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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 alley-ways 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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         Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with
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      To a great scholar of Canterbury, Dr. William Urry: Many thanks
      

      




      
      
      Historical Note

      
      By summer 1471 the bloody civil war between the Houses of York and Lancaster had ended with Edward of York’s victory at Tewkesbury.
         The Lancastrian king, Henry VI, was quietly murdered in the Tower. Edward IV with his beautiful wife Elizabeth Woodville and
         their gangs of henchmen now controlled the kingdom. Nevertheless, the Civil War had left bitter memories: old grudges and
         scandals died hard. Grievances were recalled and scores settled; this was fertile ground for the professional blackmailers
         who flourished as vigorously then as they do now.
      

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      Tenebrae, the great magus or warlock, sat in his velveteen-draped chamber in his house on Black Griffin Lane. Although within
         walking distance of many churches and the Priory of the Friars of the Sack, Tenebrae was not interested in the religion practised
         by the good citizens and burgesses of Canterbury. Not for him the Mass, the body and blood of Christ elevated by the priest
         before the crucifix. Nor would Tenebrae join those devout pilgrims who, now spring had come, flooded into Canterbury. They
         would make their way to the great cathedral to mount the steps on their knees to the Lady Chapel and pray before the blissful
         bones of Saint Thomas à Becket.
      

      
      Tenebrae believed in other, darker gods. His world was filled with goblins and sprites, for he had carefully studied the secret
         lore of the ancients. Tenebrae lifted the mask from his smooth, shaven face and peered around. All was dark. He preferred
         it that way. Ever since he was a child, skulking in the alleys of Cheapside in London, Tenebrae preferred the shadows, hence
         his name. He did not want to feel the sun nor did he want others to look on his face with its cloven lip and balding dome,
         or those eyes, which frightened children and chilled the heart of those who caught his gaze. Light blue they were, like slivers of ice, ill-matching
         in the soft, creamy folds of his hairless face. Tenebrae shifted his dark cloak on which pentancles and other signs of the
         zodiac were sewn. He heard a sound and his head rolled round, scrutinising the long chamber carefully. Everything was in order.
         The two doors, the entrance and the exit, which only could be opened from the inside, were firmly closed and locked. In the
         light of the solitary candle, which was fashioned out of wax and contained the fat of a hanged man, the floorboards, painted
         a glossy black, gleamed and shimmered. The velvet drapes on the wall hung solid. Tenebrae stared up at the ceiling and studied
         carefully the picture of the goat of Mendes, red and garish, with terrible horns and the gleaming eyes of a panther.
      

      
      Tenebrae pronounced himself satisfied but he remained seated, cross-legged in the middle of the magic circle he had drawn.
         He opened the Book of Shadows, the grimoire of Honorius, that great magician of Roman times. The book was bound in human skin,
         ornamented with red gemstones and demonic seals and, when shut fast, held secure by clasps fashioned out of the skull of a
         lapwing. Tenebrae studied the yellowing pages and the strange cramped writing. He leaned over and pulled the great candlestick
         closer. He smiled, a mere puckering of his strange lips; then the smile died. He paused in his reading as he heard a sound
         from the street pilgrims thronging below.
      

      
      ‘Fools,’ he murmured.

      
      He stroked the pages of the grimoire: here was true knowledge!

      
      He spoke to the darkness. ‘Why go and pray in front of a sarcophagus containing mouldy bones or pay good silver to gaze in
         awe at the rags of some mouldering monk three hundred years dead?’
      

      
      Tenebrae recalled his mother, her devout mumblings, her constant visits to churches and faithful obedience to priests. Much
         good it did her, Tenebrae reflected. She had died of the plague and her son, left to his own devices, had been drawn into darker circles. He had become a student greedy for the ancient knowledge,
         ambitious to become a Lord of the Crossroads, a magus, a warlock. Had he not studied the secret knowledge of the Templars
         and gone to Spain to divine the mysteries of the Cabala? And then to Rome and, finally, Paris where, by skill and sheer ruthlessness,
         he had become a Great Master of the coven and the proud possessor of the grimoire of Honorius.
      

      
      Tenebrae touched the broad platter before him: a black cock lay there, its throat severed, a bundle of pathetic feathers as
         its life-blood poured out into the gold-encrusted bowl Tenebrae had held beneath its neck. The magus had made his prayers
         to the Great Lord. He had fasted for three days to prepare his powers, to ask protection. Tenebrae was no charlatan. He did
         not indulge in conjuring tricks. Could he not fill a house with the intangible darkness? Had he not in his own private temple
         summoned up, at least in his mind’s eye, all forms of terrible spirits? Great devils in the shapes of horses with men’s faces,
         lions’ teeth and hair like writhing serpents, crowned with circlets of gold, armoured with breastplates of cruel barbed iron?
         Tenebrae ran his tongue over his blackening teeth. Had not the Archbishop of Toulouse said that around every great magus demons
         gathered, a thousand on the right, ten thousand on the left? And had not the same cleric reckoned that over 133 million angels
         had fallen with Lucifer from heaven? Tenebrae closed his eyes and began slowly to chant his praises to these secret, dark
         lords. He closed the grimoire and, picking it up, stroked it carefully. Tomorrow he would be busy. The pilgrims would flock
         to the cathedral but there were others who would come secretly here to have consultations with him. Everything was ready:
         the stool where his visitors would sit was placed before the great table and, behind it, his throne-like chair. Tenebrae would
         scatter the bones and draw aside the curtains of the future, his visitors would pay good gold for that. Some, the great ones,
         would even pay more because Tenebrae was no fool. There were those high in the church who would like him investigated, arrested, put on trial for witchcraft. Tenebrae grinned;
         they dare not. The magus had discovered how the powerful have two weaknesses: their ambition for the future and their secrets
         from the past. Tenebrae always found the latter most useful. He had a network of friends and acquaintances, tittler-tattlers
         at court, hangers-on, gossip collectors from the Great Council. Tenebrae would listen to these carefully, pore over this letter,
         study a manuscript, sniff like some good hunting dog until the juicy morsels of scandal were dragged out. The magus would
         then salt it away in his prodigious memory until he needed it, either for his own protection or greater profit.
      

      
      Indeed, Tenebrae’s sacrifice this morning was an act of thanksgiving for the years that had been good to him. The civil wars
         between York and Lancaster had led to the revelation of many secrets and scandals. Now that the House of York was in ascendancy,
         and golden-haired Edward IV sat on the throne at Westminster, there were many nobles and merchants eager to conceal which
         side they had supported in the recent civil war. Alongside these were bishops and priests, eager for enhancement, who had
         broken their vows and the sanctity of their lives in order to outdo a rival. There were retainers who had betrayed their masters,
         noble wives who had cuckolded their husbands.
      

      
      Tenebrae had listened, sifting through all this information as a good apothecary would herbs and potions. The magus pursed
         his lips in satisfaction. And so who could touch him? Did not even Elizabeth Woodville, Edward IV’s queen, consult him? Had
         she not called on Tenebrae’s powers to achieve what she wanted? Offering her white, satin body to the King so she could master
         him in bed and thus control the Crown of England. In helping her, Tenebrae had found out a lot more about Elizabeth Woodville
         and her husband.
      

      
      The magus got to his feet, his bulky body swaying as like some priest with his breviary, he clasped the grimoire to his chest.
         This was not only a Book of Shadows, but the keeper of secrets. He tapped the gold bowl with his foot and stared down at the rich,
         dark red juice congealing there. He would clear the room and, tonight, break his fast on roast swan, carp cooked in spicy
         sauces and goblets of wine. Tomorrow he would return here with his visitors, open the Book of Shadows, predict the future,
         hint at the past and spin gold for himself.
      

      
      Elizabeth Woodville, Queen of England, rested in the pleasaunce, which her husband the King had specially built for her in
         the lee of a small hill, which ran down from the palace of Sheen to the Thames. Elizabeth sat back in the small, flower-covered
         arbour; the sun was unexpectedly strong and Elizabeth prided herself on the whiteness of her skin. ‘My Silver Rose!’ her hot-blooded
         husband Edward whispered in her ear. ‘My jewel of great price!’ Elizabeth pulled down the white gauze veil in front of her
         eyes and carefully stroked the sheer satin of her tawny dress. Behind her, on a garden seat, she could hear her ladies-in-waiting
         giggling and whispering around the royal nurse holding baby Edward, her eldest son: Elizabeth’s final clasp over the affections
         of her husband. The Queen studied the swans swimming serenely along the Thames like galleys of state. She admired the curve
         of their necks, the sheer majesty of these great birds and recalled Edward’s promise that the appointment of a keeper of the
         swans was within her power.
      

      
      Elizabeth smiled and put her head back against the cushioned wall. Indeed, she had all the power in the realm. Edward the
         King ruled England and she ruled Edward. Perhaps not in public when Edward sat enthroned but, in the boudoir, between the
         sheets of their great four-poster bed, Edward was her slave and Elizabeth was determined to keep things that way. A year had
         passed since the end of the civil war and she had come out of sanctuary in Westminster Abbey to receive the adulation of the
         crowd and the loving embraces of her husband. Henry VI, the old Lancastrian king, was dead, his skull cloven in two whilst the holy fool prayed in his death chamber in the Tower of London. All the Lancastrians
         were dead, except for thin-faced Henry Tudor, but he was a mere shadow against her sun.
      

      
      Beneath her gauze veil Elizabeth’s face hardened. The present and the future held no terrors for her. But the past? The Queen
         chewed on carmine painted lips, her amber-coloured eyes snapping in anger. In matters of war and statecraft, Edward of England
         was as magnificent as he was in bed, but in the affairs of the heart, he was indiscreet. Elizabeth had her secrets and so
         did the King; the Queen was now determined to discover what these secrets were whilst keeping a firm grip on those matters
         she wished to hide.
      

      
      ‘What does Tenebrae know?’ she murmured.

      
      Elizabeth recalled the pasty white face of the great necromancer. Those blue eyes, so light they gave his gaze a milky look
         like that of some old, blind but dangerous cat Elizabeth had glimpsed in the Tower menagerie. She stirred restlessly, picked
         up the jewel-encrusted goblet of hippocras and sipped carefully.
      

      
      ‘Your Grace!’

      
      Elizabeth lifted her gauze veil and smiled brilliantly at the young man who had appeared so silently in front of her.

      
      ‘Good morning, Theobald. I was thinking of cats. You move as silently and dangerously as they do.’

      
      The white-faced, dark-haired young man bowed imperceptibly.

      
      ‘I am Your Grace’s most faithful servant.’

      
      ‘So you are, Theobald Foliot.’

      
      She studied Foliot’s long, narrow face, the eyes that never seemed to blink, bloodless lips above a square jaw, his hair cropped
         close to his head. He was dressed in a velvet jerkin of blue murrey with matching hose. The belt slung round his narrow waist
         carried dagger and sword. She watched him beat one leather glove against his hand. When he went to kneel, Elizabeth smiled
         and patted the seat beside her.
      

      
      
      ‘Sit down, Theobald.’

      
      ‘Your Grace is most kind.’

      
      ‘Your Grace could be even kinder.’ Elizabeth glanced sideways at him. ‘You, Theobald, are my principal clerk.’ She leaned
         towards him. ‘Tell me, now, Theobald, when was the last time you went on pilgrimage to Canterbury?’
      

      
      In his opulent chamber that overlooked Saint Ragadon’s Hospice, Peter Talbot sat on the edge of his canopied bed, listening
         to the sounds from the street below. Small, thickset, with balding head and florid face, Talbot had a reputation as a shrewd
         and ruthless wool merchant with fingers in more pies than even the parish gossips knew. He had built up a trade which spanned
         the Narrow Seas, investing in banking, as well as procuring loans to the new king at Westminster. He should have been riding
         high but, on that morning of the Feast of Saint Florian, Peter Talbot was worried. He rubbed his face in his hands and stared
         down at the tip of his polished leather boots specially imported from Cordova. The words of the gospel ran through his mind.
         ‘What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world yet lose his immortal soul?’ Am I losing my soul, Talbot wondered? Why
         did he have this feeling of unease, a premonition of danger, of dark terrors lurking in the shadows? He was a leading burgess
         of the city; a man personally known to the King. However, since that incident with the witch, Talbot’s life had changed, and
         over something so simple! The merchant owned cottages in the parish of Hackington across the River Stour, a useful source
         of ready cash. One of his tenants had defaulted and Talbot’s young wife, impetuous as ever and with a quick eye to a profit,
         had turned the tenant out and leased the cottage to another.
      

      
      ‘She shouldn’t have done that,’ Talbot muttered to himself. ‘Isabella should have consulted with me!’

      
      The first he knew about it had been the previous Sunday when they had attended Mass in Saint Alphage’s church. Talbot had
         been standing in the porch when a grimy-faced old woman, her stick tapping the flagstones, had crawled like a spider into
         the church. She’d stopped before him, hand outstretched.
      

      
      ‘Cursed be you!’ she shrieked. ‘Fat lord of the soil though you fly as high as the eagle you shall be brought as low as hell!’

      
      Talbot had just stared in stupefaction, but then his brother Robert had told him that the old woman was Mathilda Sempler,
         a self-confessed witch and the former tenant of one of his cottages. Robert had laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ he brayed in his trumpet-like voice. ‘You are not frightened of some silly, old bitch, an evil-smelling crone!’

      
      Isabella, her fair face flushed, eyes hot with anger, lips curled with disdain, had stood behind Robert nodding in agreement.

      
      ‘You can’t put her back!’ Isabella had almost spat the words out. ‘She wasn’t paying her rent. The cottage has been leased
         to another.’ She’d tossed her head and glared furiously at her husband. ‘Surely you won’t contradict me?’
      

      
      Talbot had reluctantly agreed. The old crone had slithered away. He had forgotten about the incident until the curse, written
         in blood on the skin of an ass, had been found pinned to his front door. Talbot felt in his wallet and drew the skin out.
      

      
      ‘May you be consumed as coal upon the hearth.’ Talbot quietly mouthed the words.
      

      
      
      
         May you shrink as dung upon the wall.
         

         May you dry up as water in a pail.
         

         May you become as small, much smaller than the hip bone of a flea.
         

         May you fall

         As low as me.
         

      



      
      ‘I didn’t know the old bitch could write,’ Talbot muttered.

      
      He pushed the curse back into his wallet and sprang to his feet as his wife strode into the room. Talbot took one look at
         her pretty, shrewish face and groaned. This had been a May and December marriage. Isabella had appeared so coy yet so delightful
         in bed. Now she was shrewish, intent on amassing influence and power within this merchant’s house. She turned, hand on hip.
         Talbot admired her slender waist, the swell of the generous breasts under her tight-fitting, blue samite dress.
      

      
      ‘Husband, you should go down to the stalls.’

      
      She went over to the window and stared down where the apprentices were busily putting out the goods ready for another day’s
         trading. Suddenly she started.
      

      
      ‘There’s someone stealing! Good Lord, two or three of them! Peter, quickly, come!’

      
      Isabella rushed out of the room. Talbot grabbed his cloak and followed. Isabella was now at the foot of the long and steep
         stairs, beckoning him to come. Talbot went after her but then he tripped: for a few seconds his whole body rose in the air.
         He saw the steep fall below him and momentarily recalled Sempler’s twisted face and hissed curses. Then Peter Talbot fell
         through the air, his body spinning and turning, his head and neck striking the balustrade along the stairs until he crashed
         to the paving stones, head askew, neck completely broken.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Kathryn Swinbrooke, physician, leech and apothecary in the King’s city of Canterbury, had started the day so well. She’d been
         up just after dawn. She’d scrubbed her body with a sponge soaked in soap from Castille and quickly dressed, pulling down over
         her petticoats a brown, workday, fustian dress. She now carefully arranged a white wimple around her head to hide the few
         greying hairs on the side of her temple, then carefully studied her face in the polished piece of steel which served as a
         mirror.
      

      
      ‘The eyes and face, Kathryn, tell you a lot about the body: its humours, the state of mind. Perhaps even a glimpse into the
         soul.’
      

      
      Kathryn recalled her dead father’s kindly ways. A physician of repute, he was forever quoting all the medical axioms and aphorisms
         he had learnt. She stared into the mirror. Colum had called her complexion creamy.
      

      
      ‘More like chalk,’ Kathryn groaned to herself. But, there again, she always went pale after her monthly courses. Am I pretty,
         she wondered, feeling strangely guilty at this prick of vanity. Her eyes were large and dark, the eyebrows black and finely
         etched. Her nose was straight but turned up a little at the end; her father always used to tease her about this. He would tap her cheek.
      

      
      ‘Sure signs of stubbornness,’ he’d remark. ‘Generous lips and a firm chin.’

      
      Kathryn glimpsed the few grey hairs. ‘You’ll pass scrutiny.’ She sighed. ‘Today I must do the accounts.’

      
      ‘You must also stop talking to yourself!’

      
      Kathryn started. Thomasina her nurse, helpmate, confidante, counsellor and tyrant of a housekeeper stood in the door of the
         bed chamber. Kathryn studied her nurse’s plump, cheery face, brown button eyes and the way she wore her wimple, more like
         a war banner than a head-dress.
      

      
      ‘You look set for battle, Thomasina.’

      
      Thomasina stared down at her hands and wrists, still covered with traces of flour.

      
      ‘Some people work and some people sit.’ Thomasina chirped, her fleshy cheeks quivering in indignation. She pointed to the
         window where the sun was streaming through the shutters. ‘Spring has truly come, Mistress. I have been out in the garden.
         The gelda roses are beginning to bud. Even the dog mercury,’ Thomasina preened herself on her knowledge of herbs, ‘is beginning
         to show life.’ She walked over and looked at Kathryn. ‘Which is more than I can say for some people round here!’ Breathing
         heavily, she sat down and took Kathryn’s hand in hers. ‘Your courses are finished?’
      

      
      Kathryn smiled and rubbed her stomach. Thomasina leaned over and kissed her softly on the cheek.

      
      ‘Mine have long gone,’ she whispered. ‘I am an old tree with no sap.’

      
      ‘Nonsense!’ Kathryn squeezed Thomasina’s podgy fingers. ‘You will marry again, Thomasina. Mark my words!’

      
      ‘I have been married three times,’ Thomasina replied, blinking back her tears. She stared down at the rush-covered floor.
         ‘I just wish one of my children had survived, little Thomas or Richard. Sometimes,’ she glanced at Kathryn, and the tears
         welled over and ran down her cheeks, ‘sometimes, on a morning like this, out in the garden, with the cuckoo warbling high in the trees and
         the birds chattering like monks in a choir stall, I feel they are with me dancing about, but I blink and stare, it’s only
         the sunbeams.’ Thomasina breathed in noisily through her nose. ‘There, I have had my little moan.’ She wiped her eyes quickly
         with her fingers. ‘I look forward to your children.’
      

      
      ‘I am not married, Thomasina. Well,’ Kathryn caught her lip between her teeth. ‘Well, you do know what I mean?’

      
      ‘Aye.’ Thomasina put her arm around Kathryn’s shoulders. You are married all right, Thomasina reflected, to that cruel-hearted,
         bare-faced bastard, Alexander Wyville who beat and ill-treated you before swaggering off to join the rebels.
      

      
      ‘How long is it?’ Kathryn asked, as if she could read Thomasina’s thoughts.

      
      ‘Long enough.’

      
      Kathryn sat up. Thomasina marked how drawn her face had become.

      
      ‘Do you think he’s dead?’

      
      ‘He’s been gone over a year, child,’ Thomasina replied. ‘He changed his name, but he’s gone to his own reward.’ She pinched
         Kathryn’s cheek playfully. ‘Forget him. If he has not returned within two years and a day I am sure that, if you apply to
         the archdeacon’s court, you will be given permission to marry again.’
      

      
      ‘But Thomasina,’ Kathryn declared coyly, ‘whom on earth could I choose?’

      
      ‘Well, there’s Roger Chaddedon,’ Thomasina said tartly, referring to the handsome widower and wealthy physician, who lived
         in Queningate. She caught Kathryn’s frown. ‘Of course,’ Thomasina cooed, ‘there’s always our Irishman.’
      

      
      Kathryn grinned.

      
      ‘He dotes on you.’

      
      ‘He also dotes on his horses!’ Kathryn snapped.

      
      
      ‘He is handsome,’ Thomasina teased. ‘Tall, with strong legs. Men with strong legs are very good in . . .’

      
      ‘That’s enough!’ Kathryn snapped, rising to her feet. ‘As you say, spring is here. There are tasks to be done.’

      
      Kathryn went downstairs and broke her fast on rabbit stew mixed with onions, small loaves smeared with butter and a jug of
         watered ale. Shortly afterwards her first patient arrived, Wartlebury, the miller’s apprentice, complaining of a wart on his
         face. Kathryn gave him an infusion of purple spurge. She also advised that if the love of his life would not take him, warts
         and all, then she didn’t really deserve his attention. Wartlebury fairly skipped from the house. Edith and Eadwig, the tanner’s
         twins, came next. They looked like peas out of the same pod. They always talked together and moaned loudly about pains in
         their stomach and the looseness of their stools.
      

      
      ‘In other words, you have diarrhoea,’ Kathryn remarked bluntly. She gave them a small jug of heatherlene. ‘Drink water,’ she
         advised. ‘Nothing but water for the next twenty-four hours. Mix some honey with two horn spoons of this: allow it to mingle
         in the water.’
      

      
      ‘How long?’ Edith and Eadwig chorused.

      
      ‘About the space of ten Aves,’ Kathryn replied. ‘Drink it four or five times a day. By tomorrow afternoon you will feel much
         better.’
      

      
      ‘But we can’t eat!’ the twins wailed.

      
      Kathryn crouched down and put a hand on each of their shoulders.

      
      ‘No, you must let the evil humour go. Promise me. Come back tomorrow and, if you are better, Thomasina will give you some
         marchpane freshly baked and covered in sugar. Oh, and by the way.’ Kathryn stood up and touched both children on the nose.
         ‘You wouldn’t have diarrhoea if you hadn’t eaten so many fresh berries. I have told you that before.’
      

      
      
      Both children stared crestfallen up at her.

      
      ‘Now, remember, the marchpane tomorrow.’

      
      The two children hurried off. Kathryn went into her chancery to draw up her accounts. Colum had remarked that, perhaps in
         the summer, the King might levy a new tax. She nibbled at the feathery quill. Her household now was comprised of four: herself,
         Thomasina, Agnes the maid and Wuf, the foundling boy she had taken into her house the previous summer.
      

      
      ‘Waifs and strays,’ she murmured.

      
      Both Agnes and Wuf were orphans. Of course, there was also Colum Murtagh, King’s Commissioner in Canterbury and keeper of
         the royal stables out at Kingsmead to the north of the city. Kathryn put her quill down and half listened to Agnes and Thomasina’s
         chattering in the kitchen. They were crushing herbs whilst waiting for the baked bread to cool. They’d placed this in wire
         baskets and hoisted these up, just under the beams, away from the scavenging mice. In the garden Wuf, already a skilled hand
         at carpentry, was making a bird box in the hope that some of the sparrows would nest there.
      

      
      They are not the problem, Kathryn thought.

      
      Colum Murtagh was: the tousle-haired, swarthy-faced Irishman was never absent for long from her thoughts. Handsome in a harsh
         way with a suntanned face and dark blue eyes, which could twinkle with mischief but become cold and hard as stone. Kathryn
         shivered, not from fear but uncertainty. No man, not even Alexander Wyville, her errant husband, had touched her soul as deeply
         as Murtagh. Yet Kathryn was wary. Alexander had been violent where Colum was not, but he had the professional soldier’s harsh
         ruthlessness. She had seen him take a man’s head as easily as Thomasina would snip a flower. She listened to the sound of
         raised voices from the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘And, of course, the Irishman will be back to eat,’ Thomasina trumpeted in the hope Kathryn would hear. ‘He’ll be back. Just
         you wait, as soon as darkness falls, clumping his muddy boots over my freshly scrubbed floor and licking his lips as hungrily as a wolf. It’s time,’ Thomasina’s voice rose almost to a
         bellow, ‘that he stayed out at Kingsmead!’
      

      
      Kathryn grinned. When Murtagh first arrived, the royal manor at Kingsmead had been derelict so he had taken lodgings with
         her. The parishioners at Saint Mildred’s had gossiped, particularly her kinsman Joscelyn and his viper-tongued wife, but Kathryn
         didn’t care. Colum was an honourable man. She had been reluctant to allow him to stay, but now she was fearful of him leaving.
         Kathryn breathed in slowly, put down her quill and walked along to the passageway to the shop, which she planned to open after
         Eastertide. The shelves, which Colum and Wuf had put up, gleamed under their coat of polish. New cupboards stood just within
         the door and the huge counter had been scrubbed, smoothed down and restained. Sconces for cresset torches had been rivetted
         to the walls whilst the window, which looked out over the street, had been cleaned and the cracked panes replaced with oiled
         paper.
      

      
      Kathryn took the bunch of keys that hung on a cord from her belt and undid the lock to the small store-room at the side of
         the shop. She closed her eyes and relished the sweetness of nipplewort, goats beard, tarragon, thyme and basil. She had grown
         some of these herself. Other herbs, like black poplar and white clover, she had bought from tradesmen either in London or
         Canterbury. She looked down at the strongbox where the phials and small jars of poison were safely locked away: the mushrooms,
         ‘devils bolatus’, ‘Destroying Angel’, or, even rarer, the ground leaves and bark of the boxwood plant. Luberon, the chubby,
         garrulous city clerk, had promised her that now the city council had been reconstituted, she would, within the month, receive
         her licence to trade. Kathryn was determined, once it was issued, to begin immediately. She looked around, pronounced herself
         satisfied and was about to walk back to her chancery when there was a knock on the door and a dirty face peered through.
      

      
      
      ‘Mistress, you have got to come now!’ The urchin jumped up and down.

      
      ‘Why, Catslip?’ Kathryn smiled at the little beggar boy who helped out at the Poor Priests Hospital.

      
      ‘Father Cuthbert, he says if you don’t come now, the person will die but, if you do come, he will still die.’ The boy paused,
         hands to his lips in puzzlement. ‘It doesn’t make sense, does it?’
      

      
      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Kathryn retorted. ‘But I’ll come anyway.’

      
      She collected her basket of potions and told Thomasina where she was going. Thomasina immediately seized her own cloak, loudly
         declaring she’d accompany her.
      

      
      ‘Look after the house. Don’t let anyone in,’ Thomasina ordered Agnes, standing round-eyed at the table. ‘I don’t care if they
         are dying. And tell Wuf I have counted every, and I mean every, sugared almond in that dish in the pantry.’
      

      
      Then she swept down the passageway after Kathryn.

      
      ‘I’d best come with you,’ she gasped, clutching on to her mistress. ‘You never know about these hospitals, do you?’

      
      ‘No, no,’ Kathryn tactfully replied. ‘You don’t.’

      
      She kept her own counsel. Long before Kathryn was born, Thomasina had been fond of, even deeply in love with, the ascetic,
         gentle-eyed Father Cuthbert, the supervisor of Saint Mary’s hospital for poor priests. They turned the corner and left Ottemelle
         Lane, going across to Hetherman Lane whilst Catslip skipped in front of them shouting, ‘You’d better hurry! He’s going to
         die! He’s going to die!’
      

      
      Father Cuthbert was waiting in the entrance to the hospital. He grasped Kathryn’s hand and peered shortsightedly at her.

      
      ‘So good of you to come. I am sorry to trouble you but . . .’

      
      ‘There’s no problem.’ Thomasina bustled forward and grasped the old priest’s hand.

      
      Father Cuthbert blushed with embarrassment.

      
      ‘We’d best go upstairs.’

      
      
      He led them up into a long, well-lit chamber, smelling of soap, polish and crushed herbs. Three candle wheels hung from a
         great black beam, which spanned the length of a room that was divided by curtains hanging from brass rails. Each of these
         contained a pallet bed, stool and a small table. Most of the incumbents were elderly priests, sent there by the archdiocese
         so that they could die in some degree of comfort and dignity. Servitors dressed in brown robes padded quietly about with trays
         or jars. Most of these were poor priests, unable to obtain a benefice, who lived in the hospital and served the sick. Kathryn
         caught Father Cuthbert by the sleeve of his dusty black gown.
      

      
      ‘Father, is it a priest who is dying?’

      
      ‘Oh no.’ Father Cuthbert stopped so suddenly, Thomasina almost collided with him. He rubbed the tip of his sharp nose, his
         eyes wide in surprise. ‘No, it’s not a priest, Mistress! But a Frenchman, he’s walked all the way from Dover. Come, see for
         yourself.’
      

      
      They reached the end of the room. Cuthbert pulled aside the dividing curtain. Kathryn took one look at the man lying against
         the crisp, white bolster, the blanket sheet tucked up to his chin, and recognised he was dying. A grey, cadaverous face, long
         and drawn under an untidy mop of white hair. The man kept fingering the blankets. Every so often he would cough and a trickle
         of blood-tinged spittle drooled from the corner of his mouth.
      

      
      Kathryn sat on a stool next to the bed and felt the man’s skin. It was hot and dry. He started forward, coughing and spluttering,
         a terrible sound wrenched from his chest. The man lay back on the pillow, his yellow-stained tongue licking dry lips. Kathryn
         stared helplessly at Father Cuthbert.
      

      
      ‘He is feverish?’

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ the priest replied. ‘Kathryn, can you help?’

      
      The physician pulled back the bed sheets. The patient was dressed in a simple linen nightshirt buttoned to the neck. She undid
         this and pressed her ear against his chest, as her father had trained her, to detect the evil humours filling his lungs. She listened carefully as the man gasped for breath, fighting against
         the constricting rottenness in his lungs.
      

      
      ‘I cannot do much.’ Kathryn sat up. ‘Father, this man needs a priest rather than a physician.’ She studied the saliva frothing
         between the man’s lips, the blood had turned a dark red. ‘He will die. Probably within the day. All I can do is make him comfortable.’
      

      
      She asked Thomasina to pass the basket. Father Cuthbert brought a small pewter cup; Kathryn prepared an infusion of sage mixed
         with water and balm and forced it between the man’s lips. The patient, lying listlessly, opened his mouth as Kathryn poured
         this down his throat. Kathryn laid his head back on the pillow. She was preparing an opiate to help him sleep when the man’s
         eyes suddenly opened. Kathryn was surprised at the vivacity and intelligence of his look.
      

      
      ‘I can speak English,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘What is your name?’ Kathryn said.

      
      ‘I have many names. I was baptised Matthias. In my foolishness I took the name of the demon, Azrael.’

      
      Father Cuthbert gasped, and the patient turned to stare full at the priest.

      
      ‘God forgive me, Father. In my time I was a sorcerer, a dabbler in the black arts. You must shrive me of my sins: they are
         as many and as red as gleaming coals.’ The man stared round the room as if an invisible presence thronged about his bed. ‘The
         demons gather,’ he croaked. ‘They have come for my soul. Ah, Jesus Miserere!’
      

      
      Father Cuthbert grasped the man’s hand.

      
      ‘No soul can be lost,’ the priest said, ‘who wishes to be saved. But what are you doing in Canterbury?’
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