap-room. As the door squeaked shut behind me, I noticed something peculiar about the old straw that lay on the flagstones. Something was reflecting back the light from the
         reed spill that burned in the one wall-sconce, something bright and golden. I bent down to get a closer look.
      

      
      It really was gold. Sharp-cornered pieces that had been cut from bigger coins. There were a lot of them, scattered over the
         rotting straw, which, now that my nose was closer, stank of mould and nameless fluids. Without thinking, I reached out to
         the piece nearest to me, but something made me stop. Looking back, I like to think that I was prompted by divine guidance
         or my own sharp senses, but in fact I had realised that the floor was alive with lice that skipped over the straw and coins
         like fat jumping in a hot pan. So instead, I straightened up.
      

      
      The next moment I felt someone grab me from behind and the weight of a body slam me against the wall, knocking the air from
         my lungs. Then I was spun round. A hand clamped itself over my mouth.
      

      
      ‘This is how you kill someone quickly and efficiently. Knife forward, your thumb on the blade. Strike upwards under the ribs
         and keep pushing upwards.’ The voice was like wind seething across frozen snow. ‘If your man is against a wall, put your hand
         over his mouth until he stops moving. That way, he will not cough blood into your face.’
      

      
      I felt the man’s breath flutter across my own face as he spoke. My eyes were so tightly shut that I was seeing stars. Somewhere
         in the back of my skull a small, calm voice seemed to be telling me to open them, that I was going to die anyway and that
         I might as well find out how and why. And so I did.
      

      
      And found myself looking into a long, thin face. Copper skin stretched tight over angular bones. Thick black hair cut to wear
         under a helmet. A jutting beard, and dark eyebrows arching over shining slate-grey eyes. A slash of a mouth, which began to
         laugh. The hand left my face.
      

      
      ‘How now, my little monk! Still alive?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I squeaked with the air that remained in my chest.
      

      
      ‘Well, well. And are you wondering why?’

      
      I could only manage a nod.

      
      ‘The reason, priestlet, is that you kept your delicate fingers away from my gold. That told me what a wonderful little fellow
         you must be.’
      

      
      I tried to say something. I felt the sudden need to tell this man how grateful I was to him, and at the same time to stand
         up for myself. A word formed itself on my dry tongue.
      

      
      ‘Fuck,’ I croaked.

      
      The dark man roared with laughter. He let me go, and my knees almost gave out beneath me. Hardly daring to look, I nevertheless
         saw that my attacker was tall and slim, and wore clothes of some fine green damask. Then I noticed his right hand. It held
         a very long, narrow and sharply pointed knife. Seeing my eyes flick down, the man whipped his blade up, holding it a finger’s
         length from the tip of my nose. At this unwelcome distance I could see that the blade was finely chased with swirling patterns
         in silver, and that the handle was some pale green substance, inlaid with red stones.
      

      
      ‘Pretty, isn’t she?’ said the man. ‘Her name is Shauk. She and I were playing a game.’

      
      ‘A game? What sort of fucking game?’ I did not feel this brave. It just came out.

      
      ‘A game to find the greedy people.’

      
      ‘I’m not greedy.’

      
      ‘No indeed. You were blind to temptation. A veritable Saint Anthony!’ The man laughed coldly. ‘Shauk means ‘‘Thorn’’ in the
         Mussulman tongue. She can be a sharp little thing.’
      

      
      And he pressed the tip of his thumb down onto the point of the blade. It came away with a bead of blood already welling from
         it. He raised his hand and flicked the blood at me. I felt warm drops spatter my face.
      

      
      ‘Now it is time for you to run along, Brother Petroc.’
      

      
      He hissed the last two words. I hesitated for a moment, trapped by his dead blue glare, then turned and ran, kicking up straw and gold as I stumbled up the corridor, heaved open
         the tap-room door and burst inside.
      

      
      It was like stepping into another world. Later that night, when my humours had settled into something like their normal configurations,
         I decided that it had felt like a story my mother used to tell, about a young man called Tom. Young Tom was a tinner, and
         had dug into one of the mounds that cropped up on the brown and windy slopes of Dartmoor. Deeper and deeper went Tom until
         his spade struck empty air. He wriggled into the hole, and tumbled into a great hall where the faery court was feasting. In
         the story, roguish Tom had been welcomed, given a comely faery lass to wed, and returned to the moors after a happy day underground,
         only to find that the seasons had turned twelve times in his absence. But here in the Crozier, no one had missed me. An eternity
         had passed outside, and inside time had taken its usual slovenly pace as beer levels crept down, logs turned quietly to ash,
         and dirty laughter faded in the rafters like smoke. This world was the same, but like Tom the tin miner I had been changed,
         although I did not know it then. The sparkle of gold and the wave of the steel thorn had worked on me as surely as any faery
         glamour, and would go on working like slow poison until the old Petroc became merely the person telling his story, a world
         away in distance and an age away in time.
      

      
      But now I hung in the doorway like a dead crow on a gibbet, panting, waiting for my heart to burst out through my ears. Then
         I remembered there was a sharp knife and an open door at my back. The slam turned a few ruddy faces in my direction. I reeled
         over to the bench where my friends sat. Welsh Owen glanced over his shoulder, and shifted his bum over to make room for me.
         I sank down next to him. Suddenly I was very angry. I slammed the palm of my hand down on the table. That got the company’s
         attention. William of Morpeth turned his pox-marked face to me.
      

      
      ‘Where in the name of Saint Agatha’s dugs did you get to?’ he asked.
      

      
      My friends were staring at me now. My five friends: Welsh Owen, Cornish Owen, William, Alfred and Martin de Gallis.

      
      ‘Someone get me a beer,’ I said. ‘Then I’ll tell you.’

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      But more than one mugful of the Crozier’s delectable beer nestled in my belly before I turned to my friends at last.
      

      
      ‘Well, get on with it!’ demanded Martin de Gallis.

      
      I reached for yet another mug, and saw that my hand was shaking a little less.

      
      ‘A little respect, by your leave, for one who has looked into the eyes of Death,’ I said. Now I had their attention.

      
      ‘I went down to the river for a piss,’ I continued, ‘and when I got back some drunkards were scuffling in front of the door,
         so I took the back entrance. I walked in and saw gold all over the floor, and then someone jumped on me.’
      

      
      ‘Who jumped on you?’ said William.

      
      ‘What sort of gold?’ said Alfred.

      
      ‘Gold,’ I said. ‘Real gold. A great amount. And then that madman …’ I paused. The man must really have been mad. I shivered.
         ‘He pulled out a knife and put it to my throat – said he was waiting for the greedy people.’
      

      
      ‘Like us!’ shouted Cornish Owen. I ignored him.

      
      ‘He cut his own finger and flicked blood in my face,’ I said. ‘Then I ran.’

      
      William of Morpeth leaned over and stared at me.

      
      ‘You do have blood on you,’ he said. ‘What did he look like, Patch?’

      
      Patch was my nickname. I was christened Petroc, but as I left my mother the midwife blacked my eye with a fat finger, and
         I was Patch from that day forth. Although the mark faded as I grew, the name remained, and while to most folk I was Brother Petroc, to my friends I was Patch – and Will was my greatest friend. I took a long drink and described the man.
      

      
      ‘I believe I’ve seen him,’ said William, scowling. ‘Going in and out of the Bishop’s palace – I thought he looked like a man-at-arms.’

      
      ‘Well for God’s sake keep away from him,’ I snapped. ‘He has evil about him. And he has a Moorish knife,’ I added, remembering.

      
      My companions were gawping at me. All at once I felt sick inside, and sick of them. I stood up.

      
      ‘I’m going,’ I said.

      
      I glanced back as I walked unsteadily to the door. They were still open-mouthed, apart from Cornish Owen, who was reaching
         for my beer. Outside, the air had got chillier. The moon had set, and a sky full of stars blazed above me. My lodgings were
         across the river, and I set out for the bridge. The streets were empty. I realised that sweat had soaked though my underclothes,
         and the cold was biting clammily at my goose-bumped skin. I heard quick footfalls behind me, and a hand clapped to my shoulder
         as I turned, my heart jumping madly for the second time that night.
      

      
      ‘Hold up, Petroc,’ said William of Morpeth.

      
      I stared at him blindly for a long instant, while my blood cooled and drained from my throbbing head. And so we stood, each
         with a handful of each other’s clothes, until I found my voice.
      

      
      ‘By Christ and his virgin mother, Will! Cut my throat and have done, if I must spend the rest of my life pissing in my robes
         from fear.’
      

      
      William gave my shoulder a hard squeeze and released me. There was worry in his pox-eaten visage, and now that my fright had
         passed I was glad of his company.
      

      
      ‘You are my bait, Patch – I wish to see this Moorish knife-man for myself,’ he said, linking arms with me. We started off
         again, towards the bridge.
      

      
      As I have said, Will was my closest friend. The rest were hangers-on; friends of convenience, useful to pass the time with
         (and in the case of Martin de Gallis, a courtier’s bastard, useful for an occasional loan), but Will was the only one with
         any depth. In their beer-blurred and half-formed minds the others resented this bond a little, probably because they too were
         not particularly fond of each other, and made sport with us at times. They called us The Tups, in honour of our sheep-rearing
         origins, and would sometimes bleat at us by way of greeting, which we ignored. They were not, I confess, inherently wicked
         in any way, but more like children who stir the bottom of clear puddles merely to see the water muddy and spoiled. I have
         no doubt that each of them attained fat parishes and are lording it to this day, raising the skirts of their parishioners’
         ripe wives and guzzling down the fruits of other folk’s honest labour. Go to, my friends, go to: I wish you joy.
      

      
      Will, though, pursued his pleasures single-mindedly and without regard for the strictures of canon law. We were cut from very
         different cloth, he and I, he the knowing one, myself the innocent – although that is untrue. Will, in his way, was an innocent
         too, and threw himself into his drinking, whoring and fighting with the passion of a child, not of a fallen man. Perhaps that
         was why we were friends. For he never attempted to draw me into his wicked ways, and I, for my part, could not find it in
         my heart to scold him or even, truly, disapprove.
      

      
      But nevertheless we were very different. And I had felt that difference keenly this very day. It was my habit to call on Will
         at his lodgings and find out from him what the evening’s entertainment was likely to be – another telling indication of my
         own rather pious nature, that I was happier to go along with another’s plans than admit to my own – and around sunset I had
         knocked on his door in the mean lodging house that stood rather too near the tanneries for comfort. He had bid me enter, and
         I strode in, to find him sitting on the edge of his pallet, arm around a girl.
      

      
      I knew that Will made free with the city’s whores – ‘courtesans,’ he delighted in calling them – but it was a shock to find
         one of these creatures sitting in front of me, close enough for me to smell her, a warm waft of vetiver and sweat. She was
         young, no older than me, with the round, pink face of a country girl, a tangled mass of yellow hair piled on top of her head
         in a comically inept attempt to ape the courtly fashion of the day. She was plump, and her bosom was straining the threadbare
         linen of her tunic.
      

      
      ‘This is Clarissa,’ said Will. ‘Clarissa, this fine personage is Petroc, my brother in Jesus.’

      
      ‘Come in, Petroc,’ said Clarissa, with a giggle that was almost coy. Her voice confirmed that she was indeed a local girl
         from some outlying village. I stepped into the room and closed the door hurriedly.
      

      
      ‘What ho, Will,’ I stammered, trying but failing to sound like a man of the world.

      
      ‘What ho, yourself,’ he replied. ‘Are we away to the Crozier?’

      
      ‘I hope,’ said I.

      
      ‘Well then,’ he said to the girl, ‘I will take my leave of you, dearest.’

      
      ‘You’ve kept me too long as it is,’ she pouted, and pinched him lightly on the earlobe.

      
      I saw then that Clarissa was arranging her clothes. So I had at least blundered in on the end of their business, not the beginning.
         She stood, plucked something from the top of Will’s clothes-chest. I saw the flash of metal as she wound it into a fold of
         her skirt. Then she was standing before me, and regarding me pertly, her head cocked to one side. I found myself searching
         her face for the marks of sin, but all I saw was a pretty, tired country girl.
      

      
      ‘You’re a big boy, brother Petroc,’ she said, and pouted again. I realised that she was searching my face in turn. ‘Do you
         need anything?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ I blurted.
      

      
      ‘Petroc really is good,’ said Will from the pallet. ‘But not in a bad way,’ he added. ‘Time to be off, Clarissa.’ I caught
         a warning note in his voice.
      

      
      But the girl stood before me, as if trying to decide some small but niggling problem. Then she gave a lopsided smile and hooked
         her thumbs into the top of her unlaced tunic. She jerked it down, and her breasts came spilling out. They were large and round,
         and very white. As a sea of mortification flooded over me, burning and freezing every inch of my body, I saw blue veins and
         brown nipples. She shook them slightly, and they juddered. Then I saw that there were flecks of white on the puckered teats.
         Clarissa was nursing. I tore my eyes away and glanced at Will. He sat there with a rather confused grin on his pitted face.
         I had never before seen him blush.
      

      
      ‘Clarissa …’ he said again.

      
      The girl shrugged, and tucked herself back into her ridiculously small bodice. She put her forefinger against her thumb to
         make a little circle. It would not be the only time I saw that odd little gesture tonight.
      

      
      ‘It don’t cost nothing to look,’ she whispered to me, and, reaching down, flicked me in the crotch with her finger. Then she
         was gone. I heard the door grind open and thud shut again.
      

      
      It hurt between my legs where she had flicked me. Her aim had been true – my pitifully weak flesh had risen proudly to meet
         her. I gazed dumbly around the room. Something had changed, although what it was I could not tell. Then I understood. It was
         I who had changed. Something had been broken or damaged. I was like a new knife that, used carelessly for the first time,
         picks up a nick or a tiny twist to the blade and never fits so smoothly into its sheath again.
      

      
      ‘Oh no,’ I breathed.

      
      ‘They weren’t that bad,’ said Will, who had stepped to my side. ‘Anyway, you didn’t touch anything, so you should be safe.
         Soul-wise,’ he added. He grabbed me round the shoulders and shook me. ‘Come on, boy. Don’t tell me that’s the first pair of bubbies you’ve clapped eyes on.’
      

      
      But it was – save nursing women glimpsed and hurriedly turned away from in the streets. Clarissa, too, was a mother, and yet
         Will … I shook my head to clear it. How easy damnation crept upon one. How simple, and how sweet. Oh, Christ. I thumped myself
         in the groin, and my flesh howled in protest.
      

      
      ‘Easy, brother,’ said Will. ‘You need that for pissing.’

      
      Then he was pulling me from the room and out into the dreary Balecester dusk, and we made our way to the Crozier, and I found
         Clarissa’s breasts all too easy, after a brace of beers, to forgive, if not quite to forget.
      

      
      Now Will was worrying about me yet again. ‘Those oafs care for nothing but drink and women, and as they cannot lay their nasty
         mitts on the one, they must perforce concentrate on the other,’ he was saying. ‘And they are as greedy as swine: no sooner
         were you gone than Owen and Alfred rushed to look for the gold, but the passage was empty. Now they have returned to their
         slothful chatter, and I for one am tired of it. Besides, this is evidently a dangerous night to be walking about alone.’
      

      
      ‘What kind of a man plays games with knives and gold, Will?’ I said. ‘Who do you suppose he is?’

      
      ‘If he is the man I have seen near the palace, I would say that he is a knight returned from the Holy Land. He has been under
         a hot sun, and he has a fighter’s look. Besides, his clothes are foreign.’ I remembered the man’s green cloak: it had looked
         like rich, patterned silk.
      

      
      ‘He was French, I think,’ I said.

      
      ‘Or Norman,’ said Will. ‘The French are small – this fellow is tall, and his lip curls like a Norman.’ He spat.

      
      Will had no love for the Normans. His father’s grandfather, or the grandfather’s grandfather, was a thegne who had died in
         King Harold’s shield-wall at Hastings. The family lost their lands and had become wool-merchants instead, growing quite rich
         again and building a fine house in Morpeth, a town in the far north which my friend described as ‘a whorehouse for Scots and
         drovers, but lacking the whores’. Will, the bright third son, had been packed off to Balecester ‘to become a bishop’, Will
         would say ruefully. ‘A burgher’s fat soul needs a bishop in the family if it is to squeeze into heaven. My father is about
         as pious as his sheep. But the Lord is a shepherd, and Pater trades in wool, so the old monster feels a certain kinship with
         his Redeemer’ – and here he would wink at me – ‘but he knows you can fleece men as well as lambkins: he longs to see me with
         crozier in one hand, shears in the other, and my holy bum on a golden woolsack.’
      

      
      As we turned up Ox Lane, the street where I made my lodgings, the curfew bell sounded in the distance, and as always I strained
         to hear the scurrying of feet which I always imagined must follow. In my experience, bells were rung for a purpose: to summon,
         to warn and to drive away storms. Here in the town, no one took much notice, until the Sheriff’s men came at them with their
         knobbled staves. We students were meant to fight these dullards, it was expected of us, and Will boasted a long scar that
         divided his tonsure almost from ear to ear. Sophisticate that I was, I felt inclined to be at home and abed whilst these rumpuses
         took place. And now, as my landlady’s door came into view, I turned and caught that twinkle in my companion’s eye that meant
         his night was not yet over.
      

      
      We reached the threshold of my lodgings. Will tapped me on the chest with a loose fist. He was grinning like a hungry fox.

      
      ‘Bar your door tonight, brother, in case your crusader comes a-knocking.’

      
      ‘My crusader, Will? You are more than welcome to him yourself,’ I replied. I was tired now, although it was not late, and
         sleep seemed the most desirable thing in the world.
      

      
      ‘Keep safe, brother,’ I said. ‘Don’t go picking up stray coins.’
      

      
      ‘My eyes will be on the heavens, Patch, as always.’

      
      And he turned and loped away into the moon-shadows. I climbed the narrow, creaking stairs to my lodgings under the roof. The
         latch stuck, as always, and then the usual smell of mildewed thatch greeted me. I lit a candle stub and let the warm tallow
         reek fight off the roof’s stale breath – I had decided, soon after taking up residence, that the thatch was so damp that I
         was unlikely to set it on fire. My pallet, too, was damp and I shivered for a while, my sheepskin mantle tight around me.
         The candlelight flickered yellow along the rafters and over the bilious straw. Sleep was near, and the bedbugs were hungry.
         I could hear their little guts rumble as I snuffed out the flame.
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The next morning brought rain. It woke me in the near-dawn before matins, filtering through the decay of the thatch, drip-dripping
         onto the end of my nose and down into my open mouth. I carried the taste with me as I sloshed through the puddles, my robes
         hitched up like an alewife, and as I dozed through the morning service. Only when my head drooped and my jaw hit the pew in
         front with a hollow clunk did the savour of blood drive it away. I had bitten my tongue, but I was awake.
      

      
      The rest of the morning passed in an unpleasant haze. My head throbbed slightly from the evening’s beer, and my tongue throbbed
         where my teeth had pinched it. I had volunteered – always the eager one – to copy out a lengthy gloss of Origen for one of
         the masters, and the effort of keeping the quill steady left me exhausted by lunchtime. I found Will in the refectory. He
         looked sour and twisted, like a hawk with an excess of bile, and like a hawk he croaked and baited when I enquired about his
         nocturnal activities. He cheered somewhat when I insisted he drink my share of the small-beer provided. In the afternoon I
         would have to endure a lecture on Roman law, and I needed to keep a clear head. Any unfortunate who dropped off while Magister
         Jens Tribonensis lectured would be woken by the fat German’s stave across his shoulders, and a verbal flaying thereafter.
         Master Jens might look like a jovial, red-faced buffoon, but he took his Cicero very seriously indeed.
      

      
      Will squinted at me through red eyes. ‘Sweet dreams, brother Patch?’ he enquired.

      
      ‘The pure of heart never dream, as you well know.’ I lied. A dream of sorts had returned again and again. Cornish Owen pelted
         me with gold coins in a stinking tavern room, and I knew that, in a chamber above us, a man in a green cloak admired his knife.
         I heard my name, a whisper that slid down the staircase in the corner of the room. As I scrabbled at the door, which of course
         would not open, Owen burbled a mindlessly filthy ditty behind me.
      

      
      ‘You, on the other hand, have not put the purity of your own heart to the test lately, Will. Your eyes look as if they need
         peeling.’
      

      
      ‘Strange, my dearest brother, for they were peeled all last night, looking for your dagger-man.’

      
      ‘I earnestly want to forget that bastard.’

      
      ‘Well, of course. But as I said, I’m sure I have seen him before. So I sniffed around the palace—’

      
      Before I knew it I had grabbed Will’s sleeve.

      
      ‘Please, brother. Let us forget last night.’

      
      We both looked down. My knuckles stood out white against the dark cloth.

      
      ‘Softly, Patch,’ my friend said. ‘I’m sorry. I just wanted to warn you. Your friend – your acquaintance – is the Bishop’s
         Steward. Or at least I am fairly sure he is.’
      

      
      ‘What is a madman like that doing in the Bishop’s service?’ I asked, curious despite everything.

      
      ‘I don’t know. Making enough money to throw about the place, for one thing.’ Will patted my hand soothingly. ‘Don’t worry,
         Patch. I’m sure he’s forgotten all about you. On the other hand, according to my sources, he is a really unpleasant creature.
         Likes tying up girls and tickling them with his knife.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes? So your enquiries involved looking up skirts as well as around corners.’ I was feeling a little better.

      
      Will ignored me. ‘He isn’t a Norman: he’s Breton. He has not long arrived from the Holy Land, it seems, and the Bishop keeps
         him as a strong-man of some kind. From what I gathered, his duties are of an—’ He paused, and cleared his throat. ‘—An executive nature.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean if someone is tardy with their debts, your man pays a visit. But I understand he is also employed in more complex
         matters. He tracks down heretics, apparently, and keeps an eye on anyone who strays from the true path.’
      

      
      ‘He didn’t look much like a scourge of the ungodly last night. More like a dandy with nasty Eastern habits.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ Will added, taking a pull at my beer. ‘He is, or rather was, a Templar Knight. Got kicked out over an affair of
         honour in Jerusalem.’
      

      
      ‘Templars are monks first and soldiers second, I thought. They don’t go in for affairs of honour.’

      
      ‘As I said, he was kicked out.’

      
      I spent the afternoon in the company of Aristotle, gazing at text, but thinking instead about the mad Templar. I knew about
         the Templars, of course: knights who served only the Lord, monks in armour who were the soul of honour and the scourge of
         the Infidel. Will’s information explained the exotic dress and the sun-touched skin, not to mention the Moorish knife. It
         did not seem surprising that such a man would have found himself unsuited to life in an ascetic order. But now to be involved
         in Church matters? I suddenly remembered a nasty fact: he had known my name. How? How would a heretic-finder know the name
         of a lowly student, and, more importantly, why?
      

      
      I was no heretic. I was plainly and honestly orthodox. Looking back, I can see that my spirituality had all the refinement
         of the tonsured rustics who taught me. I had an enquiring spirit, to be sure, but not in matters religious. I knew the beliefs
         of the moorland people, but those were nasty, odd superstitions. I was aware, of course, that the Mahometans and Jews followed
         a different path from ours, and had heard the uneducated slanders about idols and child sacrifice, which I did not believe. I knew that there were Christians who picked
         quarrels with Holy Writ, but I had little interest in that. In truth I cared little about doctrinal niceties. I fancied myself
         a historian, with a touch of the botanist to relieve all the dust and dead bones.
      

      
      If anything, I felt a little safer now. I had sacrificed no children, after all. It was a coincidence, a malicious joke, a
         mistake. I began to shrug the encounter off along with my hangover.
      

      
      And so I stayed at my books until evening, in that kind of near-trance that spidery writing, old pages and guttering tallow-light
         often conjures, much to the detriment of scholarship. It is now, when eyelids droop and the mind substitutes its own text
         for that on the vellum, that Satan reaches for ripe monastic souls. To my mind, bigger windows and a liberal expenditure on
         candles would keep more clerics on the strait path than a lifetime of hair shirts and midnight prayers. But forgive these
         maunderings. For the purposes of my story, however, they will perhaps deflect your attention from the boredom of that life,
         and from the fact that I have forgotten some of the smaller events of those days. Enough, I hope, to say that at some time
         after vespers I was walking past the great west doors of the cathedral, on my way, I suppose, to my lodgings. Balecester cathedral
         stands on the crown of a low but steep hill that rises out of a bend in the river. It is surrounded by a pretty, paved space,
         the Cathedral Yard. Shops and fine dwelling-places bound the Yard on three sides, and on the north side stands the great stone
         pile of the Bishop’s Palace, more a fortress than a palace and guarded day and night by armed men bearing the crest of Bishop
         Ranulph: a yellow crozier and a white hound on a sky-blue field. The grim palace, such a contrast to the soaring, airy (if
         stone can be airy) presence of the cathedral itself, was the object of the townspeople’s muttered resentment. If it was true
         to say that the Normans had replaced the ancient cathedral with a far more beautiful and majestic building, it was also true that the Bishop’s
         palace was bald proof of the conquerors’ power. But tonight my thoughts were still with the long-dead Romans and their legal
         tussles, and I heard nothing until a sudden rustle of clothing behind me broke into my reverie. I spun around, knowing as
         I did so that my tormentor had found me again.
      

      
      There was a stronger moon tonight. It shone into the stranger’s dark face, lighting the white crescents of his eyes, which
         stared unblinking into mine. I stood like a pillar of ice, all my fears, driven out by the boredom of the day, flocking about
         me like starlings returning to their roost. The man was dressed in the same green damask he had worn last night, but now a
         short surcoat of a darker green covered his body. Upon it I saw two long bones, embroidered in silver thread, forming an upright
         cross. Around it were four stars with long wavy arms, also in silver. The man put out his hand and, as my sinews clenched,
         laid it gently upon my shoulder. A smile appeared on his lips. My terror only grew.
      

      
      ‘Well met, brother Petroc,’ I heard. The voice was soft, nothing like the cold hiss I remembered from last night.

      
      The man bent slightly and peered into my face. ‘Petroc!’ he said again, and shook me gently. ‘Have you turned into a mooncalf,
         my young friend?’
      

      
      I felt the power of speech return. My mouth was arid, but words began to form.

      
      ‘Who are you?’ I managed. Not the most well-chosen words, I grant you. But the creature grinned. He gave my shoulder another
         companionable shake.
      

      
      ‘Your friend, Petroc, your friend – but you are still afflicted by last night.’ Now there was concern in his voice as well.
         ‘A game, truly, as I said it was. I would no more have cut you than …’ his smile became rueful. ‘Let us become friends, then?
         It is the least I can offer after curdling your wits like that. For which I beg your forgiveness.’
      

      
      The advice of any sane man would be to mistrust anyone who calls you friend more than once in a single breath, but I was little
         more than a boy with country mud on his boots. God help me, I dropped my guard, and smiled.
      

      
      ‘Last night was taken as no more than a game, sir. I struggle even to recall it.’ Such a poor attempt at urbanity, but greater
         fates are sealed by less.
      

      
      ‘I am happy for it, brother Petroc!’ And with that, he linked his arm through mine and began to stroll. ‘As to who I am, my
         name is Sir Hugh de Kervezey, knight of Monmouthshire and Brittany, late of Outremer and now Steward to his Excellency Bishop
         Ranulph.’
      

      
      And so I found myself strolling in the cathedral precinct with the Bishop’s Steward, too startled to resist – and who, indeed,
         would have resisted? This man was powerful. He had the Bishop’s ear, and he was a crusader, as my own father had been. I was
         just worldly enough to know that fortunes turned on just such acts of chance. Patronage – I hardly knew what it meant, but
         it almost made me forget the knife that had gleamed in front of my nose so recently. Fortunes had been decided by a chance
         meeting; why not my own? Perhaps, I now thought – young idiot that I was – the knight’s behaviour had been nothing more than
         some test well known to worldly men, which I had passed. In any event, no harm was likely to befall me in the shadow of the
         cathedral.
      

      
      We walked thus, in companionable silence, until we had crossed the Cathedral Yard and the walls of the Bishop’s palace rose
         in front of us. Then Sir Hugh stiffened, as if struck by a sudden thought.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a look inside the palace, brother?’ he asked, turning to me. ‘I must speak to the Bishop, but it will be a
         matter of a few minutes. Why not wait for me inside? A promising young man like you might well be spending time there soon
         enough, and it will be my pleasure to show you around.’
      

      
      This was my daydream of power made reality. I nodded like a simpleton. ‘Yes please!’ I gushed.
      

      
      ‘Wonderful!’ said the knight.

      
      The guards at the palace gate bowed their heads respectfully to Sir Hugh, and let me past without question. Now we were inside,
         my companion became more talkative.
      

      
      ‘A little while ago you were staring at my surcoat, Petroc,’ he said.

      
      ‘Forgive me, sir, but it is striking,’ I said carefully.

      
      To my relief, Sir Hugh laughed. ‘Yes, it certainly is that,’ he said. ‘And there is a noble tale behind it. You shall hear
         it.’ And not waiting for my reply, he continued.
      

      
      ‘My grandfather went to the Holy Land with His Majesty King Philip of France,’ he began. ‘He was a knight in the service of
         the Duke of Morlaix – that is in Brittany – and when the Duke was killed near Aleppo, Grandfather was at his side.’ He glanced
         down to where I scurried along beside him trying to keep up and listen at the same time. ‘The Duke’s dying wish was for his
         bones to rest in Brittany, and his heart in Jerusalem,’ the knight continued. ‘Grandfather saw to it that his lord’s bones
         were boiled in wine, and then he carried bones and heart towards the Holy City. But his party were ambushed by the Saracens,
         and things went ill for them. A young page who lay hidden behind a great stone saw Grandfather fight to his last breath. When
         they found him later, he was lying on a hill of dead Mahometans. His sword was broken at the hilt, but in each hand he held
         one of the Duke’s leg-bones, all smeared with the blood of the Infidel.’ He sighed. ‘The King gave us the crossed bones for
         our crest, and Grandfather lies buried near his lord’s heart in Jerusalem.’
      

      
      ‘Have you been there, sir – Jerusalem, I mean?’ I said.

      
      ‘Indeed I have,’ he replied. ‘And to Jaffa, Aleppo, Homs – strange and wonderful places.’ He fell silent, and a certain wistfulness
         played across his face, softening it for a brief moment. We walked on a few paces, and then he seemed to shrug off his mood.
      

      
      ‘How old are you, Petroc? Nineteen, twenty?’ The voice was brisk and purposeful.

      
      ‘Eighteen, sir.’

      
      ‘And where are you from?’

      
      ‘Dartmoor. Which is in Devon.’

      
      ‘Devon.’ Something in his voice hinted that his question might have been rhetorical. But how could he know my origins? Absurd
         misgivings, I told myself.
      

      
      ‘Well, that moorland air has served you well – you seem older.’

      
      ‘Thank you, sir,’ I said, extremely flattered.

      
      ‘And here we are,’ said Sir Hugh. Talking, we had strolled through a long stone-paved corridor, its walls hung with rather
         drab tapestries, then climbed a narrow spiral stair that seemed cut out of the thickness of the palace walls. At the top was
         another, wider passage, and the tapestries that hung here were finer and brighter. Rush torches burned in finely wrought wall-sconces.
         The door Sir Hugh was now leading me towards was flanked by two great iron candelabras, festooned with heavy swathes of dried
         wax like frozen honey. An armed man and a page, both in the Bishop’s livery of white hounds rearing on a blue field, stood
         in the shadows.
      

      
      ‘The Bishop’s quarters. I’m afraid you will have to stay out here, my friend. But Tom—’ and he gestured towards the page,
         who stiffened, then scurried over to us, ‘—will bring you a little refreshment. Won’t you, Tommy?’
      

      
      ‘At once, Steward,’ said Tom. The poor boy – younger than me anyway, I supposed – looked terrified.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ I said, embarrassed. Being waited upon by liveried servants was a new experience, and I wasn’t sure if I liked
         it.
      

      
      ‘Sit, brother,’ the page offered, pointing to a wooden bench just beyond the light of the candles. ‘I will return in a minute.’ And he set off running.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the guard had opened the door. A warm glow, of candles and firelight, ebbed out. Sir Hugh patted my shoulder gently.

      
      ‘I will be a little while. Then, perhaps, you will be my guest for dinner? I have yet to make amends for last night.’

      
      I was speechless yet again, and managed an idiot’s nod.

      
      ‘Very well, then. Tom will take care of you in the meanwhile.’ And with that he stalked into the Bishop’s chambers, and the
         guard pulled the door shut behind him.
      

      
      And so I spent a pleasant half-hour in a corridor of the Bishop’s palace, eating cold fowl from a silver plate and sipping
         at a goblet of some rich, garnet-red wine. The page, Tom, presented these delights to me with a nervous bow and then retreated
         to his place in the shadows by the door, from where he watched me like a timid owl. The wine’s smoky fumes reached into my
         head like the roots of a tree that sends tendrils creeping into every tiny crevice of the rock on which it grows – and indeed
         I fell to thinking of the moor, and of a hot day in August when I had laid down to rest on a tor high above my home. I had
         dozed and woken to find a little adder asleep in the curve of my neck. I gasped in fright and it opened a yellow eye, gazed
         at me with surprise, and disappeared into a fold in the stone. I had been taught to fear the glossy brown vipers, short and
         stocky with a black zigzag running the length of their backs, but this little creature had been gentle and as afraid of me
         as I had been of it. Perhaps Sir Hugh is that sort of viper, I thought idly, picking at a chicken wing. But on the whole,
         I doubted it.
      

      
      Finally the door to the Bishop’s chambers swung open and Sir Hugh strode out. A smaller, wider man followed him to the threshold,
         and I recognised Bishop Ranulph. I had sprung to my feet as soon as I heard the creak of the door, and was surreptitiously wiping chicken grease from my fingers onto my habit when Sir Hugh beckoned to me.
      

      
      ‘Brother Petroc,’ he said, ‘come.’

      
      Ducking my head in dismay, I did as I was bid.

      
      ‘I have commended you to His Excellency,’ said the knight. ‘You are greatly honoured.’

      
      I looked up, and found myself looking at the Bishop’s outstretched hand. Upon the fourth finger squatted an immense ring of
         gold and carnelian. I knelt and kissed it, shooting a moment’s glance upward as I did so. Perhaps my daydream of the moors
         had not quite faded, for I realised that Bishop Ranulph, whom I had only ever seen from a distance, looked like a buzzard.
         A thick shock of grey hair fell close around a face that held close-set, slate-grey eyes either side of a hawkish nose, below
         which was a thin, curving mouth. The man even held his head cocked bird-like to one side as he looked down at me beadily and,
         I thought, hungrily. I had seen buzzards rip the guts from baby rabbits with just such an air of concentration, and I hurriedly
         dropped my eyes.
      

      
      ‘You are a constant surprise to me, Hugh,’ I heard him say. ‘I hardly thought you’d be one for protégés.’ The Bishop’s voice
         was deep, flat, and every word had an inflection of finality. This was not a man who expected to be questioned.
      

      
      ‘Hardly a protégé, Excellency,’ Sir Hugh replied casually. ‘Of mine, anyhow. Brother Petroc is a thinker. I merely wished
         to demonstrate some of the promising material the University is nurturing.’
      

      
      ‘Thinker, eh?’ the flat voice said. ‘Make sure he’s thinking the right thoughts, then, Hugh.’ There was a sort of laughter,
         a rustle of fabric, and the grumble of a closing door. Sir Hugh tapped my tonsure.
      

      
      ‘Unfreeze yourself, brother. Let us find some dinner.’

      
      And so we retraced our steps through the stony anatomy of the palace, Sir Hugh wrapped, seemingly, in his thoughts and I in
         mine. Chief of these concerned my introduction to the Bishop, and my sense that I had acquitted myself rather poorly. The
         man was quite terrifying, and kneeling on the flagstones between him and Sir Hugh I had felt like a frog caught between two
         sharp-beaked herons. But now the Bishop knew my name and face. What a stroke of fortune – an introduction to Bishop Ranulph!
         ‘Wait and see,’ I told myself. ‘Wait and see.’
      

      
      By now we were back in Cathedral Yard. Sir Hugh was still preoccupied, and although ignored I reasoned I had been invited
         to dinner, so I kept close to his side. Then, to my surprise, Sir Hugh steered me towards the great west door of the cathedral.
      

      
      ‘Forgive my silence, Petroc. The cares of work. And I’m afraid I have an errand to perform,’ said Sir Hugh. ‘A small matter
         of the Bishop’s business. It will take but a few minutes. In fact—’ and he turned to me as if a new thought had struck him,
         ‘—you can be of some help … that is, if you don’t mind?’
      

      
      And although I was too surprised – not to say worried – to reply, he cuffed my arm companionably. ‘Splendid. That is, unless
         you have made other plans for your evening?’
      

      
      ‘No, no,’ I managed, unable for the life of me to imagine how I could help this strange and intimidating man.

      
      ‘It is simply that, as a cleric, you are the appropriate person for this task, which will assist me and please His Excellency
         the Bishop,’ said the knight, as if reading my thoughts.
      

      
      After that, how could I resist? Besides, we were now at the cathedral door. It was unlocked at this hour, and Sir Hugh gestured
         me inside with a courtly flourish.
      

      
      I had always loved Balecester cathedral, although love is too easy a word. It is a titanic cave of stone, and yet the artisans
         who made it shaped that stone as if it had been wood, or wax. It was always cool and silent, except during Mass and on feast
         days and festivals, when it blazed with candles, buzzed with humanity and was filled with billows of incense from huge censers. Just a few weeks back, a great Mass had been held in the
         presence of the Pope’s own legate, one Otto, and it seemed as if the entire city had craned its neck to catch a glimpse of
         this exotic plenipotentiary from Rome. Tonight it was empty, and lit only by the candles that burned in its chapels and before
         the altar. As we walked through the transept and reached the nave, I looked up, as I always did here. Columns of stone soared
         up and away, and met far over our heads in a filigree of arcs and leafy bosses, some carved as clusters of leaves, others
         as heraldic designs or grotesque beasts and men. It was like being inside a stone forest, and now, although the ceiling was
         deep in shadow, I felt tiny, awe-struck and insignificant compared to this mighty work honouring a mightier God.
      

      
      If Sir Hugh felt such things, he did not show it. While I made a full genuflection towards the high altar, the knight gave
         a curt bow and crossed himself briskly. Then he strolled on up the nave, and I hurried along behind him, trying to keep up.
         I was surprised when we passed under the rood screen and into the chancel. Sir Hugh was a layman – a knight, of course, and
         an erstwhile Templar – but he was also the Bishop’s man, and so maybe had some kind of dispensation that allowed him access
         to the sanctuary. The rood screen itself always made me shiver. I saw it as a colossal web of stonework that held seemingly
         hundreds of statues, of kings, noblemen, bishops and saints, guarding the altar. So much holiness – and so much weight, supported
         as if by a miracle. But if I felt the fear of the pious, Sir Hugh was immune. Or was he? Now he hesitated, dropped quickly
         to one knee and, taking my arm, led us back into the nave.
      

      
      ‘I will have to ask forgiveness for that,’ he said, and I thought his voice sounded strained. ‘But I used to be in orders
         myself, and the training never leaves one.’ The poise and presence of the man seemed to have left him all of a sudden. I was
         intrigued. He was human after all. Will had mentioned the Templars, and I was about to say something, when Sir Hugh continued.
      

      
      ‘As the Bishop’s Steward I have the right to approach the altar, but I do not like to do so,’ he said. ‘Which is how you can
         be of service, Petroc. The Bishop has asked me to bring him a certain holy relic that is kept there,’ and he pointed to the
         altar. ‘It would be right and fitting if you were to carry it, brother.’
      

      
      I felt a glow of pride. ‘Of course,’ I said.

      
      ‘Excellent!’ said Sir Hugh. His spirits seemed to have revived a little. ‘The Bishop has need of the hand of St Euphemia.
         It is held in a reliquary shaped like a hand, thus,’ and he raised his own hand in imitation of querulous, feminine benediction.
         It was startling in its precision, and faintly mocking: an actor’s gesture. It was also deeply out of place, somehow: like
         the polished, tightly coiled knight himself, with his white eyes and evil little knife. I heard, somewhere in the back of
         my mind, a gasp of outrage from the stone worthies in the rood screen. But the sense I had of Sir Hugh’s otherness, his utter
         remoteness from anything or anyone in my experience, only tightened his hold over me. I had no familiarity with power. For
         all I knew, this was how it manifested itself to lesser persons like myself.
      

      
      So it was against my better judgement, indeed almost against my will, that I turned and entered the chancel once more. The
         floor here was made of richly coloured tiles, which were quieter than the flagstones of the nave. The tiered pews of the choir
         rose on either side of me, and at any other time I would have paused to admire the dense carving that rambled over every surface.
         The misericords – the hinged seats that folded up against the pew-backs – each had a face or a beast under them, some obvious
         caricatures of real people, others leaf-haired wood-woses or green men. They were cheerful things that brought a spark of
         fun to the serious business of Mass, but tonight the thought of all those odd faces made me uncomfortable. Like the statues in the screen, I felt their eyes upon me.
      

      
      But now I had reached the altar. I climbed the three steps slowly; the inlaid marble of different hues and patterns that made
         the treads glow in the light was smooth and slippery under the leather of my soles. The great stone table before me was laden
         with candles, and the flames winked and slid over the gold and jewels of the tall crucifix, the covers of the Bible and Psalter,
         the chalice and pyx. I saw a casket of figured ivory; the stand for a crystal globe which held a single tooth of St Matthew
         suspended within it like the iris of a grotesque eye; a small cross of filigreed gold and garnets that I knew guarded a splinter
         from the True Cross. And there, almost hidden by the Psalter, slim golden fingers rose to catch the tiniest beads of candlelight
         on their tips. The reliquary. Catching my breath, I gathered up my right sleeve so as not to brush the altar or the gems that
         studded the Psalter’s cover, reached across and took the hand of St Euphemia.
      

      
      It was cool, not cold, to my touch, a thin hand smaller than my own, and finely boned – not unlike my mother’s, I thought
         suddenly. It rose from a richly patterned sleeve that formed a base. The Saint had seemingly lost her hand three or four inches
         below the wrist. I held the thing reverently. Although I had heard of St Euphemia, a Roman woman of Balecester who had been
         chopped into pieces by the soldiers of Diocletian, and knew that her powers of healing were revered by country women, I had
         never given her much consideration. My favourite saint had always been St Christopher, whose image my father wore always and
         whom I could imagine striding across the moors, carrying Our Lord across brook and mire. St Euphemia had lived and died in
         Balecester, and her cult was here in a city I neither liked nor wished to remain in. Nevertheless, holding this thing, a thin
         skin of gold separating my flesh from the flesh of the long-dead woman, I felt a tingle of power coming through the metal.
         I closed my eyes and offered up a prayer to her, and again, the image of my mother came unbidden to my mind. Feeling oddly comforted, I turned from the
         altar and found myself face-to-face with a man whose pinched face twitched with shock and outrage.
      

      
      ‘What have you done?’ he said in a strangled voice. ‘How dare you – how dare you!’

      
      I was terrified. The man was clearly a deacon, and quite young. He must have been in the vestry and heard Sir Hugh and I talking.
         I had been so preoccupied that I had not heard him come stealthily up behind me. For all he knew I was a common thief and
         the worst sort of impious blasphemer. But then I remembered why I was here.
      

      
      ‘I am doing the Bishop’s bidding,’ I stammered.

      
      ‘The Bishop? What have you to do with the Bishop, boy?’ The deacon had merely been shocked before: now he was angry as well.

      
      ‘I am with Sir Hugh de Kervezey, Steward to the Bishop. He asked me to fetch the hand of St Euphemia. The Bishop requires
         it.’
      

      
      ‘I see no Steward,’ said the deacon. And, looking past his shoulder, neither did I. From where we stood, the body of the cathedral
         beyond the rood screen was in shadow. Sir Hugh must be sitting in a pew out of sight, I thought.
      

      
      ‘He did not wish to approach the altar, although he has permission,’ I said, desperately. ‘The Bishop wants the hand. I am
         Petroc of Auneford, late of Buckfast in Devon and now studying here at the Cathedral School. Please,’ I added, feeling close
         to childish tears, ‘I mean no harm. Sir Hugh will speak for me.’
      

      
      ‘Sir Hugh be damned, boy,’ spat the deacon. ‘Give me the hand.’

      
      ‘Please, sir, it is true,’ I pleaded.

      
      ‘Give me the hand, and then I will call the Watch. You should not have drawn the Bishop into your poisonous lies, boy. You
         will surely suffer for what you have done.’
      

      
      I was about to give up the reliquary, but a flash of something in the nave caught my eye. And there was Sir Hugh leaning against
         the rood screen, his arm raised casually.
      

      
      ‘Come, Petroc, the Bishop is waiting for us,’ he called.

      
      I looked at the deacon in triumph. ‘Sir Hugh,’ I told him. The man glared at me. ‘I see an accomplice, and a bold one,’ he
         said. ‘Come with me.’ And he grabbed a fistful of my cowl and began to drag me down the aisle.
      

      
      We were about half-way across the chancel when I felt his grip loosen, and we halted. The deacon turned to me, and his face
         had changed. Rage had fled, to be replaced with doubt.
      

      
      ‘That is Sir Hugh de Kervezey,’ he informed me. I nodded.

      
      ‘I know,’ I said. ‘Please talk to him, then you will see I was telling the truth.’

      
      And now I followed the deacon as he strode across the tiles. He was quite a tall man, and perhaps ten years older than me.
         Now that he had regained some composure, I saw that his face was not unkind, although he looked very tired. Long hours in
         this cold building, I thought, and who knows what battles he fought in prayer? I began to feel less ill-inclined towards him.
      

      
      Sir Hugh was waiting for us, a tight smile on his lips. After the glittering majesty of the altar, the green damask of his
         clothes looked drab, but his face was almost as noble – and as unreadable – as one of the stone images that regarded us from
         all sides. His eyes, as they followed the deacon and me, did not blink. As we approached, he drew himself upright.
      

      
      ‘Master deacon,’ he said, ignoring me completely, ‘I see you know me.’

      
      ‘Yes, my lord,’ said the man at my side. Now it was his turn to stammer. ‘I found this boy taking things from the altar, and
         thought I had caught a thief. Now I see he told me the truth, and I am sorry for thinking ill of him.’
      

      
      ‘No matter, no matter,’ said Sir Hugh, and treated us to a wide, white smile. ‘I have the honour of addressing Jean de Nointot,
         I believe? Your uncle fought at Hattin.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes, my lord. That is so. I am amazed that you know of my family.’
      

      
      ‘Brother Jean, remember that I am the Bishop’s man. Now, has my young friend Petroc given offence?’

      
      ‘In no way, my lord,’ said the deacon, laying his hand on my shoulder. ‘Although I fear I have terrified him. I certainly
         did not wish to interfere with the Bishop’s affairs.’
      

      
      Sir Hugh laughed. ‘Terror seems to be Petroc’s lot,’ he said. ‘But of course he will forgive you. Besides, I believe his fortunes
         are about to change.’
      

      
      While this exchange went on, I stood between these two men, still clutching the golden hand. I was pleased that Jean the deacon
         had more or less apologised for frightening me half to death, and as he seemed a likeable man I was all too ready to forgive
         him, although I wished Sir Hugh had not done so for me. But what did he mean about my fortunes changing?
      

      
      The knight and the deacon were now talking freely, Sir Hugh asking little questions about cathedral life, Jean de Nointot
         answering him happily. Then it seemed Sir Hugh noticed me again. ‘But we are keeping you, and the Bishop is waiting,’ he said.
         ‘Will you walk us to the door?’
      

      
      ‘Gladly,’ said the deacon, and then paused. ‘It is none of my affair, but I am cursed with an enquiring nature,’ he said,
         with a shy grin. ‘But would you tell me why St Euphemia’s hand is needed at the palace? I might also have to explain its absence
         to the Dean.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing simpler,’ said Sir Hugh. He reached out a friendly hand to the deacon, whose smile grew broader as he waited to be
         drawn into the confidence of the Steward.
      

      
      Instead, Sir Hugh grabbed the front of his habit and pulled the deacon towards him so fast that the man’s head jerked backwards.
         He yelped as Sir Hugh’s knee came up between his legs and slammed into his groin. He began to crumple, but Sir Hugh’s left
         arm snaked around him, spinning him to face me as I stood petrified, the world around our little group erased by this dreamlike flash of violence. Jean de Nointot hung from Sir Hugh’s grip, choking and gasping for air. The knight looked
         past the twitching head and our eyes met. It was like falling through ice. Then I saw that the long blade of Thorn was in
         his right hand. He let the deacon slip down until the man’s chin was under his left forearm, the throat stretched long and
         pallid. Quick as a kingfisher’s beak piercing water, he stabbed Thorn deep into the side of the deacon’s neck and cut forward.
      

      
      There was a ghastly whistling sound, and then the deacon’s blood burst from his neck in a thick roiling jet that hit me full
         in the chest. I staggered back, burning liquid in my eyes, in my hair, my mouth, running down inside my habit. There was a
         full-bodied reek of salt and iron and I gagged, spinning away in my soaking robes, the hot gore seething against my skin as
         it trickled down my back, under my arms and into the hair between my legs. The dead man in Sir Hugh’s arms whistled once more,
         an empty squeak that ended in a forlorn burble. I could see, as if through a red gauze, Sir Hugh still holding the deacon
         under the chin so that the weight of the corpse dragged its slashed throat apart into a vast wound in which secret things
         were revealed, white, yellow, red, like the inlaid patterns in the altar steps. I thought I saw the flap between head and
         torso stretch like dough in a baker’s hands, then I was running down the nave half-blind, blood squelching between my toes
         at every step. Behind me I could hear Sir Hugh’s voice echoing in the cavernous shadows. He was laughing, a great, warm laugh
         full of ease and pleasure. ‘Stop,’ he called, happily. ‘Come back, Petroc! What a mess you’ve made! What on earth made you
         do such a thing?’
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      My eyes were raw with the salt of the deacon’s blood and my own blood was roaring in my ears as I threw myself out of the west
         door and onto the pavement of the Cathedral Yard. It was not late, and people were still abroad, clerics bent on some errand,
         strollers arm in arm with friends or sweethearts. My mind was empty of any thought save that of escape, and I ran towards
         the nearest figure, waving my arms and yelling for help at the top of my voice. But the man, a merchant, stared at me for
         a moment, his mouth open in a parody of shock that would have been at home on a misericord. Then he turned and ran from me,
         shouting incoherently as he went.
      

      
      ‘Wait, wait,’ I called after him. ‘Deacon Jean is dead! Sir Hugh killed him! Help me!’

      
      Now the other people in the Yard were staring. A woman screeched once and fell to her knees. I was still running, but seeing
         the horror on the faces before me I slowed to a stagger.
      

      
      ‘Good people, fetch the Watch! There is a murderer in the cathedral! Fetch the Watch now!’ I was hardly aware of my own voice:
         it sounded thin and reedy. Stretching my arms out to the kneeling woman and her escort, a stocky man in livery, I caught sight
         of myself.
      

      
      Jean de Nointot’s blood, still hot, was steaming in the freezing air. The sleeves of my habit hung, soaked and heavy, and
         my hands were dark and shiny. I found I was still holding the hand of St Euphemia, and the bright gold was gore-splattered.
         Then another voice, loud and full of authority, rang behind me.
      

      
      ‘Stop that man! In the name of Bishop Ranulph, stop him! Murderer and thief – hold him fast!’
      

      
      It was Sir Hugh, and he was not laughing now. I glanced back. He stood under the arch of the west door, tall and commanding,
         pointing a long white finger. He started to walk towards me. I turned again. People were beginning to edge forward, forming
         a loose crescent that was closing slowly.
      

      
      ‘He is the murderer! He’s a butcher,’ I pleaded. ‘He is bloody. He has a knife!’

      
      ‘Poor Deacon Jean caught him stealing the hand of St Euphemia,’ Sir Hugh shouted. ‘See, he has it. Beware, he is possessed!
         He cut at the deacon like a beast. I saw him tear at his guts with his teeth!’
      

      
      The fine lady toppled forward in a dead faint. Some of the men had drawn blades. But I was far more terrified of the man behind
         me than of the frightened folk ahead. I bolted, running straight at the stocky man-at-arms who knelt by his fallen lady. His
         eyes bulged with fright and he threw himself out of my way. The people nearest scattered too. Legs pumping, I was across the
         Yard in an instant, and ran up the first street that opened before me. I was lucky: this was Silver Street, a narrow thoroughfare
         that led away from the cathedral precinct and the Bishop’s palace. Unlike the Yard, the street was empty, and I raced down
         the cobbles unhindered. I heard angry shouting behind me, but no one seemed to be following. But as the street began to curve,
         following the contours of the hill, I turned into a narrow alley that sloped steeply down towards the river. I dimly remembered
         that it came out not far from the Crozier. If I had a thought in my head other than escape, it was to wash myself of the foul,
         clinging blood that clung to me and chafed me as I ran. At that moment I knew I was doomed, but I did not wish to meet my
         end fouled with the stink of another man’s death.
      

      
      My steep and precipitous descent soon had my legs scissoring in wider and wider strides, and my arms flailed as I tried to
         keep my balance on the slippery cobbles. Before I knew what was happening I had catapulted from the mouth of the alley and
         was running headlong across Long Reach, the wide street that bordered the river on this side. There was a yell, a clatter
         of hooves and the high whinny of a frightened horse, and I found myself sprawled next to a high-sided cart. The horse, a big
         old beast, was lunging in its traces and regarding me sidelong with one bloodshot eye. A man was standing on the front of
         the cart, yanking on the reins and almost doubled over with the effort of shrieking curses at me.
      

      
      In a blind panic I wriggled away from the crazed man and his horse, scrambled to my feet and fled down Long Reach towards
         the bridge, a dim, crook-backed shadow perhaps fifty paces away. There were other people on the street. This was a busy place
         of commerce by day, but after dark was trawled by bawds and harlots, and a few of them now watched me with vague interest
         as I hurtled past, a young cleric in wet robes, carrying some sort of artificial hand.
      

      
      The hand. I had forgotten what I was clutching, but now I felt the weight of all that gold. Something rattled slightly within
         it. I stuffed it down my habit. As I ran, it began to slip down between my skin and the woollen undershirt I was wearing,
         leaving an icy trail, as if a huge slug were crawling down my body. Finally it came to rest on my stomach, held in place by
         the rope belt cinched round my waist. I felt its fingers cupping my belly, cold and reproachful.
      

      
      Here was the bridge. I slowed down: there were more people here, people who might know me. Many students lived, like me, in
         the shabbier districts on the east side of the river, and their taverns were here on this side. I stopped, and leaned, panting,
         on the end of one of the bridge’s stone parapets. I could smell myself: fresh blood, horse-shit and refuse from the street,
         and the sharp tang of fright. Touching my face, I felt a scabby crust of congealed gore. Thus masked, my friends would not
         recognise me, I thought now. But recognisable or not, I looked like a fiend escaped from hell. No safety lay in this disguise.
      

      
      My mind, frozen by shock and the panic of flight, began to thaw. Like blood returning to numb limbs, reality crept back, painfully.
         I found myself taking stock of the situation. There had been a murder. I was to blame. No, that wasn’t right. I had been blamed.
         The knight was the killer, but was leading the hunt for me. Because the hunt must be on. I had escaped so far. I had to explain
         what had really happened … No. Ridiculous. My word against the Steward. I was dead. No! I was alive, and perhaps I could remain
         so.
      

      
      This debate with myself took mere seconds, but already people were stopping, staring in my direction. With no plan but a growing
         desire for life, I took a deep breath and set off across the bridge. I looked neither left nor right, and tried to keep my
         steps regular and slow. If I could reach my lodgings I would have clean clothes, a little money. But perhaps that wasn’t a
         good idea. Sir Hugh had known my name – why not my lodgings? I shook my head, trying to clear it of the returning hum of panic.
      

      
      It would take me two or three minutes to reach Ox Lane. For some reason there was no hue and cry behind me: through some quirk
         of good fortune I seemed to have eluded pursuit. Perhaps Sir Hugh had led the chase the full length of Silver Street, thinking
         I was making for the tannery district and the water-meadows beyond. But as I dithered, my steps less sure now, the great bells
         of the cathedral began to toll. The sound, pure and deep, rolled out across the town. This was no call to prayer, no striking
         of the hour. It was a death-knell, and an alarm. St Euphemia’s hand stroked my guts like a baleful premonition.
      

      
      I had no time to think now, only to act. I sprinted the few paces to where Ox Lane cut across Bridge Street, stopped short
         of the corner and peered round. The lane was dark and seemed empty, so I ran for the door to my lodgings. Opening it cautiously, I saw nobody in the hall. Taking the stairs two at a time I reached the top landing, badly out of breath. Panting
         and smarting from a stitch in my side, I pushed open the door – there was no lock – and stepped into the dark room.
      

      
      Except that the room was not dark. A candle was burning in the pewter holder by my pallet. And on the pallet sat a man.

      
      My heart lurched. I could actually hear it bang against my ribs, so quiet was the room. Fright had mastered thought, and I
         leaped backwards, only to meet the edge of the door, which had swung half-closed behind me. Now my weight slammed it shut
         and I was trapped on the wrong side, fumbling with the old latch, which as usual had seized for want of the dab of tallow
         I always meant to give it, but never did. My back was to the figure on the bed, but part of me waited numbly for the blow
         to fall, glad not to be facing my death.
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