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      About the Author

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

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

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

      
      His photos of Devon and locations for his books can be found at: Flickr.com/photos/Michael_Jecks.
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      ‘Michael Jecks is the master of the medieval whodunnit’ Robert Low

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

      
      ‘Michael Jecks has a way of dipping into the past and giving it that immediacy of a present-day newspaper article. . . He writes. . .with
         such convincing charm that you expect to walk round a corner in Tavistock and meet some of the characters’ Oxford Times
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      ‘This fascinating portrayal of medieval life and the corruption of the Church will not disappoint. With convincing characters
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      About the book

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

It’s 1325, and turmoil in England is rife. But could the Prophecy of St Thomas’s Holy Oil be the key to saving the ill-fated reign of King Edward II? It is believed the one anointed with it will be a lion among men: he will conquer France, unite Christendom and throw the heathens from the Holy Land.

Meanwhile, Sir Baldwin de Furnshill, Keeper of the King’s Peace, and his friend Bailiff Simon Puttock return from France with an urgent instruction for the King himself. Soon they find themselves at the centre of a deadly court intrigue involving the most powerful and ruthless men in the country, who will stop at nothing, not least murder, to achieve their ambitions . . .





      
      
      This book is for Barbara Peters of the Poisoned Pen Press, with huge admiration for the marvellous work she does in support
         of crime writing and writers.
      

      
      However, it is also for Ian Mortimer, one of the very best experts on medieval history and a wonderful drinking companion.
         There are few men with whom I can go to the pub and discuss Edward II into the early hours! (There are even fewer with whom
         I would want to do so!)
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      Glossary

      
      
         
         

         

         
         
            
            	Assart

            
            	A clearing in a forest, in which a farmer had created arable land by cutting down trees and grubbing up the roots.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Bellatores

            
            	Medieval society thought itself composed of three groups: religious, who prayed for men’s souls, peasants, who gave their
               labour to provide food and clothing, and the warrior class, the bellatores, who maintained order.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Buttery

            
            	King’s office which was responsible for ales, wines and other stores.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Castellan

            
            	The man in charge of a castle.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Cokinus

            
            	Literally, ‘Cook’, but was used as the term for messengers who went about on foot rather than on horseback – and older term,
               used before ‘Cursor’ came into vogue.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Cursores

            
            	Late in King Edward I’s time, this term began to replace the older ‘Cokinus’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Fewterer

            
            	The officer who had responsibility for the packs of hunting dogs.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Frater

            
            	This was the room in which the monks would eat.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Host

            
            	The King’s army. Army was a new term to the later fourteenth century.

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	League

            
            	An ancient measure of distance, roughly equivalent to three miles (although no medieval measures were standardised across
               the country!).
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Lords Marcher

            
            	Also known as Marcher Lords, were the knights and barons who owned estates on, or near to, the ‘marches’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	March

            
            	The lands along the Welsh and Scottish borders. They had their own customs and laws which gave great independence to the Lords
               who owned them, mainly because they were almost permanently in a state of war – especially on the Scottish March.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Marshal

            
            	The man in charge of the ‘Marshalsea’.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Marshalsea

            
            	The stables, and those who worked in them.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Murdrum Fine

            
            	‘Murder’ was so termed because of this fine. In short, after the Norman invasion, the rebellions against the invaders were
               so regular, that unless a corpse could be proved to be that of an Englishman, by men coming forward to assert the dead man’s
               ‘Englishry’, the body was assumed to be that of a Norman. The death of such a man meant heavy fines to be imposed on the vill
               where he was found – the ‘murdrum’ fines.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Nuncius

            
            	A messenger on horseback.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Palfrey

            
            	These were better quality horses for riding.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Porters

            
            	The men who were responsible for the gates to cities, or to castles or halls.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Rache

            
            	A specific form of hunting dog which was used to hunt by scent rather than others, like greyhounds, which depended upon sight.

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	Reredorter

            
            	A toilet that was at the back of the dormitory in a monastery.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Rounsey

            
            	A general, average quality horse used for riding, carrying goods etc, but not for pulling carts.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sewer

            
            	The attendant on a lord who would serve his master, and who would see to the setting of the table, as well as tasting the
               King’s food in a royal household.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sumpter

            
            	Packhorse.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Tranter

            
            	A wandering salesman of various essentials.

            
         

         
      

      




      
      
      Cast of Characters

      
      
         
             

         

         
         
         
            
            	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill

            
            	Keeper of the King’s Peace in Crediton, and recently made Member of Parliament, he is known to be an astute man and shrewd investigator. From his past as
               a Knight Templar, he has a deep hatred of injustice or persecution.

            
         

    
        
         
            
            	Jeanne

            
            	Baldwin’s wife, Jeanne is mother to his two children.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Simon Puttock

            
            	Baldwin’s friend for many years, Simon was a bailiff to the stannaries at Lydford, where he gained a reputation for honesty
               and fairness.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Margaret

            
            	Simon’s wife.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Edith

            
            	Simon and Margaret’s daughter.

            
         

         
         
            
            	King Edward II

            
            	the feckless king of England, Edward has gone down in history as one of our most brutal, sly, and devious kings. His reign
               is noted for the disasters, natural and otherwise, which dogged his rule.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Isabella

            
            	Edward II’s queen, Isabella was the daughter of King Philip the Fair of France, and was thus the sister to the current ruler,
               King Charles IV.
            

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	Sir Hugh le Despenser

            
            	probably one of the most unsavoury characters ever to gain influence at an English court, Hugh Despenser the younger was noted for his avarice, his cruelty,
               and his ruthlessness in the pursuit of his own personal ambitions.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Edward of Windsor

            
            	the son of King Edward and also called the Earl of Chester, the Earl was never officially made a Prince. He would later become
               King Edward III – one of England’s most successful monarchs.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	André

            
            	mercenary and guard to the Bishop of Orange.

            
         

         
         
            
            	William Ayrminne

            
            	a canon, Ayrminne is a close ally to the queen.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir John of Bakewell

            
            	one of many knights serving King Edward II at his coronation.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Thomas of Bakewell

            
            	the brother of John, and later a king’s messenger.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Matthew atte Brook

            
            	the owner of an assart in Ashdown Forest, near Crowborough.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Agnes atte Brook

            
            	wife to Matthew.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Richard of Bury

            
            	a royal clerk who was based in Chester, in 1324 Bury became tutor to Earl Edward.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Henry of Eastry

            
            	the Prior of Christ Church Priory, Canterbury.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Mark of Faversham

            
            	steward and bailiff to Prior Henry.




	Brother Gilbert

	a monk at Canterbury.
            

            
         

         
         
         
            
            	John

            
            	son of Peter, John is a strong fighter too.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Joseph of Faversham

            
            	a King’s messenger.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Jack of Oxford

            
            	one of the guards of the Bishop of Orange.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Hal

            
            	assistant to Mark of Faversham at Christ Church Priory.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Bishop of Orange

            
            	one of the Pope’s trusted emissaries, Orange is attempting to bring peace between France and England.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Peter

            
            	one of the men-at-arms in Canterbury under the castellan, Peter is a ruthless fighter.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Pons

            
            	a friend of André’s and guard to the Bishop of Orange.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Walter Stapledon

            
            	the Bishop of Exeter is a wily politician. Twice the Lord High Treasurer, he is known to be a loyal servant to the crown –
               and deeply suspicious of the queen.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sir Robert of Westerham

            
            	the King’s Coroner at Canterbury.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Nicholas of Wisbech

            
            	a Dominican sent by the King to negotiate with the Pope.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Richard de Yatton

            
            	Herald to the King, Richard is a trusted messenger.

            
         

         
      

      




      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      This book was intended to be a very different tale originally. The main bulk of the story was to be set in the later part
         of the year 1325 in France, but things have conspired against me, as usual.
      

      
      The problem I suffer from, and the attraction to me of my writing, is that the stories are set in ‘real time’ through history.
         This means that the stories have to stack up logically with the events of the period. When there was a famine, I have to mention
         it. Likewise, when there was a massive scandal over the princesses in King Philip’s court in Paris, I have to incorporate
         that, too. It also means I have to be accurate about where people were.
      

      
      I cannot, for example, cheat and suddenly have Edward II lifted from England and set down in Paris, just to facilitate the
         plot. He didn’t go there. Worse, I know where he was in April, so I have to be true to the history and have the plot working
         around him in Beaulieu.
      

      
      Equally, though, it’s hard to jump from The Templar, the Queen and Her Lover, which was set in March and April, and suddenly move the action straight to September when the Earl of Chester was sent to
         France to pay homage for the English territories. That would be a large gap, and one which would take a lot of background
         flashbacks to explain.
      

      
      So, to the despair of my editor, I threw the synopsis for Book 25 (untitled) into the box marked ‘Stories to return to’, and started again from scratch.
      

      
      And came up with this plot.

      
      It is different from earlier stories, but the main aspects are quite correct. There was a prophecy regarding the ‘Boar from
         Cornwall’ and the story of the Oil of St Thomas was also well known. No, it’s not made up by me.
      

      
      Nor is the basic story of the coronation. I am afraid that John of Bakewell did die during a mad press at the time of the
         coronation in the manner described. It was only one of a number of aspects of the coronation day that struck chroniclers at
         the time as being proof that Edward II’s reign would be enormously unlucky. And they were not wrong, as events were to prove.
      

      
      The nature of the King’s son, Earl Edward of Chester, is very much my own interpretation and guesswork, but set on solid foundations.
         I would refer any serious investigator of the period to look at Roy Martin Haines’s work King Edward II (McGill Queen’s University Press), and the truly excellent book published by Random House, The Perfect King – The Life of Edward III, Father of the English Nation, by my good friend Ian Mortimer of Exeter University.
      

      
      To a large extent I can blame Ian for this book. It was his mention of certain aspects of the younger Edward’s life that tempted
         me to look at this story from the viewpoint of the Earl. The idea that the next king would have grown to manhood in a febrile,
         dangerous environment, with a father who was so alienated from his mother that she lost her properties, her income, her servants,
         even her children; all taken away because her husband considered her too dangerous, was too appealing to my novelistic imagination. He feared she might pollute their children with treasonous thoughts. All this,
         because her brother was considering (how actively, I am not sure) invasion of England.
      

      
      To look at the boy, and then consider his tutor, the strange Richard of Bury, who was an avid book collector (although detractors
         said he was illiterate!) and taught his charge all about the Greek and Roman heroes, and then to see the kind of man into
         which Edward grew, with the various influences which had shaped his life, this was fascinating.
      

      
      Earl Edward (I am reliably informed by Ian Mortimer that he was never created a prince, and the title was not in those days
         automatically passed on to the King’s sons, so he was at this time a mere earl) must have been an impressive character. It
         is true to say that he was one of our most revered Kings up until relatively recently. Attitudes have changed, largely as
         a result of politically correct rethinking, but, bearing in mind his dreadful upbringing – he would have witnessed his role
         models being executed, even his father’s cousin, seen his family broken up, and the hatred that surely existed between his
         mother and his father’s probably homosexual lover, Hugh le Despenser – it is astonishing that this lad developed into such
         a spectacularly effective king. Not only that, by all accounts he was also a loving, generous father and husband. A marvellous
         role model – if you can ignore the numbers of dead from his wars, the devastation of swathes of France, the consequential
         destruction of much of Europe when mercenaries swept over the continent, and the obscene cruelty aimed at the general population
         by arrogant and largely barbaric men-at-arms.
      

      
      The trouble is, it is easy to admire men of his stature for what he achieved in his time – but his time was not the same as ours. It is hard to imagine living in a period when, to take the John Hawkwood example, two men arguing over which would
         rape a nun first were told that their leader would cut her body in two and they could both have ‘half each’ as some sort of
         Solomon-like judgement. The simple fact is, these were appallingly vicious people living in a harsh and uncharitable environment.
         Those who won were those, like Sir Hugh Despenser, who were the most appalling, the most cruel, the most ruthless. Pacifism
         was not a successful trait.
      

      
      Those, like King Edward II, who wanted a more gentle, kindly existence, were forced to accept the facts of their era and become
         more cruel.
      

      
      And after saying all this, the final comment has to be that this is my twenty-fifth book in the Templar series. It is rare
         for any author to be able to write these words, but for me to write them in the knowledge that the whole of the backlist is
         still available and selling, gives me a wonderful sense that the effort is worthwhile.
      

      
      In my research, I have referred endlessly to so many books, from Mary C. Hill’s The King’s Messengers 1199–1377, to Ian Mortimer’s book on Edward III mentioned above, and his superb The Greatest Traitor; Alison Weir’s Isabella – She-Wolf of France, Queen of England, and many of the Selden Society records, that it is hard to know which books should be mentioned and which need not be. So
         I shall take the easiest line, and suggest that if you really want to learn more about the period, refer to my website at
         www.michaeljecks.co.uk where you will find a more detailed bibliography for the period, based on my own library.
      

      
      As always, though, the mistakes are my own. And I confidently expect Ian Mortimer to point them out to me!
      

      
      I hope you enjoy this book, and that for a little while it gives you the distraction from modern life which so many of us
         crave.
      

      
      Michael Jecks

      
      North Dartmoor

      
      November 2007

   



      
      
      Prologue

      
      Saturday following Maria Visitatio, beginning of the reign of King Edward II1

      
      Westminster Abbey

      
      Within his burnished steel shell the knight looked utterly impregnable, standing close to the place where he was about to
         die.
      

      
      To the boys all about he was a giant. Tom could see that. Massive, with all his limbs looking larger than natural, larger than life. It made his heart swell to
         see John, his brother, looking like that. He couldn’t keep his feet still. His toes were tapping a staccato rhythm as he stood,
         waiting with all the rest.
      

      
      This was the most exciting day of his life! All his life, he’d lived under the reign of the old King, Edward, but now for the first time in many years, five-and-thirty,
         some said, there was going to be a coronation again! Everyone was thrilled by the idea. All the apprentices were here, most
         of them drunk as usual; they hadn’t the decorum of a bitch on heat, most of them. They were contemptible. But there were also
         all the rich ladies and their squires. He could see some merchants from the City over there, where the main gate to the abbey
         lay, and nearer were some Aldermen. Everybody had come here to witness the great event.
      

      
      Flags were flying, there were songs being sung outside near the taverns, and from here Tom could hear the chanting from inside
         the great abbey church. It made his whole body tingle with anticipation. He’d never seen a king before, and today he was going
         to see the King, his Queen, and all the glorious chivalry of the country. It was just brilliant!
      

      
      There was a sudden tension, and people started shouting and cheering. People behind him started to push forwards, and he found
         it hard to see over those who were standing in front. He jostled along with all the others, staring. Looking over the other
         side of the way, he could see John. He may be a knight, but John himself was straining to see, peering round the doorway as
         keenly as any boy in the crowd, his back to the new wall.
      

      
      Then there was a blaring of trumpets and shouted commands, and the regular tramping of many booted feet, and . . . and there
         they were!
      

      
      First in view were the prelates, all with hands clasped before their faces, mouthing their prayers for the King, asking God’s
         divine support for him; after them was a group of barons, one carrying the gilded spurs which would be placed on the King’s
         boots, another with the sceptre, another with a rod that had a white dove carved on the top – a beautiful piece of work, Tom
         thought; after him came three great knights – earls, he heard later – with the great swords of state. Then there were more
         men carrying a massive wooden board on which all the King’s royal clothing was set. Oh, there was so much! And all were knights,
         lords and earls. Tom could hardly breathe for the joy of the sight.
      

      
      The King was behind all these, barefoot, walking on the carpet that had been laid between the palace and the abbey church. And as he passed by, the crowds grew silent, from respect
         and from astonishment. Such good looks didn’t seem possible on a human face. ‘Such a physique, such deportment,’ people were
         saying approvingly, and then he was past and the whole group of knights and others strode into the church.
      

      
      He saw John again just then. John was at the wall, staring up at the altar. It was Tom’s hope afterwards that John was even
         then praying, and speaking with God. He was always a good man, John, and it would have been good for him to have been in a
         state of grace.
      

      
      Because suddenly there was a low rumble and a splintering sound, and even as Tom’s head snapped up to look at it, the wall
         behind John suddenly crashed to the ground, smothering John with the rubble and dirt from the timbers and lathes and plaster.
      

      
      Small fragments and a cloud of dust swept over everyone, getting into their eyes and noses, making everyone choke and cough.
         People panicked, running hither and thither, and some at the back were trampled as those who had seen the disaster tried to
         escape. Although Tom fought them, pushing and shoving, it took him a while to get to John. By the time he did, there was nothing
         he could do.
      

      
      ‘Back, bratchet, or I’ll have you beaten by the bailiffs,’ a man snarled, and Tom tried to explain that the knight was his
         brother but, before he could, he had a cuff round his ear, and he fell to the ground in the midst of the plaster and dust,
         staring up in horror at the arrogant young knight before him. He saw the man’s badge, and would have said something, but the
         knight spat on the ground near his head, and then strode off, bellowing for servants to clear up the mess.
      

      
      ‘John! John!’ Tom whispered, but although he tried to reach his brother’s hand, he could see that there was already no life in his eyes. John’s head was crushed.
      

      
      Fields near Crowborough, Sussex

      
      Agnes thought it was an auspicious day to be married, the day that the new King was crowned. It would set the seal on her
         happiness.
      

      
      The field was still, with a fine haze rising in the brilliant midday sun, and they were all lying in the shade of a tree,
         eating their bread and cheese, drinking cider from their small barrels, tired after a long day already, gathering up the sheep
         from their little flocks and washing them in the stream that passed by the pasture, all the folk ending as wet as the sheep
         themselves. The filth that ran from the fleeces was extraordinary, and she thought to herself, ‘Aye, they must be glad to
         lose all that weight, the poor beasts.’ A short while after that, she fell in fully, her shift all sodden about her. She could
         feel his eyes on her immediately, running over her body as he would have liked his hands to. When she looked at him, he didn’t
         stop, either. She liked that. He was bold, but so was she, when she wanted, and now, seeing him stare at her breasts, she
         arched her back a little, teasing.
      

      
      For all the splashing and effort, she and the others soon dried off. More than half the flock had been washed, but there would
         be more to do that afternoon, and she would have to do her part.
      

      
      She would do it at his side.

      
      He was called Matthew atte Brook, and his father was a freeman, quite rare down here. While Agnes and her family lived here,
         near to Crowborough itself, Matthew’s family had a little hovel inside the woods. The great forest of Ashdown surrounded all
         this area. Villages and towns might encroach on the trees, but the trees still remained. Assarts sprang up amongst them and flourished for a while, but all too often the
         buildings would decay and collapse, and the trees would return. But Matthew’s father had maintained his house. It had survived
         much, with storms that had destroyed so many places in the last years, and a fire that had almost encircled his land last
         year, but for all that, he had managed to expand his holding little by little, and now he had two cows as well as his pigs.
         He made money by selling the cheese his wife made in their dairy.
      

      
      Agnes gave him a cautious glance from under her long lashes. He was strongly made, her Matthew, with arms corded with muscle
         already, and his eyes were dark and broodingly intense. Oh, she wanted him! So much!
      

      
      It happened at long last when she decided to wander into the woods to empty her bladder. Soon, as she rose from her crouch,
         she heard steps in amongst the trees, the crunch of twigs and the rustle of leaves.
      

      
      ‘Matthew?’

      
      ‘Agnes, I thought . . .’

      
      She knew what he’d thought. It wasn’t fear for her safety that had brought him here. No, it was the thought of her tight shirt
         over her breasts, wet and glorious. She didn’t care. She wanted him as well.
      

      
      He stood beside her, looking away, suddenly shy in her presence. He’d never been like that with her before. She had to take
         his hand and hold it to her cheek, and when that didn’t work, she drew it down to her breast and rested his palm over her
         nipple, letting him feel it harden. She reached to his head and pulled it down to her, kissing him softly at first, gradually
         allowing her desire to transmit itself to him.
      

      
      When she put her hand on his thigh, she felt him shudder, and the proof of his lust made her tingle, and then chuckle throatily. ‘You want me?’
      

      
      ‘Yes!’

      
      ‘You can’t just ’ave me without the proper form, Matthew. Got to ’ave that.’

      
      He didn’t move away. He kept his arms around her and shoved his head into her shoulder. ‘I’ll do that.’

      
      ‘You’ll take me?’

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      ‘Now?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Then come on,’ she said quickly, and drew him after her, back to the stream.

      
      ‘Listen! Listen!’ She waited until all the others were quiet and watching her, and then she turned to him again, holding both
         hands, looking up into his beautiful face.
      

      
      ‘Matthew, I take you to my husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, in love, to honour and obey you, in sickness
         and in health, from now until I die, and there I give you my oath.’
      

      
      And as soon as he had said the words too, they left the others at the stream. And while the others laughed and screamed and
         played and then carried on with their work, Agnes, new wife to Matthew, lay on her back and let him take her virginity, her
         love and her soul.
      

      
      She only grew to hate him ten years later. By then all her love had been squandered by him.

      
      
      Thursday following Easter in the thirteenth year of the reign of King Edward II2

      
      Chester Castle

      
      Bad news deserved lousy weather, the friar thought to himself bitterly.

      
      At the very least, such news should be relayed at dusk. There ought to be a lowering sense of foulness in the air, the sort
         of malevolent fume that would make a man realise his life was about to be ruined. Not today, though. No, not even though his
         career was now effectively ended.
      

      
      Nicholas of Wisbech crossed the court in front of Chester’s castle in the south-west of the city with his mind numbed. The
         bastard had sat there smugly as he spelled out Nicholas’s ‘difficulty’. The prickle!
      

      
      Master Richard of Bury was not the sort of person whom Nicholas would ever have warmed to. A slightly short man, chubby, and
         with glittering little eyes in his podgy face, he didn’t inspire anything but contempt from a man like Nicholas. Nicholas
         was a friar, in God’s name. A Dominican. He was a papal penitentiary. And what was this Richard? A royal clerk, a man whose
         life revolved around writing letters and collating information on accounts, and fattening himself at the King’s expense. His
         flabby body was proof of his laziness and lax intellect.
      

      
      He had tried to cultivate a different atmosphere, of course. Master Richard had begun to collect books, and now he sat among
         towers of them, although Nicholas reckoned he had not the wit to remember anything from any of them, even if he had read them.
         Which the Dominican found doubtful.
      

      
      
      Master Richard’s voice was as oily as his manner. ‘Friar, I am so glad you could come to see me.’
      

      
      ‘Your message said it was a matter of royal importance?’ Nicholas pointed out.

      
      ‘Aha! Well, yes, it is in a way. It is a matter which is embarrassing to the King. So, rather, it’s a matter of some importance
         to you.’
      

      
      Nicholas knew full well that the fat fool in front of him wanted him to enquire what was meant by that, but he refused to
         play his game. Instead, he stood silently, unmoving, his hands hooked over his corded belt.
      

      
      He had once been told that he would make an excellent inquisitor, because with his sharp features, dark, intense eyes and
         ability to remain utterly still, he could drag information from the most reluctant witness. It was not the path he wished,
         and he had rejected the proposal, but now he made full use of his unsettling frown, fixing his cold, searching stare upon
         the clerk.
      

      
      Richard moved a wax tablet from one side of his desk to the other. Then he fiddled with the binding of a scroll, as though
         gathering his thoughts. Richard thought he was trying to appear at ease. He failed.
      

      
      ‘You see, Friar, it is like this: we have the rumour from you of this marvellous oil—’

      
      ‘You dare to doubt the evidence of Saint Thomas?’

      
      ‘Hardly.’ Richard smiled, but uneasily, at the snarling tone. ‘No, it would be fine so far as I am concerned, but there are
         others who’re not so certain. The Pope himself . . .’
      

      
      Nicholas could barely control himself. It was so unreasonable! He knew what had happened, of course. The others who’d spoken
         to the Pope had warned him of the unpopularity of the King, and warned against becoming embroiled in English politics, which was fine, but this could potentially have rescued the King, and with him, saved the realm
         from further damaging dispute.
      

      
      ‘. . . The Pope himself refused to listen to our King’s petition, didn’t he?’

      
      ‘I did all I could to persuade him!’

      
      ‘Of course you did,’ the clerk said suavely, but also absently, as though other, more pressing matters were already occurring
         to him, and he wished not to be detained. He glanced at a scroll on the table top at his left, moving it with a finger as
         he peered. ‘Um. But you know the whims of a king. I fear he is about to write to the Pope.’
      

      
      ‘To complain about the Pope’s decision?’

      
      ‘No, I rather feel he will complain about you and demand that you lose your post as penitentiary.’
      

      
      ‘Why? What have I done?’

      
      But there did not have to be a reason. As the fat clerk shrugged and concealed himself further behind his piles of books,
         Nicholas knew the truth. A man who put himself out to help the King must always succeed, for to fail was to bring down the
         full weight of the King’s enmity. He was a weakly man, this king. Nicholas had noticed his flaws often enough before in their
         meetings, and weakly men in powerful positions always tended to punish those who were unable to stand against them.
      

      
      ‘So I am ruined?’

      
      ‘I rather fear you will not be employed by the King again. But never mind. As a friar, you will be happier to be released
         from the arduous responsibilities of working for King and Pope. It must have been a terrible effort, trying to persuade the
         Pope to send us a cardinal, after all.’
      

      
      He could have no understanding. The weeks of formulating the best approach to the Pope, the long journey to Rome, the difficulty of explaining how important this matter was . . .
         all had taxed his mind and body enormously. And now, simply because he had tried and not succeeded, he was to be punished.
      

      
      ‘I did my best.’

      
      ‘But the Pope didn’t listen. Yes, I quite understand. But you do see, don’t you, that it would be impossible for me to keep
         you on here? I am afraid that the King’s largesse will no longer apply to you.’
      

      
      ‘I have never sought it,’ Nicholas hissed. ‘Look to others who may seek only self-enhancement in the King’s service. I toiled
         as a loyal subject must.’
      

      
      ‘Without any thought of future appointments?’ Richard said, and his pale grey eyes were turned upon Nicholas. With a strong
         tone of sarcasm, he added, ‘How very noble of you.’
      

      
      For that, if nothing else, Nicholas could have thrust his fist in the clerk’s face. But no. He remained calm and restrained,
         and left the room a short while later.
      

      
      And now, as he left the castle and walked down the lanes to meet his brother friar, he could not even pray. There was no prayer
         he could utter that might express his feelings adequately.
      

      
      ‘Ach! God damn that fat fool!’
      

      
      It was embarrassing, Richard reflected as the friar stormed out. The man hadn’t really done anything wrong, after all. He
         was just unfortunate. But, as Richard sighed sadly to himself, all too often weaker men were let down. The strong never were.
      

      
      He patted a book nearby. It was a fascinating book, this. A history of England written by that great man Geoffrey of Monmouth. He had an appreciation of the importance of history, and of keeping an accurate chronicle of events. Monmouth had
         set down all the great events since the arrival of Brutus after the sack of Troy, through the great period of King Arthur,
         and beyond. It was clear from this that those who were bold and firm in their resolve, as well as dedicated to God, of course,
         were the men who would achieve great things. Other books in his stacks told the same story. Alexander did not conquer through
         laziness! No! He was a proud, chivalrous adventurer.
      

      
      But that poor friar was not built from the same clay. He had failed, and because of his failure, the King was sent greater
         distress, because he had hoped for this late release.
      

      
      It was all because of the prophecy, of course. The prophecy of St Thomas’s Holy Oil. He had it here.

      
      Richard moved his books about until he had a space before him, and then he blew dust from the aged parchment, smiling as he
         did so. Merely handling these ancient pages was enough to give his heart a sense of warmth and excitement.
      

      
      He had not heard of the prophecy until some four years ago, when rumours of this came to him. The friar himself had told him.

      
      There had been a dream given to St Thomas Becket while he was exiled in France. The Holy Virgin sent it to him, and in the
         dream she told him that there were to be six kings after his own. She showed him a marvellous Holy Oil, which he must keep
         safe, for the King who was anointed with it would be a lion among men: he would conquer large tracts of France once more,
         and throw the heathens from the Holy Land.
      

      
      The oil had been secreted in a phial safe from danger, in St Cyprian’s Monastery in France. It was to be kept there, secure,
         concealed, until the coronation of the fifth King after Becket’s own king: Henry II. That meant it must be brought out now, for Edward II.
      

      
      Even so, the King had not been anointed with the special oil. And King Edward II blamed all the misfortunes of his reign on
         that failure. The friar who had brought this matter to his attention was suddenly the King’s best companion. Anything the
         friar wanted must be provided. And all he had to do was help the King. He had sent Nicholas to the Pope, to tell the story
         and explain the importance of the oil. And to ask that a cardinal might be sent to anoint King Edward with the Holy Oil –
         the use of such a high-ranking cleric must give the oil additional potency.
      

      
      But the pontiff had demurred, saying that any of the King’s bishops could perform the service. It was plain enough what his
         reasoning had been: the King was enormously unpopular already, and wasn’t aiding the Pope in his attempts to bring peace between
         the English and French kings, so why should he help Edward? The King was thwarted in this one act which could, so he believed,
         save his reign and bring him the fortune he deserved.
      

      
      And the messenger who had brought this news? That friar was no longer the King’s favourite, of course. Failure was never rewarded
         in England.
      

      
      But this matter of the oil. It was interesting, nonetheless. Richard gave a fleeting frown, patted his book again, and set
         it aside, but as he did so, his eyes narrowed and he wondered whether, just whether it was possible that the oil was genuine.
      

      
      That would be a powerfully effective oil if it truly had been given to St Thomas by the Blessed Virgin.

      
      
      Tuesday before Easter,3 eighteenth year of the reign of King Edward II

      
      Assart in Forest near Crowborough

      
      Agnes set down the milk and leaned back, hands at the pain in the small of her back where the muscles were so tense, and then
         took up the butter-churn’s paddle and began the laborious work of converting the milk.
      

      
      There was a time when she had been small and wisp-like, she remembered, but childbirth and the famine had stopped all that.
         When first she had been married, she had been a child, really. Only fourteen years old, and yet old enough to wed and conceive.
         She hadn’t needed too many muscles in those days. All she had known was some easy cookery, a few chores about the house, and
         then the grim effort of suckling her boy. And then the girl, too, and another boy.
      

      
      The priest had been a great support at first. She told him about her vow when her father kicked up a fuss, and the priest
         listened to her and Matthew, and checked with all the witnesses to make sure, before declaring the marriage perfectly valid.
         After all, a marriage wasn’t something that was a Church matter. If people wanted the blessing of the priest at the church
         door, that was fine, but it didn’t invalidate the wedding if they chose not to have it. No, and so Agnes was married.
      

      
      It was the famine that did for her, though. All the children starved during the winter of the second famine year. One after
         another, as though they couldn’t bear to stay alive amid so much sorrow. There was no food for anyone, but it was one thing
         to see men and women with their gaunt features and swollen bellies, their arms and legs withering, eyes sinking, teeth falling out, until only skeletons clothed with a thin
         layer of skin appeared to remain and another to see the children suffer.
      

      
      All suffered, but families in the woods suffered more than most. Their scrappy land wouldn’t support much by way of crops
         in good years, and they must depend on the grain they could buy from those with better land. But during the famine, they lost
         their animals, for there was nothing for them to eat. The animals that could eat, succumbed to a murrain before long. All
         were dead. And with them Agnes and Matthew’s wealth.
      

      
      Matthew had never been particularly demonstrative. He’d not taken to beating her before the famine. Only a couple of thrashings
         a week was his norm. But it had eroded her confidence even then. When Matthew’s father had roared at her for making his pottage
         too thin, too garlicky or too cold, Matthew had taken his side, and would slap her face to show his discontent. But that was
         nothing to the pain she endured when she must pay the marriage debt. After her third babe, it was unbearable, but he wouldn’t
         listen to her, and forced her to take him. That was why she grew to hate him. The routine manner of his beating her was one
         thing, but forcing her to open her legs each night when it felt as though there was a dagger in her belly already, made her
         despise him.
      

      
      The sound of hooves came clearly, and she leaned on the paddle, listening, before continuing with her work again, the paddle
         thudding more heavily as the cream began to separate into buttermilk and butter.
      

      
      ‘Maid, you look good enough to eat!’

      
      She turned and felt her face break into a broad smile. ‘Richard!’

      
      
      The King’s herald grinned and opened his arms, and it was then that she heard her husband’s roar, and she saw him hurtling
         towards them with a billhook in his fist, and she screamed as it rose and sliced down at Richard’s head.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Monday following Easter in the eighteenth year of the reign of King Edward II4

      
      Eltham Palace

      
      He was not yet thirteen years old, but he could still remember the horror of those days. Three years had passed, but he would
         never forget them. Not if he lived to be a hundred.
      

      
      At first he had been confused. Only a boy, he had grown to appreciate the men of his household, great men, good men, who were entirely trusted. Knights, squires, even lords, had been his companions all his life, and he admired them,
         all of them. Everyone did. They were the pinnacle of nobility.
      

      
      Many great men lived in his own private household: Damory, Audley, Macauley – they were the men he could look up to. Other
         than the King, they were the men he respected most in the world.
      

      
      But his world was about to collapse about him.

      
      It was no sudden shock. He knew that now, but to a lad of only nine and a half years it had come with the vast speed of a
         river in spate, washing away all before it. He had listened in horror to the tales of death and torture with utter incomprehension.
         In truth, the catastrophe was a long time building, had he but known it. But he was so young when the civil war began, he couldn’t see that this was a ponderous disaster that had
         been constructed on the foundations of hatred over ten years – before his birth. It was the result of the King’s capricious
         nature. King Edward II had long resented the attitude of the men who thwarted his whims. To the King’s mind, he had the inalienable
         right of the Crown. God had made him King. None other. So no man had the right to overrule him. There was no one with the
         right to stand against him, and yet many tried.
      

      
      The first rebellion, so the King said, was when his close friend Piers Gaveston was captured and murdered by the earls of
         Hereford, Lancaster and Warwick. Gaveston had been the recipient of too much of the King’s largesse, and the earls resented
         royal generosity at the expense of others who had more noble birth. So they took the King’s adviser and killed him.
      

      
      When Gaveston was removed, the King seemed to settle and willingly spend his time with his other friends and his family. The
         birth of his first son gave him enormous pleasure and pride, so they said. But the King was not content. And soon he found
         a new favourite – a man of such rapacious greed that he set all the land against himself and the King: Sir Hugh le Despenser.
         It was his fault that there was a fresh civil war.
      

      
      The Lords Marcher allied themselves with the lords of the far north and rampaged over the territories owned by the Despenser.
         They burned and looted all the vast Despenser estates, and then marched upon London, forcing humiliating terms on the King,
         demanding that he exile his friend and agree to rule within limitations set by them. It was degrading for a man of pride;
         shameful for a King. So, at the first opportunity, the King took action, and the war was finally concluded when he encircled
         the rebels at Boroughbridge.
      

      
      
      If only he had shown tolerance and demonstrated that magnanimity which was the mark of a great man . . . but King Edward II
         was driven by baser motives. Instead of accepting apologies and forgiving those who had shown him such disregard, the King
         launched a ferocious attack on all those who had set their standards against him.
      

      
      His own cousin, Earl Thomas of Lancaster, was led to a field on a donkey, and there beheaded. The Lords Clifford and Mowbray
         were executed at York, and up and down the country lords, knights and squires were hanged. The tarred bodies were left there
         on the gibbets, pecked over and desiccated, for two years and more, proof of the vindictiveness of the man who ruled the nation.
      

      
      Except he didn’t. Not alone. He had left his wife, and it was he and Despenser who controlled the management of the realm
         together, for all the world as close as lovers. Both of them feared by his subjects; both of them hated.
      

      
      No king could be universally loved, of course. The boy may be just twelve years old, but he knew this; he had been well tutored,
         and he had read enough of the lives of Arthur, Alexander and others to know that a powerful leader would always have his enemies.
         But this was taking matters too far. It was one thing to alienate certain members of the nobility, but another entirely to
         turn even a wife against him. And her children.
      

      
      Especially, Edward of Windsor, the Earl of Chester and first-born son of King Edward II, told himself, when it meant losing
         the trust and love of your own heir.
      

      
      
      Night of Monday and Tuesday following Easter5

      
      Christ Church Priory, Canterbury

      
      It was the howling of the blasted creatures that woke him – again – and Mark of Faversham rolled over in his little cot with
         a grunt and a muttered oath, rubbing at his eyes.
      

      
      By the names of all things Holy, they were terrible. Here he was, a man in his middle forties, worn, old, and in need of his
         sleep, in God’s name, and each night the damned creatures would wake him. And if they could wake him, they could wake anyone.
         It wasn’t as though Mark was a light sleeper. If they could get through to him, they could wake half the monks in the cemetery.
      

      
      The things were worse than bloody wolves descending on an innocent flock. Locusts had nothing on them. He had managed this
         estate with efficiency, with economy, and with cautious good sense over some years now, and built it into a modern, profitable
         little manor. And it still would be, if it wasn’t for her damned hounds!
      

      
      The prior hadn’t wanted them. Hounds were an expense Henry of Eastry could well do without. Who on earth would want them eating
         the priory’s wealth week in and week out? Not Prior Henry. He knew the way that they could eat through food. It wasn’t as
         if you could throw them all the crusts from the table, either. Oh no. Dear God in Heaven, what would she say if she heard that? And she would. There was always someone looking for a small reward, and the hope of largesse to follow,
         by speaking out of turn.
      

      
      He pulled on boots and, without bothering to lace them, stomped over the floor to the truckle bed in the eaves, kicking it. Twice.
      

      
      The first served only to set the figure snuffling and grunting, which was at least better than the rumbling, discontented
         snoring, but at the second blow, there was a short rasping snort, and the fellow sat upright, bending over to the side of
         the bed so he didn’t brain himself on the rafters angled over his head. ‘Hey? Wa’?’
      

      
      ‘The bloody hounds again,’ Mark growled unsympathetically. ‘The Queen’s hounds.’

      
      ‘Not again! Sweet Jesus’ pains, can’t the things sleep like everyone else?’

      
      ‘Not everyone, Hal. Not you and me.’ Mark took the candle from the wall’s sconce, and set it on the floor beside him as he
         knelt, reaching for his tinderbox.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Brother. Thanks for reminding me,’ Harry said.

      
      He flopped back on his bed as Mark struck again and again with flint and steel to light some tinder. It was hard in the dark.
         The flash of sparks illuminated the tinder at the first attempt, but that brief explosion of light blinded him for the next
         three, and he kept missing the target, sending sparks flying uselessly to the rough timber floor.
      

      
      Hal had been a Godsend to Mark. For too many years he had tried to manage this estate with the help that the lay brothers
         could provide during those odd moments when they had time to spare. But it was never enough, and when a man had a sudden emergency,
         like when he discovered that the shepherd had fallen and broken his head on a rock, and the sheep were all escaped, a man
         needed more than the promise of some aid towards the middle of next week, in God’s name!
      

      
      Prior Henry was good, though. When his steward went to him and explained about the problems, he listened sympathetically, and told him to leave the matter with him. Mark had thought
         he meant he’d to dispose of Mark’s complaints in the same way his predecessor always had, by ignoring his troubles and hoping
         that the problem would go away. It was often the way that priors would deal with their more difficult staff – tell them not
         to bring problems but solutions, and threaten punishment if they continued to bother their betters. And then Hal arrived,
         young, strong, keen, and eminently capable.
      

      
      At first Mark made the usual uncharitable assumption: that the boy was the love-child of the prior, and the prior had found
         him the best post he could while not admitting paternity. But more recently Mark was forced to consider that the lad was nothing
         of the sort. Apart from anything else, he came from a place some distance from the priory, and Mark had never heard that the
         prior had ever been up that way. Then again, the prior seemed to show no interest in the lad’s development. No, Mark was forced
         to conclude that Hal was nothing more than a boy whom the Prior had heard of, who happened to be bright enough, and who Prior
         Henry considered might be a useful additional body to have in the priory. He came from a good area – other novices had come
         from his part of Kent, like John, Simon and Gilbert. They were all from the same vill, almost.
      

      
      ‘Ah. Good. At last!’ he grunted as a tiny glow glittered in the tufts of tinder. It remained, golden, even as the flashes
         played with his eyes. Picking up the tinder in a bundle, he blew gently until a flame caught, and with his other hand he patted
         the floor looking for the candle he had placed there. At last he found it – it had rolled under his leg – and set the blackened
         wick to the flame. As soon as it caught, he carefully extinguished the tinder and replaced it in his box. Tinder took so long
         to find, to dry, and prepare, it was best not to waste it.

 
The candle he set back in the sconce, and retrieved two more from the box beneath, lighting them. ‘Come on, boy!’
      

      
      Hal was more a man than a boy now, but he’d remain ‘boy’ to Mark. Maybe eighteen years, slender as a willowwand, tall, lanky
         and with the gangling clumsiness of so many youngsters, it was hard to think of him as ever growing up.
      

      
      ‘What is the matter with them?’ Hal demanded as he took the candle, shivering slightly in the middle-night chill.

      
      Mark went down the ladder, muttering, ‘Goddamned hounds. They’re no good to man or beast. If they were warning us of invasion
         or the end of the world, that would be one thing, but these monsters only ever bark at the moon. They were disturbed by a
         cat or something, I daresay. Blasted creatures.’
      

      
      It was a common enough occurrence. The cellarer had a cat, a promiscuous and undiscriminating little draggle-tail, who had
         just borne another litter. Several times in recent weeks the mewling things had irritated the hounds beyond restraint, and
         one kitten had fallen in among the pack. It didn’t live long. Perhaps this was another of the little brutes, sitting up on
         a ledge and taunting the pack below again. However, it could be something else. They had to check.
      

      
      The Queen’s pack had arrived unexpected and unannounced about a month ago, as she passed by on her way to the coast. The Prior
         had remained urbanely calm about it while she was there, but all knew how problematic looking after them was going to be.
         She left them no fewterer to look after them, and as for money . . . well, all knew that her own finances had been curtailed
         since the outset of war with her brother, the King of France, last year. Since then, it was said, the King and his main advisers
         did not trust her, and they wouldn’t let her have the income from her lands. So, in effect, she had nothing.
      

      
      That was probably why the French wench had deposited her beasts on the priory, Mark told himself grimly.

      
      They had been housed in the old tithe barn. It was a great building over at the farther side of the priory grounds, unused
         for some months since the new barn was completed. In time, they had planned to pull down the old building and reuse the stones
         and timbers for some new storage rooms nearer the priory itself. Now they’d have to wait for the blasted hounds to go first.
      

      
      ‘What is the matter with them?’ Hal asked.

      
      Mark made a snarling noise. There was nothing for them to make all this row about. It was the contrariness of hounds, that
         was all. If he had his way, the things would be loosed tomorrow and the devil take them. All Mark wanted just this minute
         was his bed again. The thought of the well-stuffed mattress, the roped frame, the soft pillow filled with hens’ feathers,
         was all enough to make him scowl and want to kill a man.
      

      
      There had been other little disturbances as well, of course. A couple of days ago there had been the arrival of the envoys
         from France on their way to find the King. Prior Henry had been able to direct them to Beaulieu, where he had heard the King
         had descended. God be praised, the envoys and their assorted train had departed yesterday, Monday.
      

      
      At the door to the barn, he passed his candle to Hal before struggling with the great bolt. It should have been greased, and
         he reminded himself again to see to it. The old timbers of the doors had dropped, and the iron bolt was firmly fixed in its
         slot. He was forced to haul and jiggle it, gradually making it move side-to-side before he had loosened it enough to draw
         it free, and then he had to pull at the door while trying to lift it at the same time, the ancient timbers scraping across
         the paved entrance way.
      

      
      Inside they had fenced off the left-hand side. This was where the hounds were supposed to live, while opposite was being used
         for hay storage. The two were cautious with their candles in here, for all knew the dangers of lighted candles and hay, and
         Hal’s wick was already spitting dangerously. Mark made a mental note to trim it in the morning.
      

      
      The noise was deafening here. Baying and howling, some of the beasts jumping up at the partition, while others prowled, heads
         low and suspicious.
      

      
      Mark took up a switch from a peg by the door. He never liked dogs, and certainly wouldn’t trust them. The first time he had
         been bitten by one was when he was nothing but a youngster, and the experience of seeing that enormous gaping jaw in front
         of him, smelling that foul breath, and feeling the teeth clench over his puny forearm, was one he would never forget. All
         he could recall was screaming in a high tone, like a hog feeling the knife open his throat. The memory was enough to make
         him shudder, and now, as he stood there in the gloom, candle high overhead, switch in his other fist, he was taken with an
         urge to destroy the lot of them. Just toss his candle into the hay, and all the hounds would soon be gone. Burned to ash,
         all of them.
      

      
      Except he couldn’t. The Queen would delight in repaying the priory for such dereliction. And Mark himself would be blamed.
         He was the man responsible, after all.
      

      
      So no. He would have to see what the problem was.

      
      Hal had taken hold of a small whip, and flicked it at a dog trying to leap the partition. It fell back, yelping. Another took
         a cut across its nose, and fled to the rear of the pack, howling – although whether with rage or pain, Mark couldn’t tell.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter with them?’ Hal demanded, trying to speak over the noise.

      
      ‘They’re beasts! Just hounds. They don’t need a reason to make this row. They do it for fun,’ Mark shouted back. God, but
         it was so tempting to throw his candle down and . . .
      

      
      His eyes caught a glitter in the straw even as the enticing thought caught at his imagination. There was something there,
         he thought, and peered more closely.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Hal called, his attention split between the hounds leaping at the screen and his master, who had crossed the
         floor and stood staring down at the straw. ‘Master?’
      

      
      He cast a glance at the hounds once more, but then something made him walk over towards his master. ‘Master?’

      
      ‘No! Keep back, Hal!’ Mark exclaimed urgently, and tried to stop the lad. But he was too late.

      
      ‘Oh, Christ! Oh, God! Gilbert, no! What’s happened to him? Gilbert . . .’

      
      Mark tried to turn and shield Hal from the scene, but the boy turned and retched against a sack of grain, face white-green,
         clearly visible even in the warm light from the torches. He had already seen the obscene gaping wound, the pale, yellow cartilage,
         and the blood that lay all about Gilbert’s body, smearing the hay in foul clots and puddles.
      

      
      Run! He had to run! The noise of the hounds behind him was swelling all the time, and he had to escape the row. He didn’t
         think they were after him, but the noise – Christ Jesus! He had to get away from the town as fast as he could. The castle was a short distance in front now, and he could see its
         battlements. There were only a few yards to the door, and then he was inside, panting with fear and exertion, feeling his
         heart pounding, the sweat cooling on his forehead. Or was it the blood? God’s body, but there had been so much blood!
      

      
      Three men waited just inside. They said nothing. There was nothing to be said, only a nod of mutual recognition, all aware
         of the great danger they ran. All knew that if their act tonight was discovered, they would certainly perish. Painfully. He
         gave them the small phial, and that was his part done.
      

      
      Soon he was bustled out, still no time to rest. A man took him swiftly, all the way from the castle’s outer gate, back into
         the town, quietly now, the pair of them scurrying like mice through the deserted streets, and out to the little postern. There
         was no guard here – it was the castle’s men who were supposed to look after this doorway, so close to the castle itself –
         and then he was outside, in the open, the sky a purple velvet cloth overhead, sprinkled with clouds and shimmering sheets
         of silken mist. It was a strange sensation, standing there in the open, suddenly still, with no animals, no sense of urgency,
         no need to run . . .
      

      
      Except there was. He would be running for the rest of his life now, unless the plan succeeded.

      
      Of course, if that happened he might even win a great reward. Become a knight, even. Either that, or he’d be found dead one
         day in a ditch for his perfidious behaviour. The King would have his balls for what he’d done.
      

      
      But for now, he must escape. He moved swiftly along the roadway, keeping the castle on his left, until he reached the cross
         on the Wincheap way, and there he turned south and west, heading towards the leper house of St Jacob. A short distance before
         that, he found the track off to the left into the trees, and met with the men who had the horse.
      

      
      He took the reins, and with a sense of relief to be safe again, the man in the King’s herald tabard sighed and clapped spurs
         to the beast. There were many miles to cover before he could rest properly again.
      

      
      Since getting here from France he felt as though he had been in the saddle all the time. He only prayed he might find some
         peace soon.
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