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

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

Paul Doherty
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

By the mid-14th century, Oxford University had developed basically along the same lines as today. The halls or colleges and the faculties for different subjects were in existence. There was a central university administration where the proctors, as now, were responsible for student discipline.

One final note; in medieval demonology the term ‘Strigoi’ could be used to describe either the living dead or a powerful, evil spirit who takes possession of a living soul.

 

P.C. Doherty




The Prologue

The warm April showers had done little to clean the dirty cobbles and mud-packed runnels of Southwark. Nevertheless, the heavy rain was sweet to those who tended apple orchards, flower banks, herb gardens or just grass for grazing; the shower had also kept travellers safe as it confined the night hawks to mere grumbling in the taprooms of the shabby ale-houses that stood at the mouth of every street and alleyway in Southwark. The black, long-tailed rats, however, knew the rain had softened the mounds of refuse piled high in the sewers and now, their red eyes gleaming, were busily foraging for tender scraps. A cat keeping in the shadows of an alley wall also hunted, though it suddenly stopped, ears cocked, one leg raised, outside the cobbled yard of the Tabard inn which lay across the street from the Abbot of Hyde’s manor. The cat stared across the deserted stable yard, quickly noting that the doors were all locked and barred; no chance there to catch the soft mice shuffling among the straw or greedily filling their small bellies in the bins of bran, oats and other feeds. Instead the cat looked amber-eyed at the light and listened to the raised voices and laughter that poured through the glass of the great mullioned bay window at the front of the tavern. Above the cat, the Tabard’s sign creaked and groaned in the soft April breeze. Somewhere a  horse neighed; a sleepy-eyed ostler opened the small barn door to ensure all was well and so the cat slunk on.

Inside the cavernous taproom of the Tabard, mine host Harry sat at the top of the great, long table and studied his twenty-nine customers and fellow pilgrims, his hands itching at the thought of the profit he would make both tonight and on their return from Canterbury. Harry picked up his great blackjack of ale, its froth bubbling round his mouth and nose while his wide, popping eyes once more surveyed his companions. Early tomorrow morning, before even cock-crow, they would start their long journey down the Rochester road to pray before the blessed bones of St Thomas à Becket in Canterbury. By the cock, Harry thought, a motley crew. On his left was the knight, his steel-grey hair falling to his shoulders, his face marked by lines of severity, his dark hooded eyes half-closed as he loosened his belt after a meal of partridge, quail and golden plover turned on the spit until the flesh became succulent white. The knight had said little; he had drunk and eaten sparingly, as had his son who sat next to him – a curly blond-haired squire, with face and manners as pretty as any maid’s. He had talked even less than his father but had hung on the knight’s every word, now and again stretching across with his knife to carve and dice his father’s meal. A dutiful squire as well as a son, mine host Harry thought, and one who knows full well the rules of courtesy at table.

The knight’s other companion, the cropped-headed, sun-browned yeoman in his coat of green, was listening patiently to the merchant on his left – a large braggart of a man with a proud face and forked beard under a large Flemish beaver hat which he refused to doff even when eating. Across the table, on Harry’s right, the crafty-eyed lawyer was describing to the wealthy franklin a meal served to him at the Inns of Court. This  lover of good food, with his daisy-white beard, listened carefully, licking his lips at the lawyer’s description of the baked meats, fattened peacock and tangy fish sauces. Harry grinned to himself. He was glad he was not sitting next to the tousle-haired cook, who boasted he could prepare the sweetest blancmange. As the cook had sat down, thrusting one leg over the bench, Harry had glimpsed the open sore on the man’s bare ankle. ‘He will prepare no blancmange for me,’ Harry quietly vowed to his old friend the shipman.

The host was also keeping an eye on the summoner with his fiery red face, black scabby brows and scanty beard. The man was covered with pustules, white and red, and his nose was fiery as a coal from Hell. He had, since his arrival at the Tabard, downed as much strong drink as all the other pilgrims put together. The summoner did not care a whit but, like the god Bacchus, wore a garland on his head. Nevertheless, he was still a man to watch for; Harry had twice glimpsed him trying to lift the trinket bag of silk that dangled from the franklin’s belt. The other pilgrims were just as mixed. The lean-visaged pardoner, with his pouches full of rubbish to sell as relics, was a veritable scarecrow with his long yellow hair falling lank as a piece of flax around his shoulders. Beside the pardoner sat a reeve, thin as the pole he carried, hot-eyed, red spots of anger ever present on his high-boned cheeks. The miller was next – built like a battering ram, he was bald as an egg though his beard was red and long as a tongued flame. Harry looked once more at the miller and closed his eyes. He only hoped the loud-mouthed bastard would not pick up his bagpipes and start playing again. This would surely scandalize Dame Eglantine the prioress, who talked only in nasal French as she sat fingering the love locket around her neck or feeding slops of milk to the lapdog she carried everywhere.

‘You are quiet, Master Harry?’

The taverner looked down at the monk and friar, bald-headed, brown as berries, their faces glistening with good living; Harry would not trust either of them as far as he could spit.

‘I was thinking,’ the landlord replied.

‘About what?’ demanded Alice, the broad, red-faced wife of Bath. ‘Come on, sir, what were you thinking about?’ She turned and winked lasciviously at Dame Eglantine’s soft-faced chaplain.

‘I was thinking how pretty you were,’ Harry laughed.

The wife of Bath clapped her hands and her face broke into a gap-toothed grin. ‘I have danced with five husbands, I am always prepared to step out with a sixth!’ She moved her bottom, broad as a buckler, on the bench and flirtatiously adjusted the embroidered cloth around her shoulders.

Harry just stared down the table.

‘I was thinking,’ he said, ‘how we have agreed that each should tell at least two tales. One will be for the day, but what about the nights?’

‘I can keep you busy enough there.’ The wife of Bath simpered to the laughs and catcalls from the others.

‘No! No!’ Harry banged on the top of the table and unhitched a small bag of coins from his belt. ‘There’s good silver in here and, by the cock, if any man disputes it I’ll break his head with a quarterstaff! So, when we move out tomorrow to St Thomas’s watering hole, let us tell a merry tale to instruct or amuse. But, at night,’ his voice fell, ‘let it be different.’ He stared around the now quiet company. ‘Let us tell a tale of mystery that will chill the blood, halt the heart and curl the locks upon our heads.’ He looked slyly at the miller. ‘Or, if you wish, your beard. The winner, the best tale, will receive this purse!’

The assembled pilgrims murmured quietly, now fascinated by their host’s change of mood.

‘Yes! Yes!’ The pardoner’s shrill voice broke the silence. ‘Let us tell a tale of murder and death and let it not be too fanciful but spring from the heart, the life-blood, of each one of us!’

The rest of the pilgrims, full of hot food and strong wine, heartily agreed, eager to experience a tale of mystery as they sat, well fed, before the roaring fire of this or any other tavern on their way to Canterbury.

‘So,’ Harry asked, getting to his feet, ‘who shall begin?’ He glanced to his left where, throughout the conversation, the knight had hardly stirred but only gazed heavy-lidded into the darkness. Harry hoped the knight would tell the first tale tomorrow morning as they took the road out of Southwark; perhaps etiquette dictated that he should also be the first to tell a night story.

‘Sir knight!’ Harry exclaimed. ‘Do you agree?’

The knight looked up, stroking his iron-grey beard. He wiped away the crumbs from his jerkin, which was still stained from the armour he had worn. He glanced sideways at his blue-eyed, fresh-faced son.

‘I agree,’ he replied quietly. ‘And I shall speak first!’

Harry waved him to his own chair at the top of the table.

‘Then, sir, of your kindness, take my seat and I shall serve you this tavern’s best, a deep-bowled cup of the richest claret from Bordeaux.’

The knight obliged, moving silently as a cat. He sat in Harry’s great high-backed chair, his elbows resting on its arms.

‘I will tell you,’ he began, ‘a tale of terror and of mystery.’ His voice rose. ‘Of evil greater than that which prowls in the mid-day heat. About an ancient evil, spawned by the Lord  Satan himself, which had its roots during a time of war when Saturn ruled the stars and loosed his son, red-armoured Mars, to stalk the green meadows of England. A time of terror when even Pluto himself, Lord of the Underworld, paled at the horrors that entered the affairs of men.’ The knight leaned back in the chair. ‘My tale begins hundreds of years ago, just after the great Conqueror came here. So, gentles all, your attention as I describe these horrors sprung from the very pit of Hell.’ And he began.




The Knight’s Tale
PART I

The cruel-beaked ravens were gorged with human flesh, their silken jet plumage tinged with scarlet as they soared and dipped above the bleak battlefield. The ravens’ usual resting place, the great donjon that soared into the sky above the river, was now engulfed in flames which roared fiercely up to the sullen clouds. Around the blazing fortress the dead lay thick as weeds. The huge siege towers that had been rolled against the donjon wall had also caught fire, their stout beams blackening and cracking into fiery cinders. The corpses lying there turned to bubbling fat and filled the air with the stench of burning flesh. In the nearby woods, an old hag-faced witch leaned against a tree; her spindly legs shook with terror, wispy tendrils of hair brushed her face as she stared at the great black cloud of smoke above the trees.

‘They’re burning the damned!’ she screeched. ‘They’re sending the demons back to their master!’

The birds in the trees on the edge of the clearing heard her cracked speech and cowered on the branches as if they sensed what was happening. The villagers for miles around also hid, terrified at this day of wrath, this awful day of reckoning. They cowered in their mean huts but, pulling back the ox-skin coverings, they saw how the shapeless bracken was turning  red, how even the great oaks standing in their ploughed fields seemed to bend and twist under a wicked wind that blew the smoke and stench of battle towards them.

Sir Hugo Mortimer, Lord of Oxford, knelt helmetless with his commanders in a circle and intoned David’s psalm of praise and triumph over God’s enemies. The prayer finished, Mortimer stood, his hatchet warrior face surveying the battlefield, and felt his elation marred by black despair at the cost of his victory.

‘The widows will mourn for months,’ he whispered, ‘but at least their children are safe.’ He gazed at the great keep, now hidden by sheets of roaring flames. He turned to his squire. ‘How many did we lose, Stephen?’

‘On the siege tower, my lord, at least sixty. In the keep well over two hundred.’ Stephen wiped the bloody sweat from his face. ‘Outside, amongst the peasant levies, God knows! Perhaps three, four hundred!’

Beside Sir Hugo an old, grey-garbed Benedictine monk stood, watching transfixed a dark-hooded figure bound in chains under the outstretched branches of a great oak tree.

‘We should burn him, Sir Hugo,’ the monk murmured. ‘He comes from the bowels of Hell. He should go back there!’

Sir Hugo studied the ascetic, saintly face of the exorcist.

‘That would be too simple, Father. He deserves a slower death.’

‘No!’ the exorcist protested.

He looked at that dreadful, silent figure fettered in chains, surrounded by Sir Hugo’s best mercenaries. The soldiers had their loaded crossbows pointed at the prisoner as if daring him to move.

‘Satan walks here,’ the exorcist murmured. ‘Not with snaky hair, bloated torso, spewing mouth and glowing eyes, but in  this Strigoi.’ He pointed a bony finger at the prisoner. ‘He is the living dead. He came here under false pretences with smiling eyes and honeyed mouth to drink the blood of humans and wreak his fury on God’s innocent children!’

Sir Hugo half heard the exorcist while staring blankly at the prisoner. He had captured him at last. His men had stormed the tower and forced this Strigoi, this devil incarnate, to the top of his terrible tower and given him a choice: to surrender to Norman justice or be burnt alive. The Strigoi had fought on, displaying incredible strength, seemingly impervious to any weapon except the most holy relics the exorcist had brought, which now lay in their chest in the cart guarded by several household knights. The rest of the coven had died in the flames, but the leader had surrendered, to be covered in chains from neck to toe, his face hooded lest he use his power against his captors. Now Sir Hugh had to decide what had to be done. King William had been most explicit: this diabolical stranger and his coven were to be wiped out root and branch, his terrorization of the countryside halted, his fortress burnt and a monastery built as reparation and as thanksgiving for God’s good justice. As a reward, William the Norman had given Sir Hugo the surrounding land with its woods, fields, pastures, rivers and hunting rights, a fertile domain among the forests north of London.

Hugo blinked as the wind blew acrid smoke towards him. He coughed and turned his back, still unaware that the exorcist waited for a response. The king had also wanted to know how this stranger had come to England and Hugo marvelled at what he’d learnt: apparently this devil incarnate had travelled from Wallachia in the Balkans pretending to be a man dedicated to the service of God. He had taken over the old keep and rebuilt it, posing as a servant of God dedicated to Christ’s work. At first he and his followers had been respected, even loved, by the  petty knights, small landowners and villagers in the surrounding hamlets and villages. Then the terrors had begun; cadavers drained of blood were found in lonely copses, on the banks of streams or even on the king’s highway. Children who went out to play never returned. Lonely merchants, tinkers and pedlars who had tried to push their journey one mile further as the day died and darkness fell and the inhabitants of small farms or lonely homesteads would be found as corpses, their faces white as wax, throats slashed from ear to ear, and their flesh drained of every drop of blood. Petitions had been sent to the great council in London and the king’s justices dispatched with warrants to investigate. These, together with their clerks, chaplains and retainers had also been massacred, only a few miles from where Sir Hugo now stood. The king, however, had persisted, even sending his own son, William Rufus, and the cause of the depredation had been discovered, the bloody trail leading back to this awesome keep. So, the king, uttering great oaths and swearing vengeance, had granted Hugo Mortimer this wide domain and sent him to wage bloody war against these demons in human flesh. The saintly Anselm, abbot of Bec, had advised the use of England’s most holy exorcist as well as sacred relics from the king’s new abbey at Westminster.

The Strigoi, or living dead, had been trapped and now awaited punishment.

‘Sir Hugo, what are you going to do?’

Mortimer looked at the exorcist.

‘I am going to dispense the king’s justice,’ he replied.

And, cradling his helmet under his arm, Mortimer walked over to where the prisoner stood. The Strigoi’s very silence and immobility increased the aura of terror around him and even the hardened Brabantine mercenaries were nervous and cowed despite their huge crossbows.

‘You have decided, Sir Hugo?’ The voice of the hooded prisoner was both gentle and mocking. ‘You are a knight, Sir Hugo, you gave your word I would not die by fire.’

‘Burn him!’ The shout came from the exorcist standing beside Mortimer. ‘Burn him now!’

‘You gave your word, Sir Hugo. To die by fire or surrender to Norman justice.’

One of Mortimer’s squires ran up. ‘The cart has arrived,’ he gasped. ‘The casket is ready.’

Hugo Mortimer smiled bleakly. He drew his sword and grasped it under the hilt as if it were a cross.

‘I gave my word,’ he announced loudly, ‘and now I pronounce the king’s judgement. I, Hugo Mortimer, baron and king’s justice in the shire of Oxford, pronounce judgement on you, a rebel, devil-worshipper, murderer and traitor caught in arms against your sovereign lord. You are to remain chained and be buried alive in the tunnels beneath your blood-soaked keep. The tower will be razed and a monastery built on this spot, to make it holy and offer reparation to our good Seigneur the Lord Jesus.’

Even the Brabantine mercenaries who heard this awful judgement gave a gasp of horror. The chained figure moved restlessly, the links of his steel bonds grating, clinking in the silence. The exorcist fell to his knees, hands clasped.

‘He must burn,’ he murmured. ‘For God’s sake, Sir Hugo, he must die by fire!’

‘He will die a suffocating death beneath his own tower,’ Mortimer replied. ‘His body will remain manacled and it will be placed in a lead-lined casket also chained. It will then be placed in one of the tunnels beneath that—’ Mortimer pointed to the still-burning keep, ‘and the tunnel bricked up. Let him die slowly. Let him remember his evil deeds and the innocent  blood he and his followers have spilt!’

‘Sir Hugo!’ The voice spoke up, lilting, almost happy. ‘I do not acknowledge your king or he whom you described as Le Bon Seigneur. I shall return!’

Sir Hugh sheathed his sword and shook his head. ‘When the fires have died,’ he ordered, ‘let the punishment begin!’ 




Words between the pilgrims

‘By the cock!’ Harry the landlord growled. ‘This is a bloody tale, sir knight.’

‘More of the devil than of human kind,’ the poorly garbed village parson commented.

‘Yet he speaks the truth,’ the wife of Bath exclaimed. ‘In my pilgrimage to Cologne, as we went through the great forest, we were warned against those demons who suffer from blood madness, told how they worship the Lord Satan and spend the daylight hours in Hell but prowl the night looking for prey.’

‘Succubi,’ the pardoner interrupted. ‘They are succubi, devils in human flesh.’

‘They are as old as time itself,’ the clerk from Oxford explained, eager to show his learning. ‘The Greeks spoke of beautiful women called the Lamiæ . . .’ His voice trailed away and he peered at the knight. ‘Yes, such beings could be amongst us now,’ he murmured. ‘I have heard a strange story. . .’

Harry the taverner looked at him curiously; the clerk, so bookish and withdrawn, now appeared frightened as if the knight had reminded him of something.

‘No more, gentle sirs, please,’ Harry quickly intervened. ‘Sir knight, continue your tale and give us every detail of this great mystery!’




PART II




Chapter 1

The riders reined in their horses and peered through the pouring rain. Above them the sky was overcast, the clouds thick and heavy as palls of smoke from which the rain fell in cold, drenching sheets. A crash of thunder and jagged lightning, flashing brilliantly against the skyline like a falling angel, made their horses skitter and whinny. The riders pulled their hoods closer about their heads but the effort was futile for the drenching rain had soaked their clothes clear through to the skin. The taller of the two wiped the water from his face and turned to his companion.

‘Oxford at last, eh, Alexander?’

The younger, smaller man grinned despite the rain. The smile made his olive-smooth face boyish.

‘Dry, Sir Godfrey!’ he exclaimed. ‘Soon we’ll be dry! Yet, for soldiers like you, such weather must be an accepted part of life.’

Now the knight grinned as he stared down at the red-tiled roofs and yellow sandstone buildings of Oxford. At first he had resented the presence of the clerk, with his smooth hands, boyish face and constant good humour, but on their journey up from London Sir Godfrey had, in a rare happening in his life, discovered he genuinely liked another man. Alexander was no  ordinary clerk. The illegitimate son of a northern knight and some lovelorn lady he had met while campaigning in Scotland, Alexander looked upon the world with amused eyes. He was an excellent mimic and a teller of droll stories and, despite his education in the halls of Cambridge, he always deferred to Sir Godfrey, though the knight often caught a flicker of mockery in the clerk’s dark green eyes.

‘Have you been here before?’ Sir Godfrey asked.

‘On one or two occasions,’ Alexander replied. He stretched out a hand, ignoring the water that ran down his sleeve. ‘To the east,’ he explained, ‘lies the castle. You can see it through the rain.’

Sir Godfrey followed his companion’s pointed finger and glimpsed the high turrets of the castle.

‘And there,’ Alexander continued, ‘are St Frideswyde’s and St Mary’s churches and the spire of the Trinitarian friary.’

‘It looks so peaceful,’ Godfrey murmured.

‘So it should be. A centre for learning, the home of clerks, scribes and scholars.’ The clerk flinched at the driving rain. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Sir Godfrey, are we to go down or sit here until we catch the ague?’ The clerk pulled back his hood. ‘Mind you, what’s the use?’ he muttered. ‘I’m as wet as a fish already.’

Godfrey stared at him. The clerk’s black hair was now a wet soggy mess and his eyes were red-rimmed, for they had ridden hard through the storm. The knight pulled back his hood and scratched close-cropped hair.

‘You should keep your hair cut,’ he advised. ‘In a fight it gives little for your opponent to hang on to and, in the rain, too little to soak.’

Alexander leaned forward. ‘Aye, Sir Godfrey, but in winter my head’s warm!’

The knight laughed and spurred his horse forward. ‘We should have taken that tavern keeper’s advice and stayed another day,’ he remarked.

‘Never!’ Alexander shouted, coming up behind him. ‘Did you see the size of the fleas in that bed? Give me God’s clean rain any time.’

The knight spurred his horse on, but the smile died on his lips and his leather-skinned face became harder. He did not wish to show it but he was frightened. Oh, he had seen battles, the storming of gates and the terrible hand-to-hand combat in the blood-drenched fields of Normandy. Nevertheless, what awaited them in Oxford was something totally different. On their journey up from London he had hardly spoken to Alexander about it but he knew the clerk had similar fear; the terrors that awaited them lay like some invisible sword between them. Sir Godfrey wiped the water from his eyes and rubbed his smooth-shaven chin. He was scarcely past his twenty-fifth year, yet he felt like an old man; recalling the sights he had seen and the blood he had spilt, he wished he could have at least some of his companion’s innocence. Alexander McBain was only a few years younger but he was a scholar, a clerk, skilled in parchment, cipher and the courtly hand, so what did he know about the real darkness of the human heart? How men could kill, stab and hack without a second thought? Or of others, more steeped in wickedness, who called on the Lord Satan and used magical arts to achieve their evil ends?

Sir Godfrey could hardly believe what the king’s chancellor had told him in London. At first he had laughed, but the chancellor’s wizened face had remained impassive as he described the terrible murders occurring in the king’s own city of Oxford. Yet worse was to follow. The chancellor, closeted in his secret chamber at Westminster, had whispered about the  origin of these murders – about secret rites and ancient evils that had once again surfaced to play their part in the lives of men. Sir Godfrey’s blood had turned cold and, at first, he had refused to believe but the chancellor had been persistent.

‘I need you in Oxford, Sir Godfrey,’ he had insisted. ‘The abbess, the king’s own kinswoman, has asked for your presence and the king himself has now demanded it. In this matter we trust no other. However, you will have a companion, my young clerk, the Scotsman Alexander McBain. He will be your eyes and ears. Alexander is skilled in dealing with the subtleties and stratagems with which our good scholars in Oxford might try and trap you. Trust him. Trust him completely!’

Sir Godfrey cursed and patted his horse’s neck. After that the chancellor had refused to elaborate, simply giving him two purses of silver and a fistful of letters and warrants declaring how ‘the King’s trusted servant, Sir Godfrey Evesden, and Master Alexander McBain, clerk, had been commissioned by royal authority to investigate certain brutal and bloody murders perpetrated in the King’s city of Oxford’.

‘There will be further help in Oxford,’ the chancellor murmured, flexing vein-streaked hands over a charcoal brazier. ‘The lady abbess will tell you more; she can be trusted. And the exorcist Dame Edith Mohun will be there to assist you.’

‘An exorcist!’ Sir Godfrey had exclaimed. ‘How can an exorcist help?’

The chancellor’s rheumy eyes stared back at him. ‘You’d best be gone, sir. You are to be in Oxford by tomorrow nightfall.’

Godfrey wiped the rain and sweat from his face and dismounted as they reached the trackway leading into the city. Alexander did likewise.

‘What’s the matter, knight?’

Godfrey shrugged and grinned. ‘An old soldier’s trick!’ he shouted back through the rain. ‘Never enter a city by the main gate, you never know who is waiting for you!’

They skirted the city walls and entered Oxford by a postern door, then went by St Budoc’s church and on into Freren Street, which stretched into the heart of the city.

The houses on either side of the street were so densely packed that their gables met to block out the rain; the roofs of the great mansions were drenched with water, while the huts of the poor artisans, patched with reeds, straw or shingles, had turned to a soggy mess. Godfrey wrapped the reins of his horse round his wrist and stared about him; despite the heavy downpour, the market stalls against the outside of the houses were laid out, forcing him and others into the middle of the street past the sodden piles of refuse that blocked the central sewer. Behind him Alexander lifted one boot and groaned. The mud and dirt were ankle deep and the clerk looked pityingly at a group of young urchins who, despite the weather, were playing in mud which crept half-way up their legs. He would have roared his annoyance at the stolid knight trudging ahead of him, but the noise was deafening. Students, either ragged-arsed commoners or bachelors in their dark shabby gowns, thronged the streets, shouting raucously at each other over the cries of traders.

In the short distance he walked, Alexander realized that Oxford, like Cambridge, was no common town for he heard a variety of tongues – Welsh, German, Flemish, Spanish, Italian and even those of visitors from farther east. At last Sir Godfrey turned off the trackway and led his horse into the yard of the Silver Tabard tavern. Alexander joyously threw his reins to the surly ostler, who cursed quietly at being dragged out into the rain.

‘Something to drink and something hot to eat,’ Alexander murmured, ‘would be heaven on earth.’

‘Not now,’ Sir Godfrey muttered and, ignoring his companion’s protests and the warm cloying smell from the taproom, the knight wrapped his cloak about him and slouched back out of the yard.

‘Why?’ Alexander shouted, coming up beside him.

‘I hate cities,’ Godfrey replied. ‘I feel fenced in like a horse in a stable.’ He glared at the clerk. ‘Soon others will know we are here. They’ll mark our faces and perhaps plot our footsteps. You know what we are going to deal with here, Alexander? Skilful, bloody murderers who appear like will-o’-the-wisps at night. They know the lanes, the gateways, the alleyways and the traps. Well, now’s our chance to learn. Who knows, our lives may depend on it.’

The knight, with Alexander trailing behind, trudged through Carfax and along Catte Street, passing the sellers of illuminated parchments, most of whom had given up trying to do a day’s business and had removed their precious wares into the front rooms of their houses. Suddenly the rain began to ease. They paused for a while at the Saracen’s Head. Godfrey ordered cups of wine for both of them but then stood at the door drinking quickly, urging the clerk to do likewise, until Alexander felt his usual good humour strained to the point of breaking.

They went back into the streets, past the low, timbered halls that served as hostelries for students – the Eagle, the Falcon, the Wyvern and the Sparrow. They continued up School Street past the university church of St Mary’s and into the High Street, pushing their way through the Straw Market until they reached All Saints’ church. Sir Godfrey felt pleased and ignored his companion’s black looks. At first the knight had dismissed Oxford as just a ragged warren of lanes, a labyrinth of dark  runnels. Now he realized that Oxford was a city made up of small villages. The villages were the halls or colleges; each, enclosed by its high curtain wall, contained a hall as well as a library, refectory, dorters, workshops, forges and stables. Godfrey wiped the rain from his face and stared up at the looming spire of All Saints’ church. Very snug, very close, Godfrey thought, but a death trap for anyone fleeing from the law or being pursued by some red-handed murderer.

They both stood aside as the church door opened and scholars in shabby tabards, tied around the waist by cords and leather straps, came out from the noonday mass. The students jostled and pushed each other, shouting raucously, and some sang blasphemous parodies of the hymns they had previously chanted.

‘Sir Godfrey,’ Alexander appealed, ‘must we die here of the cold?’

The knight clapped his hands. ‘You have earned your meal.’ Grasping the clerk by the arm, he pushed him into the dry warmth of the Swindlestock tavern, shouting at the landlord for onion soup, freshly baked bread and dry bacon. They sat squelching in their clothes, both men eating hungrily from the hard-baked platters before leaning back licking their fingers and sighing with relief.

‘Where to next, knight?’ Alexander teased, his good humour now fully restored.

‘To she who awaits us, the abbess of St Anne’s.’ The knight drained his tankard. ‘You know why we are here?’

‘A little. There have been terrible murders.’

‘Not just that,’ Godfrey replied. ‘Oh, yes, the deaths have happened, and more. Did the chancellor give you any details?’

Alexander shook his head.

‘At first,’ Godfrey said, leaning back, ‘the occasional student disappeared and their anxious relatives made enquiries but, of  course, such cases were dismissed out of hand.’ Godfrey grinned wryly. ‘After all, it’s not uncommon for students and clerks to go on pilgrimages or become involved in some mischief more attractive than their studies. Nevertheless,’ he continued, ‘these disappearances became more frequent and none of the students was ever found. Then, three months ago, the murders began. The first was dismissed as the work of house-breakers, but now there have been three incidents, all of the same pattern. A house is broken into late at night, though there are no signs of entry. The entire family is killed-father, mother, children and servants. Their throats are cut and the bodies hoisted up on to the beams by their ankles, as a butcher would hang slaughtered pigs, to allow their blood to drain.’
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