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      PROLOGUE

      
      Cambridge, 1348

      
      THE SCHOLAR WAITED IN THE BLACK SHADOWS OF the churchyard trees for the Sheriff’s night patrol to pass by, trying to control
         his breathing. Two of the men stopped so close that he could have reached out and touched them. They stood for several minutes,
         leaning against the wall surrounding the churchyard, looking up and down the deserted road. The scholar held his breath until
         he thought he would choke. He could not be discovered now: there was so much to lose.
      

      
      Eventually, the Sheriff’s men left, and the scholar took several unsteady breaths, forcing himself to remain in the safety
         of the shadows until he was certain that they had gone. He jumped violently as a large cat stalked past his hiding place, glancing
         at him briefly with alert yellow eyes. He watched it sit for a moment in the middle of the road, before it disappeared up
         a dark alleyway.
      

      
      The scholar gripped the voluminous folds of his cloak, so that he would not stumble on them, and slipped out of the trees
         into the road. The moon was almost full, and shed an eerie white light along the main street. He peered carefully both ways,
         and, satisfied that there was no one to see him, he made his way stealthily down the street towards his home.
      

      
      The main gates of the College were locked, but the scholar had ensured that the little-used back door was left open. He turned
         from the High Street into St Michael’s Lane. He was almost there.
      

      
      He froze in horror as he saw someone was already in the lane: another scholar, also disobeying College rules by being out
         at night, was walking towards him. Heart thumping, he ducked into a patch of tall nettles and weeds at the side of the road,
         in the hope that his stillness and dark cloak would keep him hidden. He heard the footsteps come closer and closer. Blood
         pounded in his ears, and he found he was trembling uncontrollably. The footsteps were almost level with him. Now he would
         be uncovered and dragged from his hiding place!
      

      
      He almost cried in relief as the footfall passed him by, and faded as his colleague turned the corner into the High Street.
         He stood shakily, oblivious to the stinging of the nettles on his bare hands, and ran to the back gate. Once inside, he barred
         it with unsteady hands, and made his way to the kitchens. Faint with relief, he sank down next to the embers of the cooking
         fire and waited until his trembling had ceased. As he prepared to return to his room to sleep away what little remained of
         the night, he wondered how many more such trips he might make before he was seen.
      

      
      Several hours later, the Bishop’s Mill miller dragged himself from his bed, tugged on his boots, and set off to his work.
         The sky was beginning to turn from dark blue to silver in the east, and the miller shivered in the  crispness of the early morning. He unlocked the door to the building and then went to feed the fat pony that he kept to carry
         flour to the town.
      

      
      A short distance away, he could hear the rhythmic whine and swish of the water-wheel, powered by a fast-running channel diverted
         from the river. The miller had grown so familiar with its sound that he never noticed it unless there was something wrong.
         And there was something wrong this morning. There was an additional thump in the rhythm.
      

      
      The miller sighed irritably. Only the previous week he had been forced to ask the help of his neighbours to free the branch
         of a tree that had entangled itself in the wheel, and he was loathe to impose on their good graces again so soon. He tossed
         some oats to the pony, and, wiping his hands on his tunic, he went to investigate. As he drew nearer, he frowned in puzzlement.
         It did not sound like a branch had been caught, but something soggier and less rigid. He rounded the corner and approached
         the great wheel, creaking and pounding as the water roared past it.
      

      
      He felt his knees turn to jelly as he saw the wheel and what was caught in it, and sank onto the grass, unable to tear his
         eyes away. The body of a man was impaled there, black robes flapping wetly around him as the wheel dragged him under the water
         again and again. As the wheel lifted the body, one arm flopped loose in a ghostly parody of a wave, which continued until the
         body dived, feet first, back into the water for another cycle. The horrified miller watched the body salute him three times
         before he was able to scramble to his feet and race towards the town screaming for help.
      

     

   

      
      
      I

      
      THE DULL THUD OF HORSES’ HOOVES AND THE gentle patter of rain on the wooden coffin were the only sounds to disturb the silence
         of the dawn. Black-gowned scholars walked slowly in single file along the High Street, following the funeral cart past the
         town gate to the fields beyond, where the body of their Master, Sir John Babington, would be laid in its final resting place.
         Somewhere behind him, Matthew Bartholomew heard one of the students stifle a giggle. He turned round and scowled in the general
         direction of the offending noise. Nerves, doubtless, he thought, for it was not every day that the College buried a Master
         who had taken his own life in such a bizarre manner.
      

      
      The small procession was allowed through the gate by sleepy night-watchmen who came to the door of their guardroom to look.
         One of them furtively nudged the other and both smirked. Bartholomew took a step towards them, but felt Brother Michael’s
         restraining hand on his shoulder. Michael was right; it would be wrong to turn Sir John’s funeral into a brawl. Bartholomew
         brought his anger under control. Sir John had been one of the few men in the University who had been liked by the townspeople,
         but they had been quick to turn against him once the manner of his death became known. Had Sir John died a natural death, he would have been buried in the small
         churchyard of St Michael’s, and been given a glorious funeral. Instead, church law decreed that, as a suicide, he should be
         buried in unconsecrated ground, and be denied any religious ceremony. So, in the first grey light of day, Sir John was escorted
         out of the city by the scholars of Michaelhouse, to be laid to rest in the waterlogged fields behind the church of St Peter-without-Trumpington Gate.
      

      
      The horse pulling the cart bearing the coffin stumbled in the mud, causing the cart to lurch precariously. Bartholomew sprang
         forward to steady it, and was surprised to see Thomas Wilson, the man most likely to be Sir John’s successor, do the same.
         The eyes of the two men met for an instant, and Wilson favoured Bartholomew with one of his small pious smiles. Bartholomew
         looked away. No love had been lost between the smug, self-satisfied Wilson and Sir John, and it galled Bartholomew to watch
         Wilson supervise Sir John’s meagre funeral arrangements. He took a deep breath, and tried not to think how much he would miss
         Sir John’s gentle humour and sensible rule.
      

      
      Wilson gave an imperious wave of a flabby white hand, and Bartholomew’s book-bearer, Cynric ap Huwydd, hurried forward to
         help the ostler lead the horse off the road and across the rough land to the grave site. The cart swayed and tipped, and the
         coffin bounced, landing with a hollow thump. Wilson seized Cynric’s shoulder angrily, berating him for being careless in a
         loud, penetrating whisper.
      

      
      Bartholomew had had enough. Motioning to the other Fellows, he edged Sir John’s coffin from the cart, and together they lifted it onto their shoulders. They began the long walk across the fields to where the grave had been
         dug in a ring of sturdy oak trees. Bartholomew had chosen the spot because he knew Sir John had liked to read in the shade
         of the trees in the summer, but he began to doubt his choice as the heavy wood cut into his shoulder and his arms began to
         ache. After a few minutes, he felt himself being nudged aside, and smiled gratefully as the students came forward to take
         their turn.
      

      
      Wilson walked ahead, and stood waiting at the graveside, head bowed and hands folded in his sleeves like a monk. The students
         lowered their burden to the ground and looked at Bartholomew expectantly. He arranged some ropes, and the coffin was lowered
         into the ground. He nodded to Cynric and the other book-bearers to start to fill in the grave, and, taking a last look, he
         turned to go home.
      

      
      ‘Friends and colleagues,’ began Wilson in his rich, self-important voice, ‘we are gathered together to witness the burial
         of our esteemed Master, Sir John Babington.’
      

      
      Bartholomew froze in his tracks. The Fellows had agreed the night before that no words would be spoken: it was felt that there
         were none needed – for what could be said about Sir John’s extraordinary suicide? It had been decided that the Fellows and the
         students should escort Sir John to his resting place in silence, and return to the College still in silence, as a mark of
         respect. Sir John had done much to bring a relative peace to his College in a city where the scholars waged a constant war
         with each other and with the townsfolk. A few of his policies had made him unpopular with some University authorities, especially those who regarded learning to be the domain of the rich.
      

      
      ‘Sir John,’ Wilson intoned, ‘was much loved by us all.’ At this, Bartholomew gazed at Wilson in disbelief. Wilson had led
         the opposition to almost anything Sir John had tried to do, and on more than one occasion had left the hall at dinner red-faced
         with impotent fury because Sir John had easily defeated his arguments with his quiet logic.
      

      
      ‘He will be sorely missed,’ continued Wilson, looking down mournfully as Cynric shovelled earth.

      
      ‘Not by you!’ muttered Giles Abigny, the College’s youthful teacher of philosophy, so that only Bartholomew could hear him.
         ‘Not when you stand to gain so much.’
      

      
      ‘May the Lord look upon his soul with mercy,’ Wilson continued, ‘and forgive him for his iniquitous ways.’

      
      Bartholomew felt the anger boil inside him. He thrust his clenched fists under his scholar’s tabard so that they should not
         betray his fury to the students, and looked to see the reaction of the other Fellows. Abigny was positively glowering at Wilson,
         while Brother Michael watched with a sardonic smile. The other theologians, Father William and Father Aelfrith, were more
         difficult to read. Bartholomew knew that Aelfrith did not like Wilson, but was too politic to allow it to show. William, who
         had backed Wilson on many occasions against Sir John, now stood listening impassively. The last two Fellows, Roger Alcote
         and Robert Swynford, who taught the subjects of the Quadrivium, nodded at Wilson’s words.
      

      
      The book-bearers had almost finished filling in the grave. A miserable drizzle-laden wind swished through the trees, and somewhere a lone blackbird was singing. Wilson’s voice droned on with its platitudes for a man he had neither
         liked nor respected, and Bartholomew abruptly turned on his heel and strode away. He heard Wilson falter for an instant, but
         then continue louder than before so that the wind carried his words to Bartholomew as he walked away.
      

      
      ‘May the Lord look kindly on the College, and guide her in all things.’

      
      Bartholomew allowed himself a disgusted snort. Presumably, Wilson’s idea of the Lord guiding the College was to make him,
         Wilson, the next Master. He heard footsteps hurrying behind him, and was not surprised that Giles Abigny had followed his
         lead and left the group.
      

      
      ‘We will be in trouble, Matt,’ he said with a sidelong grin at Bartholomew. ‘Walking out on Master Wilson’s carefully prepared
         speech.’
      

      
      ‘Not Master yet,’ said Bartholomew, ‘although I imagine that will come within the week.’

      
      They arrived back at the road and paused to scrape some of the clinging mud from their boots. It started to rain hard and
         Bartholomew felt water trickling down his back. He looked back across the field, and saw Wilson leading the procession back
         to the College. Abigny took his arm.
      

      
      ‘I am cold and wet. Shall we see if Hugh Stapleton will give us breakfast at Bene’t Hostel? What I need now is a roaring fire
         and some strong wine.’ He leaned a little closer. ‘Our lives at Michaelhouse will soon change beyond anything we can imagine – if
         we have a livelihood there at all. Let us make the best of our freedom while we still have it.’
      

      
      
      He tugged at Bartholomew’s sleeve, urging him back along the High Street towards Bene’t Hostel. Bartholomew thought for a
         moment before following. Behind them, Wilson’s procession filed through the town gate as he led the way back to Michaelhouse.
         Wilson’s lips pursed as he saw Bartholomew and Abigny disappear through the hostel door; he was not a man to forget insults
         to his pride.
      

      
      As Bartholomew had predicted, Wilson was installed as the new Master of Michaelhouse within a week of Sir John’s funeral.
         The students, commoners, and servants watched as the eight Fellows filed into the hall to begin the process of electing a
         new Master. The College statutes ordered that a new Master should be chosen by the Chancellor from two candidates selected
         by the Fellows. Bartholomew sat at the long table, picking idly at a splinter of wood while his colleagues argued. Wilson
         had support from Alcote, Swynford and Father William. Bartholomew, Brother Michael and Abigny wanted Father Aelfrith to be
         the other candidate, but Bartholomew knew which of the two the Chancellor would select, and was reluctant to become too embroiled
         in a debate he could not win. Eventually, seeing that it would divide the College in a way that neither Wilson nor Aelfrith
         could heal, Aelfrith declined to allow his name to go forward. Alcote offered to take his place, a solution that met with
         little enthusiasm from either side.
      

      
      The Chancellor selected Wilson, who immediately began in the way he intended to continue, by having three students’ sent down’
         for playing dice on a Sunday, sacking the brewer for drinking, and declaring that everyone – Fellows, commoners and students – should wear only black on Sundays. Bartholomew had to lend several of his poorer students
         the money to purchase black leggings or tunics, since they only possessed garments made of cheap brown homespun wool, which
         were harder-wearing and more practical than the more elegant black.
      

      
      The day of Wilson’s installation dawned clear and blue, although judging from the clatter and raised voices from the kitchen,
         most of the servants had been up with their duties all night. Bartholomew rose as the sky began to lighten, and donned the
         ceremonial red gown that marked him as a Doctor of the University. He sat on the bed again and looked morosely through the
         window across the yard. Term had not yet begun, so there were only fifteen students in residence, but they made up for the
         deficit with excited shouting and a good deal of running. Through the delicate arched windows opposite, he could see Fathers
         William and Aelfrith trying to quieten them down. Reluctantly, Bartholomew walked across the dry packed earth of the yard
         for breakfast in the hall, a rushed affair that was clearly an inconvenience for the harried servants.
      

      
      The installation itself was grand and sumptuous. Dressed in a splendid gown of deep purple velvet with fur trimmings, and
         wearing his black tabard over the top, Wilson processed triumphantly through Cambridge, scattering pennies to the townsfolk.
         A few grubby urchins followed the procession, jeering insults, and several of the citizens spat in disdain. Wilson ignored
         them all, and throughout the long Latin ceremony at Michaelhouse in which he made his vows to uphold the College statutes
         and rules, he could scarcely keep the smug satisfaction from his face.
      

      
      
      Many influential people were present from the University and the town. The Bishop of Ely watched the proceedings with a bored
         detachment, while the Chancellor and the Sheriff exchanged occasional whispers. Some of the town’s officials and merchants
         had been invited too. They stood together, displaying a magnificent collection of brilliant colours and expensive cloth. Bartholomew
         saw Thomas Exton, the town’s leading physician, dressed in a gown of heavy blue silk, surrounded by his enormous brood of
         children. Near him was Bartholomew’s brother-in-law, Sir Oswald Stanmore, who owned estates to the south of Cambridge, and
         had made a fortune in the wool trade. He was flanked by his younger brother, Stephen, and Bartholomew’s sister Edith.
      

      
      Giles Abigny had refused to attend, announcing that he had a disputation to organise with Hugh Stapleton, the Principal of
         Bene’t Hostel. Brother Michael made his disapproval of Wilson known by muttering loudly throughout the proceedings, and by
         coughing, apparently uncontrollably, in those parts that should have been silent. Bartholomew did what was expected of him,
         but without enthusiasm, his thoughts constantly straying back to Sir John.
      

      
      Bartholomew looked at Wilson in his finery seated in the huge wooden chair at the head of the high table in Michaelhouse’s
         hall, and suddenly felt a surge of anger against Sir John. He had done so much to bring long-standing disputes between the
         University and the town to a halt, and, as a brilliant lawyer and stimulating teacher, had attracted many of the best students
         to the College. His lifelong ambition had been to write a book explaining the complexities of English law for students, a
         book that still lay unfinished in his rooms. Everything had been going so well for Sir John and for the College under his care, so why had he killed himself?

      
      Bartholomew, Father Aelfrith, and Robert Swynford had dined with Sir John the night before his death, and he had been in fine
         spirits then, full of enthusiasm for starting a new section of his book, and looking forward to a sermon he had been invited
         to give at the University Church. Bartholomew and the others had left Sir John around eight o’clock. Cynric had seen Sir John
         leave the College a short time later, the last to see him alive. The following morning, Sir John’s body had been found in
         the water-wheel.
      

      
      As a practising physician and the College’s Master of Medicine, Bartholomew had been summoned to the river bank, where the
         white-faced miller stood as far away as he could from the corpse. Bartholomew shuddered as he thought about Sir John’s body
         that morning. He tried to concentrate on Father William’s rapid Latin in the ceremony that would install Thomas Wilson as
         the new Master of Michaelhouse.
      

      
      Finally, Father William nodded to Cynric, who began to ring the bell to proclaim that the College ceremony was over. Noisily,
         the students began to clatter out of the hall, followed rather more sedately by the Fellows and commoners, all moving towards
         St Michael’s Church, where the College would ask God’s blessing on Wilson’s appointment. Bartholomew paused to offer his arm
         to Augustus of Ely, one of the commoners, who had taught law at the University for almost forty years before old age made
         his mind begin to ramble, and he had been given permission by Sir John to spend the rest of his days housed and fed by the
         College. Michaelhouse had ten commoners. Six were old men, like Augustus, who had given a lifetime’s service to the University; the others were visiting
         scholars who were using Michaelhouse’s facilities for brief periods of study.
      

      
      Augustus turned his milky blue eyes on Bartholomew and gave him a toothless grin as he was gently escorted out of the dim
         hall into the bright August sunshine.
      

      
      ‘This is a sad day for the College,’ he crowed to Bartholomew, drawing irritable looks from some of the other scholars.

      
      ‘Hush, Augustus,’ said Bartholomew, patting the veined old hand. ‘What is done is done, and we must look to the future.’

      
      ‘But such sin should not go unpunished,’ the old man continued. ‘Oh, no. It should not be forgotten.’

      
      Bartholomew nodded patiently. Augustus’s mind had become even more muddled after the death of Sir John. ‘It will not be forgotten,’
         he said reassuringly. ‘Everything will be well.’
      

      
      ‘Fool!’ Augustus wrenched his arm away from Bartholomew, who stared at him in surprise. ‘Evil is afoot, and it will spread
         and corrupt us all, especially those who are unaware.’ He took a step backwards, and tried to straighten his crooked limbs.
         ‘Such sin must not go unpunished,’ he repeated firmly. ‘Sir John was going to see to that.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Bartholomew, bewildered.

      
      ‘Sir John had begun to guess,’ said Augustus, his faded blue eyes boring into Bartholomew. ‘And see what happened.’

      
      ‘The man is senile.’ Robert Swynford’s booming voice close behind him made Bartholomew jump. Augustus began to sway back and forth, chanting a hymn under his breath. ‘See? He does not know what rubbish he speaks.’
         He put his arm over Augustus’s shoulders and waved across for Alexander the Butler to come to take him back to his quarters.
         Augustus flinched away from his touch.
      

      
      ‘I will take him,’ said Bartholomew, noting the old man’s distress. ‘He has had enough for today. I will make a posset that
         will ease him.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, all the pomp and ceremony has shaken his mind even more than usual,’ said Swynford, eyeing Augustus with distaste. ‘God
         preserve us from a mindless fool.’
      

      
      ‘God preserve us from being one,’ snapped Bartholomew, angered by Swynford’s intolerance. He was surprised at his retort.
         He was not usually rude to his colleagues. Reluctantly, he admitted to himself that Wilson’s installation and old Augustus’s
         words had unsettled him.
      

      
      ‘Come, Matt,’ said Swynford, dropping his usual bluff manner. ‘It has been a hard time for us all. Let us not allow the ramblings
         of a drooling old man to spoil our chances of a new beginning. The man’s mind has become more unhinged since Sir John died.
         You said so yourself only yesterday.’
      

      
      Bartholomew nodded. Two nights before, the entire College had been awakened by Augustus, who had locked himself in his room
         and was screaming that there were devils trying to burn him alive. He had the window shutters flung open, and was trying to
         crawl out. It had taken Bartholomew hours to calm him, and then he had had to promise to stay in Augustus’s room for the rest
         of the night to ensure the devils did not return. In the morning, Bartholomew had been prodded awake by an irate Augustus demanding to know what he was doing uninvited in his quarters.
      

      
      Augustus stopped swaying and looked at Bartholomew, a crafty smile on his face. ‘Just remember, John Babington, hide it well.’

      
      Swynford tutted in annoyance. ‘Take him to his bed, Alexander, and see that one of the servants stays with him. The poor man
         has totally lost the few remaining wits he had.’
      

      
      Alexander solicitously escorted Augustus towards the north wing of the College where the commoners lived. As they went, Bartholomew
         could hear Augustus telling Alexander that he would not need any supper as he had just eaten a large rat he had seen coming
         out of the hall.
      

      
      Swynford put his hand on Bartholomew’s shoulder and turned him towards St Michael’s. ‘Tend to him later, Matt. We should take
         our places in the church.’
      

      
      Bartholomew assented, and together they walked up St Michael’s Lane to the High Street. Throngs of people milled around outside
         the church, attracted no doubt by hopes of more scattered pennies.
      

      
      They elbowed their way through the crowd, earning hostile glances from some people. The last fight between the scholars and
         the townspeople had been less than a month before, and two young apprentices had been hanged for stabbing a student to death.
         Feelings still ran high, and Bartholomew was glad when he reached the church doors.
      

      
      Father William had already begun to celebrate the mass, gabbling through the words at a speed that never failed to impress
         Bartholomew. The friar glanced across at the late-comers as they took their places at the altar rail, but his face betrayed no sign of annoyance. Brother Michael, for all his mumblings during the College
         ceremony, had rehearsed his choir well, and even the clamour of the people waiting outside lessened as angelic voices soared
         through the church.
      

      
      Bartholomew smiled. Sir John had loved the choir, and often gave the children extra pennies to sing while he dined in College.
         Bartholomew wondered whether Master Wilson would spare a few pennies for music to brighten the long winter evenings. He stole
         a glance at Wilson to see if there was any indication that he was appreciating the singing. Wilson’s head was bowed as he
         knelt, but his eyes were open and fixed on his hands. Bartholomew looked closer, and almost laughed aloud. Wilson was calculating
         something, counting on his fat, bejewelled fingers. His mind was as far from Michael’s music or William’s mass as Augustus’s
         would have been.
      

      
      The church became stuffy from the large number of people packed into it, and an overwhelming number of smells began to pervade:
         strongly scented cloth, sweat, incense, feet, and, as always, the rank stink of the river underlying it all. Occasionally,
         a cooling breeze would waft in through one of the glassless windows, bringing a moment of relief to those inside. Despite Father
         William’s speedy diction, the ceremonial mass was long, and, for those townspeople who did not know Latin, incomprehensible.
         Students and citizens alike became bored: first they shuffled, trying to ease legs aching from standing, and then, restlessly,
         they began to whisper to each other.
      

      
      Finally, the mass ended, and Wilson led the way out of the church and back to College for the celebratory feast. The sky that
         had been a brilliant blue for most of the day had started to cloud over. Bartholomew shivered, finding the fresh air chilly after the closeness of the church.
      

      
      Outside, the crowd of townspeople had grown, drawn by the pomp and splendour. Bartholomew could see that their mood was surly,
         resentful of the wealth that bespoke itself in the gowns of many of the scholars, and of their assumed superiority. As Wilson’s
         procession filed out of the church, Bartholomew could hear whispered comments about idle scholars draining the town of its
         affluence, comments that became more than whispers as the crowd grew in confidence.
      

      
      Aware that such an ostentatious display of Michaelhouse wealth might serve to alienate the townspeople, Wilson had ordered
         that coins be distributed among the poor to celebrate his new post. Cynric and the other book-bearers, who had been told to
         give out the small leather bags containing pennies, were almost mobbed as the crowd surged towards them. Immediately, any
         semblance of order was lost, as handfuls of money were grabbed by those strong enough to push their way to the front. Fists
         began to fly, and the book-bearers beat a hasty retreat, leaving the crowd to fight over the coins.
      

      
      Bartholomew saw students begin to group together, some of them holding sticks and small knives. Hastily he ordered them back
         to their Colleges or hostels. It would take very little to spark off a town brawl. Even the sight of a group of students,
         armed and spoiling for a fight, could be enough to start a full scale riot.
      

      
      Most of the students left, many looking disappointed, but Bartholomew saw two of Michaelhouse’s students, the Oliver brothers,
         darting here and there. Within a few minutes they had assembled a group of at least thirty black-gowned scholars, some from Michaelhouse, but most from other Colleges and hostels.
      

      
      He groaned to himself. He strongly suspected that the Oliver brothers had been involved in starting the last town brawl. And
         what better time for another than now? The townsfolk were already massed, many angry that they had not managed to grab any
         of Wilson’s money, and resentment still festered regarding the hanging of the two apprentices. It would take only a shouted
         insult from a student to a townsperson, and all hell would break loose. Some would just use fists, but others, especially
         the Oliver brothers, would use knives and sharpened sticks, and the injuries, like last time, would be horrific. Why anyone
         would want to start such a scene was beyond Bartholomew’s imagination, but there were the students, already furtively sharing
         out the illicit weapons they had concealed in their robes.
      

      
      Cynric stood behind him. ‘Cynric! Fetch the Proctor and warn him that there may be trouble,’ Bartholomew said urgently.

      
      ‘As quick as I can,’ Cynric whispered, grabbing Bartholomew’s sleeve, ‘but watch out for yourself. This looks ugly.’ When
         Bartholomew turned to look at him, he had already gone, moving quickly in and out of the lengthening shadows with all the
         stealth of a cat.
      

      
      The light was failing quickly now, and it was difficult to distinguish faces. The Oliver brothers, however, could be identified
         in virtually any light. Well over six feet tall, they both sported long fair hair that fell to their shoulders and were renowned
         for their flamboyant clothes. Even in the gloom, Bartholomew could see gold thread glittering on the gown of Elias, the elder
         of the two.
      

      
      
      ‘All Michaelhouse scholars have been invited to attend Master Wilson’s feast,’ said Bartholomew pleasantly to Elias. ‘It should
         be a night to remember. I am sure you will enjoy it.’
      

      
      Nephews of the influential Abbess of St Radegund’s Convent, Michaelhouse had been enticed to accept the Olivers as students
         in exchange for a small house on Foul Lane. They were not noted for their dedication to learning: Elias could barely read
         and write, although his younger brother showed a natural quickness of mind that could have been trained in scholarly matters
         had he shown the slightest willingness to learn.
      

      
      ‘We have promised to visit our aunt tonight.’ Henry Oliver had approached unnoticed. The slow-witted Elias gave him a grateful
         look, and Bartholomew, not for the first time, had to admire young Oliver’s cunning. How could a teacher of Michaelhouse forbid
         a devoted nephew from visiting the venerable Abbess of St Radegund’s?
      

      
      ‘This is a very special day for our new Master,’ said Bartholomew. I know he would appreciate both of you being present to
         share it with him.’
      

      
      Henry Oliver narrowed his eyes. ‘But we have promised our aunt,’ he said in a mock-pleading manner. ‘I could not bear to have
         the noble lady disappointed.’
      

      
      ‘I am sure she will not be,’ insisted Bartholomew, ‘when you explain why.’ Hiding his irritation at Oliver’s ploy – after all,
         the Abbess of St Radegund’s was no frail old crone living solely for visits from her kin, but a healthy, strong-minded woman
         in early middle age – he took Oliver firmly by the arm and began walking towards St Michael’s Lane. Behind them, the students
         muttered, but, deprived of their leader, reluctantly began to disperse, those from Michaelhouse falling in behind Bartholomew
         and Henry.
      

      
      Bartholomew felt, rather than saw, the shower of small stones that followed them. Henry slowed, and tried to turn back, but
         Bartholomew dragged him round the corner into St Michael’s Lane, and increased his speed as much as he could without actually
         breaking into a run. He stole a glance behind him, and saw that a good part of the crowd from outside the church had followed
         them, and Bartholomew and his students were outnumbered at least five to one.
      

      
      ‘We should all have stayed together,’ Henry Oliver hissed, squirming in Bartholomew’s grasp. ‘Now, what chance do we have!’

      
      ‘Every chance if we do not retaliate,’ Bartholomew returned, nevertheless unnerved by the continuing hail of small stones
         that rained down upon them.
      

      
      They neared the College gates, and Bartholomew wondered whether the last of the students would be able to escape the crowd.
         He let go of Henry, and pushed him towards the College. ‘Go quickly!’ he said urgently, ‘And make sure the gates are ready
         to be fastened once all the students are inside.’
      

      
      Henry needed no second bidding; he was no fool and knew when courage in a fight became stupidity. He set off down the lane
         with his fellow students streaming behind him. Bartholomew saw that a group of four scholars, Elias Oliver included, had been
         slow to follow him, and were now being jostled and shoved by those at the front of the advancing crowd. A sturdy man in a
         blacksmith’s apron gave Elias a hard push, almost sending him sprawling. Elias bunched his fists, his face a mask of anger.
         One of the other students pulled him forward as Bartholomew silently urged them not to fight back.
      

      
      The first of the four broke into a run. He reached the College gates, and was hauled through them by those already safe inside.
         Bartholomew noticed that Henry had the sturdy oak gates all but closed already, just a crack remaining to allow the stragglers
         in before they would be slammed shut on the mob outside.
      

      
      As Elias drew level with Bartholomew, the blacksmith drew a wicked-looking blade from his apron, and jabbed wildly with it.
         Bartholomew wrenched Elias out of the path of the slicing blade and, abandoning all further pretence of calm, yelled for the
         last three students to run for their lives. White-faced, they obeyed, only just staying ahead of the mob, which surged after
         them. Gasping for breath, the three, with Bartholomew at the rear, shot through the gates, which were slammed shut; heavy
         bars were shot across as the mob crashed into them.
      

      
      Bartholomew heard screams and yells, and knew that the people in the front were being crushed against the gates and walls
         by those behind. A student slumped to the ground as a further barrage of stones flew over the high walls. Master Wilson came scurrying out of the hall, flanked by
         his Fellows and guests, to see what all the commotion was about, and stopped short as he saw the lethal volley of missiles
         raining over the walls.
      

      
      ‘A fitting end to a miserable day.’ Bartholomew turned, and saw Giles Abigny helping to hold the gate against the battering
         from outside. He winced as a particularly heavy thump jarred it. Leaving his post to be filled by the students that came pouring
         from the dormitories at the sound of the affray, most already in their cleanest gowns in anticipation of the feast to come,
         he motioned Bartholomew into a doorway where they could not be overheard, his fresh face unusually serious. ‘We should pick
         our scholars more carefully, Matt. Young Henry Oliver was all set to slam the door before you were inside, and would have
         done had I not been there.’
      

      
      Bartholomew looked at him in disbelief. ‘You must be mistaken, he …’

      
      ‘No mistake, Matt. I heard him say to that spotty student of yours, the one from Fen Ditton who always has a cold …’

      
      ‘Francis Eltham?’

      
      ‘Indeed. I heard him tell Eltham to make sure that the gate was closed before you reached it. I ensured it remained open,
         but Oliver was furious. Look at him now.’
      

      
      Bartholomew easily spotted the Oliver brothers among the milling students – they stood a head taller than the rest. Now that
         the immediate danger was over, the scholars had regained their confidence, and were shouting taunts to the people outside.
         Henry Oliver did not join in. He stood glowering, his face distorted with anger. Bartholomew saw him raise a bunched fist,
         and Eltham shrank back. As if he felt their eyes on him, Oliver turned his head slowly and stared back. Bartholomew felt the
         hairs on the back of his neck rise as he felt the venom of his stare. Abruptly, Oliver turned away, and stalked off towards
         his room.
      

      
      ‘What have you done to deserve that?’ wondered Abigny, disconcerted at such raw hatred.

      
      ‘Prevented him from starting a riot, I suppose,’ said Bartholomew. ‘I had no idea he was so dedicated to causing chaos.’

      
      The shouting outside the gates increased, and then faltered. Bartholomew heard horses’ hooves, and knew that the Sheriff and his troops had arrived, and were beginning to
         disperse the crowd. The battering on the College gates stopped, and the only sounds were the Sheriff’s men telling people they
         could either go home or spend the night in the Castle, and the groans of the people who had been crushed against the gates.
      

      
      ‘Michaelhouse!’ Bartholomew recognised the voice of the Sheriff, and went to help open the gates.

      
      The Sheriff had been compelled to use his garrison to break up many a fight between the University and the townspeople, and
         was heartily sick of it. Since he was unlikely to be able to rid himself of the townspeople, he often felt he would like to
         rid himself of the University and all its bickering and warring factions. Students from Norfolk, Suffolk, and Huntingdonshire
         fought scholars from Yorkshire and the north, and they all fought the students from Wales and Ireland. Masters and scholars
         who were priests, friars, or monks were always at odds with those who were not. And there was even dispute between the different
         religious Orders, the large numbers of Franciscan, Dominican, Augustinian, and Carmelite friars, who begged their livings,
         at loggerheads with the rich Benedictines and the Austin Canons who ran the Hospital of St John.
      

      
      As the gates opened, he glowered in at the assembly, making no attempt to enter. The Senior Proctor, the man who kept law
         and order in the University, stood next to the Sheriff, his beadles – men who were University constables – ranged behind him.
         Master Wilson hurried forward, his gorgeous purple gown billowing about him.
      

      
      ‘My Lord Sheriff, Master Proctor,’ he began, ‘the townies have attacked us totally unprovoked!’

      
      
      ‘I admire a man who takes such care to seek the truth before speaking,’ Bartholomew said in an undertone to Abigny. Wilson’s
         was also an imprudent remark, considering many of his guests were townspeople.
      

      
      Abigny snorted in disgust. ‘He should have known better than to try to distribute money today. He must have known what might
         happen.’
      

      
      ‘I suggested he should let the priests give it out at mass on Sunday,’ said Bartholomew, watching with distaste as Wilson
         regaled the Sheriff with claims that the townspeople had attacked the College out of pure malice.
      

      
      ‘But that might have entailed some of the credit passing to the priests and not to him,’ said Abigny nastily. He gestured
         outside. ‘See to your patients, Physician.’
      

      
      Bartholomew remembered the groans and shrieks as the crowd had surged against Michaelhouse’s wall, chastened that he had not
         thought to see to the injured sooner. By the gate, a beadle stood by two prostrate forms, while more beadles bent over others
         further down the lane.
      

      
      ‘Dead, Doctor,’ said the beadle, recognising Bartholomew. Bartholomew knelt to examine the bodies. Both were young men, one
         wearing the short coat of an apprentice. He pressed down on the young man’s chest, feeling the sogginess that meant his ribs
         were broken and the vital organs underneath crushed. The neck of the second man was broken, his head twisted at an obscene
         angle. Death would have come instantly to both of them. Bartholomew crossed himself, and paused at the gate to shout for Brother
         Michael to do what he could for their unshriven souls.
      

      
      The other beadles moved aside to allow Bartholomew to examine the injured. Miraculously, there were only four of them, although Bartholomew was sure others had been helped home by friends. None of the four was in mortal
         danger. One middle-aged man had a superficial head wound that nevertheless bled copiously. Bartholomew gave him a clean piece
         of linen to stem the bleeding, and moved on to examine the next one. The woman seemed to have no injuries, but was deeply
         in shock, her eyes wide and dull, and her whole body shaking uncontrollably.
      

      
      ‘Her son is over there.’ Bartholomew saw that the speaker was the blacksmith, lying against the wall with his leg at an awkward
         angle. He followed the blacksmith’s nod and saw that he meant one of the men who had died. He turned back to the woman and
         took her cold, clammy hands in his.
      

      
      ‘Where is her husband? Can we send for someone to come to take her home?’

      
      ‘Her husband died last winter of the ague. The lad was all she had. Doubtless she will starve now.’

      
      ‘What is her name?’ Bartholomew asked, feeling helpless.

      
      ‘Rachel Atkin,’ the blacksmith replied. ‘What do you care?’

      
      Bartholomew sighed. He saw cases like Rachel’s almost every day, old people and women with children deprived of those who
         could provide for them. Even giving them money, which he did sometimes, did no more than relieve the problem temporarily.
         Poverty was one of the aspects of being a physician he found most difficult to deal with. Often, he would tend to an injury
         or an illness, only to find that his patient had died from want of good food or warmth.
      

      
      He released the woman’s hands, and went to examine the blacksmith’s leg. It was a clean break, with no punctured skin. It only needed to be set, and, given time and
         rest, would heal well enough. As he gently squeezed and probed the break, testing for splinters of bone, the blacksmith leaned
         towards him. Bartholomew realised that the ale fumes on his breath probably accounted for the fact that he did not scream,
         as many patients might, when his leg was examined. He should set it as soon as possible for the same reason.
      

      
      ‘Why did you interfere?’ the blacksmith slurred.

      
      Bartholomew ignored him, and went to look at the last injury, a man complaining of pains in his back.

      
      ‘It was under control,’ the blacksmith continued. ‘We knew what we were doing.’

      
      ‘I am sure you did,’ said Bartholomew absently, running his hands down the man’s spine. He straightened up. ‘Just bruised,’
         he said to the man, ‘go home and rest, and in a few days it will feel better.’ He turned to the blacksmith. ‘I can set your
         leg now, or you can go to a surgeon. I do not care which you choose.’
      

      
      The blacksmith looked dubious, and narrowed his eyes. ‘I have heard of you, Physician. You tell the other doctors that they
         should not use leeches …’
      

      
      There was a muted snigger from the listening beadles, and Bartholomew cut the blacksmith off abruptly by standing and preparing
         to leave. He had no desire to enter into a medical debate with the man. He knew his medical teaching was regarded with suspicion,
         even fear, by some people, but no one could deny that fewer patients died under his care than that of his colleagues. His
         success where they had failed often drove desperate people to him, and those he had healed usually rallied to his defence when others questioned or criticised his methods.
      

      
      ‘And how much will it cost me?’ sneered the blacksmith, seizing a corner of Bartholomew’s gown to prevent him from walking
         away.
      

      
      Bartholomew looked down at him. ‘A shroud and a gravedigger for the woman’s son.’

      
      The blacksmith met his eyes, peering up to see if he could detect any trickery there. After a moment’s thought, he nodded,
         and lifted his arms so that the beadles could help him into Michaelhouse, where Bartholomew had a small surgery.
      

      
      Bartholomew quickly bandaged the first man’s head, and sent him home. The woman still sat on the ground, staring into space.
         The beadles had lifted the bodies of the young men onto a cart to be taken to St Michael’s Church, while Brother Michael had
         finished his prayers and was walking back into the College. Coming to a decision, Bartholomew reached down and took the woman
         by the hand, pulling her to her feet. He ignored the surprised looks of the porters at the gate, and made for the kitchens,
         Rachel Atkin in tow.
      

      
      All the College servants were furiously busy preparing for Master Wilson’s feast. Bartholomew pushed his way through the kitchens
         to the servants’ living quarters beyond. Agatha, the enormous laundress, sat there, folding napkins in readiness for the feast.
         She looked up as he entered, her bushy grey eyebrows coming together as she saw the woman.
      

      
      ‘Now what?’ she demanded, struggling to heave her considerable bulk to her feet. ‘What troubles have you brought me this
         time, you young scoundrel?’
      

      
      Bartholomew smiled. Women were not generally employed in the Colleges, but Agatha was quite an exception. Sir John had hired her when he first came to Michaelhouse, instantly
         recognising her abilities for organisation and efficiency. She had gradually established herself as undisputed leader of the
         College staff, and the College owed its smooth and generally conflict-free running to Agatha.
      

      
      ‘You are always saying that you need an assistant,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘Could you take this one, just for a few days?’

      
      ‘She is stark staring mad!’ Agatha bellowed, peering suspiciously into Rachel Atkin’s face.

      
      ‘No, not mad, just grieving for her son,’ said Bartholomew gently. Rachel began to look around her vacantly. ‘Will you give
         her a chance? Not tonight – she should sleep. But maybe for a few days?’
      

      
      ‘Are you insane?’ Agatha shouted. ‘What will Windbag Wilson say when he hears you have brought a woman into the College? He
         only tolerates me because he knows in his heart that I am twice the man that he will ever be. He will be after your blood,
         Master Matthew. I have heard that he is going to demand that all the Fellows take major holy orders like Michael and the Franciscans.
         He will have something to say about women in the College, you can be sure of that!’
      

      
      ‘Just for a few days until I can think of something else. Please, Agatha?’

      
      Agatha hid a smile, and put her hands on her ample hips. She had had a soft spot for the dark-haired physician ever since
         he had arrived at the College to teach medicine four years before and had cured her of a painful swelling on her foot. She
         had been dubious of accepting his help because he had abandoned the usual implements of his trade – leeches, star-charts, and urine examination – and had even been known to practise surgery, a task normally left to
         barbers. But Bartholomew’s treatment of Agatha’s foot had worked, and Agatha was not a woman to question something that improved
         the quality of her life so dramatically.
      

      
      She eyed the woman impassively noting her old but clean dress, and the careful darns. ‘Out of the question! You will be expecting
         me to share my own room with her next!’
      

      
      ‘No, I …’ began Bartholomew, but stopped as Agatha elbowed him out of the way, and steered Rachel towards one of the small
         rooms in which the servants slept. He needed to say no more. Rachel Atkin was in good hands for now, and he was sure he and
         Agatha could work out something between them later.
      

      
      He dodged his way back through the frenetic activity of the kitchens and walked across the courtyard towards his room. The
         Sheriff and Wilson had gone, but students and servants were scurrying back and forth as the bell rang to announce that the
         feast was about to begin.
      

      
      The blacksmith lay on the pallet in the tiny chamber Bartholomew used to store his medicines, and where the College’s three
         precious medical books were kept chained to the wall. Engaging the help of two burly porters, Bartholomew pulled and heaved
         on the leg until he was certain the bones were in correct alignment. The porters exchanged grimaces of disgust as the sound
         of grating bone filled the room. But the blacksmith had apparently taken several healthy swigs from the jug of wine that stood
         on the table and was virtually unconscious by the time Bartholomew began: with the exception of one or two grunts, he lay
         motionless through the entire proceeding. Bartholomew bound the leg tightly between two sticks of wood, and checked his patient for signs of shock or fever.
      

      
      The porters left, and Bartholomew covered the blacksmith with his cloak and left him to sleep. His family could collect him
         in the morning. He went into the room that he shared with Abigny, and slumped on his bed, suddenly feeling drained. What a
         day! He had sat through Wilson’s interminable installation, narrowly averted a riot, almost been locked out of the College
         to face an enraged mob, attended four patients, and set a broken leg.
      

      
      He leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, feeling a warm lethargy creep over him. It would be pleasant to drift
         off to sleep. The courtyard outside was quiet now, and he could just hear the murmur of voices coming from the feast in the
         hall. His place at the high table would be empty and he would be missed. He should go or Wilson would take his absence as
         a personal insult, and would try to make life unbearable for him. He sat still for a few minutes, and then forced himself
         to stand up. He need only stay until the speeches were over. Speeches! He almost sat down again at the thought of listening
         to Master Wilson pontificate, but he had not eaten since breakfast, and the smells of cooking from the kitchen had been delicious.
      

      
      He brushed hastily at the dust and mud that clung to his best gown, and straightened the black robe underneath. He walked
         across the courtyard, stopping on the way to look in on Augustus. The commoners shared a large dormitory on the upper floor
         of the southern wing, but because Augustus talked to himself and kept the others awake, he had been given a small room of
         his own, an unusual privilege for any College member, but especially a commoner. The commoners’ room and Augustus’s chamber
         were dark, but Bartholomew could make out Augustus lying on the bed, and could hear his slow, rhythmic breathing. In the main
         dormitory, Brother Paul, another commoner too frail to attend the feast, coughed wetly and muttered in his sleep.
      

      
      Satisfied, Bartholomew made his way to the hall, and tried to slip as unobtrusively as possible into his seat at the high
         table at the raised end of the hall. Wilson leaned forward and shot him an unpleasant look. Next to Bartholomew, Giles Abigny
         had already had far too much to drink, and was regaling Brother Michael with a story of his experiences with a prostitute
         in London. For a monk, Michael was showing an unseemly interest. On Bartholomew’s other side, the two Franciscan friars, Aelfrith
         and William, were already deep in some debate about the nature of original sin, while Wilson, Alcote and Swynford huddled
         together plotting God knew what. Bartholomew ate some of the spiced venison slowly, realising that he had grown so used to
         plain College fare, that the strongly flavoured meats and piquant sauces were too rich for him. He wondered how many scholars
         would over-indulge and make themselves sick. The ever-growing pile of gnawed bones and the grease-splattered table near Michael
         indicated that he had no such reservations.
      

      
      A roar of laughter from the students jolted him from his thoughts. Members of the College usually spoke Latin, or occasionally
         court French, at the few meals where speaking was permitted, and the conversation was generally learned. But tonight, as a
         gesture of courtesy to his secular guests, Wilson had decreed that the conversation might be in any language. Bartholomew
         glanced around the hall, noting the brightly coloured tapestries, begged and borrowed from other Colleges for the occasion,
         that adorned the walls. The walls were normally bare so as not to distract scholars from their studies, and the benches, now
         draped with rich cloths, were plain wood. The guests from the town added splashes of colour among the students’ black gowns.
         Servants scurried here and there bearing large jugs of wine and platters of food that left trails of spilled grease. In the
         gallery normally occupied by the Bible scholar, a small group of musicians fought to make their singing heard over the hubbub.
      

      
      Down the table, Brother Michael chortled with unmonklike delight as he listened with rapt attention to Abigny. Fortunately
         for him, his imprudent laughter was screened from the austere Franciscan Fellows by another roar of laughter from the students.
      

      
      The Oliver brothers were the centre of attention, a group of younger students gathering round them admiringly. Bartholomew
         heard Elias telling them how he had been the last one through the gates to make sure that all the others were safe inside.
         At that moment, Henry looked up towards the high table, and stared at Bartholomew, his blue eyes blazing with hatred. They
         held each other’s gaze for a moment, before Henry, with a sneer, looked away.
      

      
      Bartholomew was puzzled. He had had very little to do with the Oliver brothers – they were not his students, and he had never
         had to deal with them for any disciplinary breaches. He found it hard to believe that all the hatred that Henry had put into
         that look came from the incident outside the church. The mob had been in an ugly mood, and he had averted what might very easily have turned into a bloodbath. So what had he done to earn such emotions?
      

      
      He tried to put it out of his mind. He was tired, and was probably reading far too much into Henry Oliver’s looks. He sipped
         at the fine wine from France that Wilson had provided to toast his future success as Master, and leaned his elbows on the
         table. Abigny, his story completed, slapped Bartholomew on the back.
      

      
      ‘I heard you have secreted a woman in the College …’

      
      Abigny’s voice was loud, and several students looked at him speculatively. Brother Michael’s eyebrows shot up, his baggy green
         eyes glittering with amusement. The Franciscans paused in their debate and looked at Bartholomew disapprovingly.
      

      
      ‘Hush!’ Bartholomew chided Abigny. ‘She is in the care of Agatha, and not secreted anywhere.’

      
      Abigny laughed, and draped his arm round Bartholomew’s shoulders. Bartholomew pulled away as wine fumes wafted into his face.
         ‘I wish I were a physician and not a philosopher. What better excuse to be in a woman’s boudoir than to be leeching her blood.’
      

      
      ‘I do not leech the blood of my patients,’ said Bartholomew irritably. They had been down this path before. Abigny loved to
         tease Bartholomew about his unorthodox methods. Bartholomew had learned medicine at the University in Paris from an Arab teacher
         who had taught him that bleeding was for charlatans too lazy to discover a cure.
      

      
      Abigny laughed again, his cheeks flushed pink with wine, but then leaned closer to Bartholomew. ‘But you and I may not be
         long for our free and easy lives if our new Master has anything to say. He will have us taking major orders as he and his two sycophants over there plan to do.’
      

      
      ‘Have a care, Giles,’ said Bartholomew nervously. He was acutely aware that the students’ conversation at the nearest table
         had stopped, and Bartholomew knew that some of the scholars were not above telling tales to senior College members in return
         for a lenient disputation, or spoken exam.
      

      
      ‘What will it be for you, Matt?’ Abigny continued, ignoring his friend’s appeal for discretion. ‘Will you become an Austin
         Canon and go to work in St John’s Hospital? Or would you rather become a rich, fat Benedictine, like Brother Michael here?’
      

      
      Michael pursed his lips, but humour showed in his eyes. Like Bartholomew, being the butt of Abigny’s jokes was nothing new
         to him.
      

      
      Abigny blundered on. ‘But, my dear friend, I would not want you to take orders with the Carmelites, like good Master Wilson.
         I would kill you before I would let that happen. I …’
      

      
      ‘Enough, Giles!’ Bartholomew said sharply. ‘If you cannot keep your council, you should not drink so much. Pull yourself together.’

      
      Abigny laughed at his friend’s admonition, took a deep draught from his goblet, but said no more. Bartholomew sometimes wondered
         about the philosopher’s behaviour. He was fair and fresh-faced, like a young country bumpkin. But his boyish looks belied
         a razor-like mind, and Bartholomew had no doubt that if he dedicated himself to learning he could become one of the foremost
         scholars in the University. But Abigny was too lazy and too fond of the pleasures of life.
      

      
      
      Bartholomew thought about Abigny’s claim. Most Cambridge masters, including Bartholomew, had taken minor holy orders so that
         they were ruled by church law rather than secular law. Some, like Brother Michael and the Franciscans, were monks or friars
         and had taken major orders. This meant that they could not marry or have relations with women, although not all monks and
         friars in the University kept these vows as assiduously as they might.
      

      
      As a boy, Bartholomew had been educated at the great Benedictine Abbey at Peterborough, and, as one of their brightest students,
         had been expected to take his vows and become a monk. His sister and brother-in-law, acting in loco parentis, had other ideas, and a marriage was planned that would have benefited their cloth trade. Bartholomew, however, had defied
         them both, and had run away to Oxford and then Paris to study medicine. Since leaving Peterborough, Bartholomew had not given
         a monastic vocation another thought, other than taking the minor orders that would protect him from the rigours of secular
         law. Perhaps, a few months ago, the prospect of never having a relationship with a woman would not have mattered, but Bartholomew
         had met Philippa Abigny – Giles’s sister – and was not at all sure that a vow of chastity was what he wanted.
      

      
      The evening dragged on, speeches were made, and the candles gradually dipped lower in their silver holders. The guests began
         to leave. First the Bishop made his exit, sweeping out of the hall in his fine robes, followed as ever by his discreet chain
         of silent, black-robed clerics. The Chancellor and the Sheriff left together, and Bartholomew wondered what they had been
         plotting all evening. Edith, Bartholomew’s sister, earned a nasty look from Wilson when she kissed her brother on the cheek and whispered
         an invitation to dine with her and Sir Oswald the following day.
      

      
      The noise level in the hall rose as more wine was consumed, especially by the students and the commoners. Bartholomew began
         to grow drowsy, and wished Wilson would leave the feast so he could go to bed. It would be considered bad manners for a Fellow
         to leave the high table before the Master, and so Bartholomew waited, struggling to keep his eyes open and not to go face
         down in his food like Francis Eltham.
      

      
      He watched expectantly as Alexander, the College Butler, made his way to Wilson, hoping that some urgent College business
         might draw him from the hall, so that the Fellows might leave. Wilson spun round in his chair to gaze at Alexander in shock.
         He then looked at Bartholomew, and whispered in the Butler’s ear. Alexander nodded, and moved towards the physician.
      

      
      ‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ he began softly, ‘but it is Master Augustus. I think he is dead.’



   
  
      
      
      II

      
      BARTHOLOMEW STARED UP AT ALEXANDER IN disbelief. He half suspected a practical joke by Abigny, but realised that even Abigny’s
         sometimes outrageous sense of humour would not allow him to stoop to such a prank.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’ he asked hoarsely.

      
      Alexander shrugged, his face pale. ‘I went to take him and Brother Paul some wine, since Master Wilson thought they were too
         ill to attend the feast.’ Bartholomew grimaced. Wilson did not want Augustus at the feast because he was afraid the old man’s ramblings might embarrass him. ‘I went to Brother Paul first, but he was already asleep. Then I went in to Augustus. He
         was lying on his bed, and I think he is dead.’
      

      
      Bartholomew rose, motioning for Brother Michael to go with him. If Augustus were dead, then Michael would anoint the body
         and say prayers for his soul, as he had for the two men outside the College gates. Although Michael was a monk and not a friar – and
         would therefore not usually have been authorised to perform priestly duties – he had been granted special dispensation by the
         Bishop of Ely to give last rites and hear confessions. This was because, unlike the Franciscan and Dominican friars, Benedictine monks were scarce in Cambridge, and the Bishop did not want his few monks confessing their
         sins to rival Orders.
      

      
      ‘What is going on?’ panted Michael, as he hurried to keep up with Bartholomew. Michael was a man who loved his food, and,
         despite Bartholomew’s advice to moderate himself for the sake of his health, he was grossly overweight. A sheen of sweat glistened
         on his face and soaked into his lank brown hair just from the exertion of leaving the hall so quickly.
      

      
      ‘Alexander says Augustus is dead,’ Bartholomew replied tersely.

      
      Michael stopped abruptly, and gripped Bartholomew’s arm. ‘But he cannot be!’

      
      Bartholomew peered at Michael in the darkness of the courtyard. His face was so deathly white that it was almost luminous,
         and his eyes were round with horror.
      

      
      ‘I went to see him after I had finished with those town lads,’ Michael went on. ‘He was rambling like he does, and I told him
         I would save him some wine from the feast.’
      

      
      Bartholomew steered Michael towards Augustus’s room. ‘I saw him after you, on my way to the hall. He was sound asleep.’

      
      Together they climbed the narrow wooden stairs to Augustus’s tiny chamber. Alexander was waiting outside the door holding
         a lamp that he passed to Bartholomew. Michael followed the physician over to the bed where Augustus lay, the lamp and the
         flames from the small fire in the hearth casting strange shadows on the walls. Bartholomew had expected Augustus to have slipped
         away in his sleep, and was shocked to see the old man’s eyes open and his lips drawn back over long yellow teeth in a grimace
         that bespoke of abject terror. Death had not crept up and claimed Augustus unnoticed. Bartholomew heard Michael take a sharp breath and his robes rustled as he crossed
         himself quickly.
      

      
      Bartholomew put the lamp on the window-sill and sat on the edge of the bed, putting his cheek to Augustus’s mouth to see if
         he still breathed – although he knew that he would not. He gently touched one of the staring eyes with his forefinger to test
         for a reaction. There was none. Brother Michael was kneeling behind him intoning the prayers for the dead in his precise Latin,
         his eyes closed so he would not have to look at Augustus’s face. Alexander had been sent to fetch oil with which to anoint
         the dead man.
      

      
      To Bartholomew it seemed as if Augustus had had some kind of seizure; perhaps he had frightened himself with some nightmare,
         or with some of his wild imaginings – as when he had tried to jump out of the window two nights before. Bartholomew felt sad
         that Augustus had died afraid: three generations of students had benefited from his patient teaching, and he had been kind
         to Bartholomew, too, when the younger man had first been appointed at Michaelhouse. When Sir John had arranged Bartholomew’s
         fellowship, not all members of the College had been supportive. Yet Augustus, like Sir John, had seen in Bartholomew an opportunity
         to improve the strained relationship between the College and the town; Bartholomew had been given Sir John’s blessing to work
         among the poor and not merely to pander to the minor complaints of the wealthy.
      

      
      The gravelly sound of Michael clearing his throat jerked Bartholomew back to the present. Sir John was dead, and so, now,
         was Augustus. Michael had finished his prayers, and was stepping forward to anoint Augustus’s eyes, mouth and hands with a small bottle of chrism that Alexander had fetched. He did so quickly, concentrating on his words
         so that he would not have to see Augustus’s expression of horror. Bartholomew had seen many such expressions before: his Arab
         master had once taken him to the scene of a battle in France, where they had scoured the field looking for the wounded among
         the dead and dying, and so Augustus’s face did not hold the same horror for him as it did for Michael.
      

      
      While waiting for Michael, Bartholomew looked around the room. Since the commotion two nights before, Wilson had decreed that
         Augustus should not be allowed the fire he usually had during the night. Wilson said, with good reason, that it was not safe,
         and that he could not risk the lives of others by allowing a madman to be left alone with naked flames.
      

      
      Bartholomew suspected that Wilson was also considering the cost, because he had questioned Sir John on several occasions about
         the necessity of the commoners having a fire in July and August. Michaelhouse was built of stone, and Bartholomew knew that
         Augustus was not the only old man to complain of being cold, even in the height of summer. That a small fire burned merrily
         in the hearth suggested that one kind-hearted servant had chosen to ignore Wilson’s orders and let Augustus have his comfort.
      

      
      ‘Matt, come away. We have done all we can here.’

 Bartholomew glanced up at Michael. His face was shiny with sweat, and had
         an almost greenish hue. The chrism in the small bottle he held shook as his hands trembled, and he was looking everywhere
         except at Bartholomew and Augustus.
      

      
      ‘What is the matter with you?’ asked Bartholomew, perplexed. Michael had often accompanied Bartholomew to pray for patients beyond his medicine and had seen death many times.
         He had not been especially close to Augustus, and so his behaviour could not be explained by grief.
      

      
      Michael took a handful of Bartholomew’s gown and pulled hard. ‘Just come away. Leave him be, and come with me back to the
         hall.’ Bartholomew resisted the tug, and the small bottle fell from Michael’s hand and bounced onto the floor.
      

      
      ‘Pull yourself together, man,’ Bartholomew said, exasperated, and leaned down to retrieve the bottle, which had rolled under
         the bed. He picked it up to hand back to Michael, and was startled to see the hem of the monk’s robes disappearing through
         the door. Michael had, quite literally, fled.
      

      
      Bartholomew looked to Alexander, who appeared as bewildered as Bartholomew felt.’ Go back to the feast,’ he said, seeing the
         steward’s unease. ‘You will be needed there. I will see to Augustus.’
      

      
      Alexander left, shutting the door behind him, and Bartholomew heard his feet clattering down the stairs and the outside door
         slam shut. He chewed on his lower lip, bemused. What had been the matter with Michael? They had known each other since Bartholomew
         had been made a Fellow, and Bartholomew had never seen him in such a state before. Usually the obese monk was well in control
         of his emotions, and he rarely allowed himself to be so discomfited that he was unable to come up with a sardonic remark or
         cutting response.
      

      
      As Bartholomew put the bottle of chrism down on the window-sill, he noticed that the lid had come off and that his hand was
         greasy with the highly scented oil. He wiped it on a napkin that lay on a desk under the window, and dropped to his hands and knees with the lamp to look for the
         bottle-top. It had rolled to the far side of the bed, and Bartholomew had to lie flat to reach it. As he stood up, he noticed
         that his clothes were covered with small flecks of black. Puzzled, he peered closely at some of the bits that clung to his
         sleeve. They looked like flakes of burned parchment. He brushed them off; they must have come from the fire in the hearth.
         He was about to leave when the edge of the bedclothes caught his eye. On the light green blanket was a pale scorch mark about
         the size of his hand. Curious, he inspected the rest of the covering, and found a similar spot at the corner.
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