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Praise

‘Michael Jecks is the master of the medieval whodunnit’ Robert Low

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

‘Michael Jecks has a way of dipping into the past and giving it that immediacy of a present-day newspaper article. . . He writes. . .with such convincing charm that you expect to walk round a corner in Tavistock and meet some of the characters’ Oxford Times

‘Great characterisation, a detailed sense of place, and a finely honed plot make this a superb medieval historical’ Library Journal

‘Stirring intrigue and a compelling cast of characters will continue to draw accolades’ Publishers Weekly

‘A tortuous and exciting plot. . . The construction of the story and the sense of period are excellent’ Shots

‘This fascinating portrayal of medieval life and the corruption of the Church will not disappoint. With convincing characters whose treacherous acts perfectly combine with a devilishly masterful plot, Jecks transports readers back to this wicked world with ease’ Good Book Guide


About the Book

The eighteenth novel in Micahel Jecks's medieval Knights Templar series.

In 1283, Exeter's Cathedral Close was the scene of a vicious ambush. Now, forty years on, more deaths are ocurring. Is the first an accident? The second is surely not, and the killer will not be easy to catch. The victim, Henry Potell, was feared by many, and held secrets some would wish to keep hidden at any cost...

For investigators Sir Baldwin Furnshill, Keeper of the King's Peace, and his friend Bailiff Simon Puttock, events become increasingly mysterious. Who among Henry Potell's companions would have wanted him dead? The key to the mystery lies in the ominous Chapel of Bones, built in reparation for that terrible murder so many years ago.


This book is for Don and all the Mortons.

In affectionate and loving memory of Mary.

Also for Keith Aylwin.

A kind, considerate, and generous friend.

He’s missed.


Map of Exeter in Early 1300s
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Glossary







	 


	
Accounts

	Medieval accounting was very simple compared with today’s bookkeeping. The accounts were kept yearly on rolls of parchment sewn together, top-to-tail, and recorded simply charge and discharge, with totals carried forward each year.


	 


	Annuellar
	Priests appointed by the Dean and Chapter of a cathedral to service a specific chantry and participate in certain tasks.


	 


	Approver
	The medieval equivalent of ‘Turning King’s Evidence’. A felon could confess and thereby postpone his execution; this often meant that he, the approver, would have to stand in combat against his former partners in crime.


	 


	Calefactory
	A ‘warming room’ in a monastery or nunnery in which a good, blazing fire was kept going during the colder months.


	 


	Canon
	Exeter Cathedral had a large Chapter of some twenty-four canons – men who had chosen to live together under the Church’s rules. They controlled the income of the Cathedral and mostly lived in the Close in their own houses.


	 


	
Chapter

	The Cathedral at Exeter was ruled by the dignitaries – Church officials who possessed separate endowments.


	 


	Chaunter
	An archaic term for the next most senior Dignitary after the Dean. More recently (and commonly) known as the Precentor.


	 


	Choir
	The full body of men who served the Cathedral, including the canons and the minor clergy. The word also refers to the part of the Cathedral where their stalls were located.


	 


	Common Fund
	This was the fund through which all the running costs of the Chapter were maintained – prebends for canons, monies for food and drink and so on. The two Stewards, both canons, received money into the exchequer for the Common Fund (which did not include the Fabric monies) and then allocated it to salaries and expenses.


	 


	Dignitaries
	The ruling body of the Cathedral, comprising the Treasurer, Chancellor, Precentor and Dean.


	 


	Fabric Fund
	While the Common Fund dealt with the general Chapter running costs, the Fabric handled all the actual Cathedral building expenses. The Warden of the Fabric received and dispensed the money for supplies of timber, iron, wages for the workers and all other aspects of the works.


	 


	Minor Clergy
	Four groups consisting of the Vicars Choral, Secondaries, Choir and Annuellars. The minor clergy had a pleasant, sociable life with access to good food and drink, and a certain amount of personal freedom.


	 


	Secondaries
	Appointed by the Dean himself, these were usually young men between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four. Many were choristers whose voices had broken.


	 


	Treasurer
	One of the four ‘dignitaries’ of the Cathedral, the Treasurer was responsible for the general Chapter costs. At Exeter this did not include responsibility for the Fabric accounts – as far as we can tell. Instead there were two Wardens of the Fabric, one of whom was the Master Mason and the other a member of the Chapter. In 1300 and beyond, this was a vicar.


	 


	Vicars Choral
	The personal servants of the canons. Each was appointed by his own canon, to whom he rendered personal services in exchange for benefits. He had lodgings in the canon’s house, meals at his table, and accompanied his canon to the Cathedral. In 1300 these men were paid between two and three pounds each year in cash, but of course they also received free board and lodging.


	 


	Warden of the Fabric
	The Chapter member responsible for the Fabric accounts and who worked with the Master Mason – also called the Clerk of the Works.






Cast of Characters








	
The Officers

	



	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill
	Once a Knight Templar, Sir Baldwin is Keeper of the King’s Peace in Crediton and has gained a reputation as an astute investigator of crimes.


	 


	Lady Jeanne
	Baldwin’s wife, Jeanne has been married before, unhappily, and is constantly fearing that she may lose her new husband’s love.


	 


	Bailiff Simon Puttock
	The former Stannary Bailiff, Simon is now Abbot Robert’s man in Dartmouth, and regrets taking the post.


	 


	Sir Peregrine de Barnstaple
	Once a favoured advisor to Lord Hugh de Courtenay, this bannaret has been separated from his Lord’s household because his counsel was growing too opposed to the King’s favourite, Despenser. Lord Hugh couldn’t afford to be thought to challenge the King’s authority and so has forced Sir Peregrine to leave his entourage for a while.












	The City
	



	Alured de Porter
	Mayor of Exeter seven times, Alured was, nevertheless, hanged for the murder of Chaunter Walter when King Edward I arrived to try the case in 1285.


	 


	Henry Potell
	A successful saddler and businessman, Henry is almost sixty and has been working with his companion Joel for many years.


	 


	Mabilla Potell
	Henry’s wife is a stolid, dependable woman in her middle years.


	 


	Julia Potell
	Their daughter, and of marriageable age, Julia is a noted beauty and is pursued by some of the men in the city.


	 


	Udo Germeyne
	A German, Udo arrived in Exeter many years ago and decided to make the city his home. He desires Julia for his own wife.


	 


	Joel Lytell
	A successful joiner, who makes the frames on which Henry Potell builds his saddles.


	 


	Maud Lytell
	Joel’s wife. A rational and calm lady.


	 


	William
	An Exeter man, William came to the notice of the King after the murder of the Chaunter. A notable member of Edward II’s household, he has recently been installed as a corrodian (pensioner) at the Priory of St Nicholas.


	 


	Saul
	A well-known mason, Saul is a strong stone-worker and earns a good wage.


	 


	Sara
	Wife to Saul and mother to his boys, Elias (three and a half) and Dan (eight), Sara is a stranger to Exeter.


	 


	Ralph of Malmesbury
	A notable physician, Ralph is known to those in the city who can afford his services.


	 


	John Coppe
	Wounded by pirates many years before, John has lost one leg and his face is fearfully scarred. He now has to beg at the gate to the Cathedral.


	 


	Vincent
	Apprentice to Joel.


	 


	Wymond
	Vincent’s father, a tanner on Exe Island. The Cathedral













	The Cathedral
	



	Chaunter Walter
	Walter de Lecchelade was the Chaunter murdered in Exeter Cathedral’s grounds in 1283.


	 


	Dean Alfred
	The Dean conceals a sharp mind behind his bumbling manner.


	 


	Treasurer Stephen
	A canon who has invested much of his working life in the rebuilding of the Cathedral, Stephen is devoted to ensuring that the works are completed successfully (even though he knows he won’t live to see them finished).


	 


	Matthew
	The Warden of the Fabric, Matthew is responsible for much of the accounting for the building works.


	 


	Friar Nicholas
	Once a novice at the Cathedral, Nicholas was dreadfully injured while trying to save his master, Chaunter Walter, during the fight when Lecchelade died. He has recently returned to the Friary.


	 


	Janekyn Beyvyn
	The porter at the Fissand Gate of the Cathedral Close, Janekyn is popular with the beggars of the city, all of whom know him to be a kindly, generous soul.


	 


	Prior Peter
	Peter was once a member of the Chapter of the Cathedral, but after his part in Lecchelade’s assassination, he was evicted. Now he has become acting head of the Priory of St Nicholas until a new Prior is elected.


	 


	Robert de Cantebrigge
	A famous Master Mason from Kent, Master Robert is supervising the rebuilding of the Cathedral as well as several other projects.






Author’s Note

This story has been in my mind for some time, ever since I first heard of the strange murder of the Chaunter at Exeter Cathedral.

The tale has all those elements which a novelist would love: intrigue, hatred, jealousy and murder, all occurring within the supposedly calm and contemplative environs of a Cathedral Close. Naturally I was drawn to it.

A good friend of mine, Susanna Gregory, author of the excellent Matthew Bartholomew series of medieval murder stories, has commented that at a time in which almost a third of the male population of the country was directly or indirectly employed by the Church, it would be astonishing if some of them weren’t unpleasant, murderous or plain mad. Well, if events at Exeter in the 1280s are anything to go by, there were many men in the Cathedral who were ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’.

The story really began with the arrival of Bishop Quivil in 1280. He would appear to have been a thorough and responsible Bishop, who was notable for spending a lot of his time in the saddle travelling about his diocese and making sure that people were well-served by his men. Unlike Exeter’s Bishops before and after him, Quivil devoted his time to the souls under his jurisdiction, and would appear to have largely ignored the country’s politics. Sadly, though, he managed to make his Archbishop angry even before he had won his post.

Archbishop Peccham refused to consecrate Quivil*, sending him a curt letter that read: We should desire personally to confer on you the rite of consecration in the Metropolitan Church of Canterbury on the Sunday before St Martin’s Day; but, finding it a little inconvenient to be present in our own person . . . Thus Peccham found it too much of a trial to attend the installation of one of his top men in his own church at Canterbury.

This was a poor start to Quivil’s rule, but matters were soon to deteriorate.

Although Quivil appears to have been an exceptionally mild-tempered Bishop for his time – he rarely excommunicated anyone, tended not to call in the secular arm of the law to chastise the disobedient, had disputes neither with laymen and clerics nor the priories and abbeys in his territory – yet he still had a series of problems with one man: John Pycot.

The Archbishop installed John (also called John of Exeter) as his Dean under Quivil. From the records, John would appear to have been ‘an unscrupulous though plausible worldling’ (Boggis). Although Quivil fought against his appointment, John had the full weight of Peccham behind him, and eventually became Dean on the death of Dean John Noble in 1281. Quivil unsuccessfully appealed to the Pope against his installation on several grounds.

The actual reason for their enmity has been lost; however there are some clues. Nicholas Orme in Medieval Art and Architecture at Exeter Cathedral (‘Transactions of the British Archaeological Association’, 1985), points out that Pycot was already the Treasurer of the Cathedral, but that alone hardly seems reason enough for Quivil’s violent dislike of him. There must have been some other grounds for Bishop Quivil’s refusal to accept Pycot as his Dean.

For whatever the reason, Quivil would have nothing to do with him. He refused to acknowledge Pycot’s position, and then, when it was apparent that he was getting nowhere, he installed his own Chaunter, Walter de Lecchelade, who made it his business to obstruct the Dean whenever he could. He took over the Dean’s stall in the Cathedral, the Dean’s residence, and his income, as well as taking on all the rights pertaining to the office of Dean. As Chaunter, he had second-in-command status after the Dean, and would take control in the Dean’s absence. The fact that he was put in post in the same year in which John Pycot was elected to Dean seems to support the view that Quivil was looking to counterbalance the Dean’s authority.

In any case, two years later a terrible event took place in the Close. On 9 November 1283 – W.G. Hoskyns in Two Thousand Years in Exeter (Unwin, 1960) gives the date as 5 November – Walter de Lecchelade was murdered. He had attended Matins at the Cathedral and was walking the short distance home at between one and two in the morning, when he and his men were set upon by an armed gang. Lecchelade’s body was discovered early the next day, lying in the mud.

This set in train the events which I’ve outlined in my story. There was no resolution between the Dean and the Bishop, and relations must have worsened, because by 1285, two years later, the Bishop was asking the King to come and hear the matter.

King Edward I arrived on 22 December 1285 with his Queen, and they installed themselves in the moderate comfort of the castle. That was a Saturday. The next day, the royal couple attended Mass in the Cathedral, and on Christmas Eve they started hearing the case.

There were twenty-one men accused. Eleven were clerics, and as such were spared the risk of death, but were confined in the Bishop’s gaol. Dean John Pycot was one; the Vicar of Heavitree, John de Christenestowe, and John de Wolfrington, Vicar of Ottery St Mary, were two others. Among those who had nothing to do with the Cathedral were two main citizens of Exeter: the Mayor, Alured de Porta, and the porter of the South Gate. The reason for this was that the gates had been left wide open all through the night of the killing. The Bishop contended that this proved that the city had conspired in the murder of his Chaunter.

The trial was halted during Christmas Day, naturally, and continued on Boxing Day. On this day, Alured was taken out and hanged, along with the porter at the gate. Later, the churchmen were convicted by the Bishop’s court and Dean John was imprisoned.

This wasn’t quite the end of the affair. Archbishop Peccham interested himself in the fate of his ally still, and tried to have him released along with his ten associates. It didn’t work, though, and Pycot stayed in the ecclesiastical prison until 1286, at which time he was banished to a monastery – we don’t know which one.

This was obviously an extreme case of violence in a Cathedral’s Close, but when we look back through history at the behaviour of our ancestors in the Church, we find many other examples. Men were, in the words of Henry Summerson, ‘aggressive, vindictive, acquisitive and suspicious’*. For example, when there was an argument between a group of churchmen in 1271, the parson of Quantoxhead threatened Master Thomas de Graham that he’d be ‘revenged on him within three days’. Clearly a man in a hurry, the parson saw to it that Master Thomas was murdered the very next day. The poor fellow was attacked at Thorverton by men who slaughtered both him and his groom, cutting out Master Thomas’s tongue as well – presumably because the insult given had been verbal.

The point is, the members of the clergy were as likely to draw a sword as any other man. Perhaps more so than the average peasant, because so many of the clergy had been raised in noble surroundings, and many would have trained with their older brothers as warriors before being sent into the Church.

Clergymen saw no problem with girding themselves with a sword. They would protect themselves and their churches with steel, if necessary, and many who were of nobler birth would have no compunction about defending their honour with a blade. These were not the sort of men to turn the other cheek.

Those who have some knowledge of the rebuilding of Exeter Cathedral may be surprised at my sudden improvement of the schedule of works. So far as I know, the section east of the towers was largely completed by 1310, and in 1318 there was some remodelling (increasing some parts from two storeys to three for coherence of the whole) and presumably the rest of the works were internal finishing. The impressive – in fact, quite alarming – Bishop’s throne was made between 1313 and 1319. Thomas of Witney may have designed this, and was appointed Master of the Works around 1316. He was almost certainly responsible for the pulpitum (1317–25) and the presbytery sedilia (1316–26). We know that in 1324 Thomas was ordering huge quantities of stone from Caen, as well as from more local quarries in Silverton, Salcombe and Beer among others, in order to build the new nave. At the same time he ordered fifteen poplar trees for scaffolding, as well as a hundred alder trees, forty-eight ‘great’ trees from Langford, and assorted loads of timber. The Bishop bought 13s 6d worth of timber in London.

The materials for the west front were being purchased in 1328. In 1329 the nails were bought with their fittings for the door, hence much was finished by then – although not the fabulous image screen which we see today. That was started in about 1346 (so far as I can learn – it may have been begun a little earlier), and wasn’t finished for a hundred years.

To be entirely honest, though, I’m not sure how far advanced the rebuilding would have been in 1323. I have assumed that at this time the old walls were being thrown down, in preparation for the new walls to be erected. Sadly, because of time constraints, it has not been possible for me to learn precisely how much had already been done. I think that my guess of the topmost courses being removed is probably not too far out, though.

There is one last point I should mention for those who wish to look up any references to these events, and that is the spelling of the names.

In this period there was no consistency of spelling, and this is particularly true with the spelling of people’s names.

For example, Alured de Porta I have found as Alfred of Exeter and Alfred Duport. Likewise, Walter de Lecchelade is also Walter Lechlade and Walter Lechdale, while Bishop Quivil is also recorded regularly as Quinil. I have tried to take the middle road, and have stuck to what seems best phonetically, while retaining a little of the ‘feel’ of the period where I can.

Naturally, as always, any errors are entirely my own responsibility.

Michael Jecks

Northern Dartmoor

April 2004


Chapter One

Saul died because of the ghost.

It was a clear morning, with only a few wisps of cloud passing overhead, and Thomas had been whistling happily, stripped to his waist, his long hair bedraggled with sweat.

As a mason, he preferred building work to demolition, but in order to erect the new Cathedral, first they must throw down this old one. Starting at the south-eastern corner of the wall of the nave, Thomas and his men had climbed up the scaffolding and were gradually levering loose the old rocks, attaching iron bolts to them so that they could be lifted out by the cranes. It was backbreaking work, with the Warden of the Fabric, Vicar Matthew, often peering over their shoulders to ensure that the stones were damaged as little as possible. He wanted them reused.

Thomas was terrified that at any moment Matthew would see through his thick, salt and pepper beard, his long hair, and know him, but so far there had been no flicker of recognition. Perhaps after forty years Matthew had forgotten him; perhaps he paid little attention to a mere labourer.

To avoid meeting Matthew’s eye, Thomas turned to face the Bishop’s Palace gate. That was when he spotted the brown-clad figure of a friar, stooped and obviously weary, entering the Close. From his high position, Thomas saw the ghost immediately. He felt as though he might totter and fall, so great was the shock.

There was a leather bag and rolled blanket on the ghost’s back; a thin, clawlike hand gripping the thong that bound them together at his shoulder. Thomas recognised him immediately. He had seen those features in his mares, especially at nights, so often in the last forty years. Forty years – and in all that time he hadn’t forgotten the man whom he had once been happy to call his friend – his best friend.

Thomas was an experienced mason, and he should have been concentrating. Afterwards, he knew that Saul’s death was his fault, but at that moment he couldn’t drag his eyes from the man down there in the Cathedral’s Close.

The poor, misshapen figure, clad in the garb of a Grey Friar, looked as if he had been tortured and discarded, a living warning to others. He dragged his left foot, his left arm was obviously all but useless, and he walked bent low, like a man who carried a heavy load. Only when he reached the little chapel did he halt suddenly and look up in wonder. As well he might, for the Charnel Chapel was quite new, built at the instigation of Dean John before he was exiled from the Cathedral. Thomas himself had been surprised to see it there, built where the Chaunter’s house had stood.

The ghost stared at the chapel, his tonsured head set to one side as though to hide the dreadful scars, and Thomas gave a moan, retreating, trying to hide from that terrible gaze. Without thinking, he released his rope, covering his face with his hands, shutting out that hideous view, when he should have been watching the crane.

Yes. It was the ghost. If it hadn’t been for the friar, Saul wouldn’t have died.

Long afterwards, Thomas would still be struck with that appalling guilt as he recalled the terrible event that followed. At that moment, when the massive block shifted, he was incapable of thinking. The rock was like a vast creature, its movements thrilling through the twisted planking of the scaffold, tremors clutching at his feet. When he glanced at it, he saw the great lump start to slip, ponderous and terrible; and although he grabbed the thick hempen rope, he knew he could do nothing. His rope was positioned to pull the rock from side to side, not keep it up. He sprang back, eyes fixed on it.

‘Wait! ’Ware the stone!’ he cried, but it was too late. As he opened his mouth, there was a sudden snap like a whip cracking, then a roar, as though God Himself had torn apart the ground beneath their feet. The rock plunged down, crashing through the planking and tearing four-inch spars apart, ripping them to splinters; and then the rope snaked through his hands before he could release it, scouring the flesh from his palms, and there was a gravelly noise like leather being torn as the rock slid down the wall to the ground, striking it with an earth-shaking roar. For a moment Thomas felt relief that no one was hurt as he stared down at the billowing clouds of rock dust.

‘Christ Jesus!’ he moaned, his breath sobbing from his breast as though he had run a mile carrying that rock on his back. The damn thing was so huge, it was astonishing to think that it had ever been lifted up here.

They were enormously high up. From here, he could see over the houses that encircled the Close, over the new walls erected in the last twenty years, over the High Street and beyond, up the hill to the red stone castle directly north, west to the great Priory of St Nicholas and south to the new Friary of the Franciscans, opened only fifteen-odd years ago.

Some men looked terrified when they clambered up the lashed poles to this giddy height. Thomas could remember the first few times he’d been up scaffolding like this; he’d been petrified too, but the view was the compensation. And men didn’t often fall from here. It was too far up for people to forget when they were new to the job, and when they were experienced enough to forget the height, they were able to walk around with balance and without fear. Thomas had only seen one lad fall from a scaffold in the last forty years since he started out as a mason.

Today, though, the view couldn’t keep his attention. He stared down at the lump of masonry crumbled at the foot of the Cathedral’s wall, but his eyes wouldn’t stay there. Gradually, unwillingly, he felt himself forced to turn back until he was gazing down again upon the Charnel Chapel, hoping against hope that the ghost had gone.

It had. The brownish-grey-clad friar was nowhere to be seen. Thomas thought, just for a moment, that he caught a flash of grey up at the Fissand Gate, but it was gone in an instant, and he could breathe more easily.

Relief flooded into his veins, and he rested a hand unconsciously on a scaffold-pole at his side to support himself, flinching from the pain in his raw palm. A group of men had gathered about the rock below. Workmen would always gawp at a fallen piece of masonry, he thought. No matter.

Vicar Matthew, the Chapter’s Warden of the Fabric who spent so much time up here trying to save money, was only a matter of feet away, and he stared at Thomas for a long moment – so long that Thomas wondered whether he too had seen the ghost of that novice, or still worse, recognised him from that other time, that other life.

‘You let the stone fall,’ Matthew whispered.

Thomas shrugged. ‘Sometimes it’ll happen.’ There was a lot of noise from below, and he wondered at that for the briefest of seconds before a leaden feeling of dread entered his belly.

Down below he could see the Master Mason staring up at him, his mouth wide in alarm. There was a semi-circle of workers about the stone, and something else.

‘Look what you’ve done!’ Matthew hissed. ‘You have killed him, Tom!’

And Thomas could only stare at him uncomprehendingly, then down at the rock, with the fat red stain that now marked the dirty ground beside it.

Friar Nicholas felt his right cheek. The tingling was there again. It often came on like this when the weather was cooler or damper, and here in Exeter in October it was rarely otherwise. He left the new chapel and shouldered the small leather sack containing all his possessions: a small bowl, a cup, some material to wrap about his throat when the weather was at its most inclement, and a spoon.

Here there was always noise, he supposed, standing at the Fissand Gate and casting about him. The Cathedral might be in the process of being rebuilt, but that didn’t stop men meeting and discussing their business. There was more money spent and snatched by greedy businessmen in that yard than in the marketplace, he thought with contempt. Men all about, shouting and calling, and the unchanging clamour of the damned workmen. Fine, they needed the workers there to get the Cathedral expanded, but he hated it. It hurt his ears. The din was deafening, especially since he suffered from his affliction; his hearing was unreliable, and when there were too many noises at the same time, his head began to ache.

It was many a weary year since he had last been here. After that evil night, he had been taken away to recover, and it was a long time before he could stand and speak. By then, of course, his master was gone, and he had no home at the Cathedral. Or so he felt. It was as though his life had been ended, his family slain about him. When Bishop Quivil visited him in the infirmary, he could only agree with him that it would be more expedient for all, were he to leave Exeter and find his peace in another city. Bishop Quivil had been kindness itself, as he should have been. After all, Nicholas had almost been killed while trying to protect the Bishop’s own man.

It had been for the best. He didn’t regret the decision to leave. When he was well enough, he had taken the cloth of the Grey Friars, living first in London, then York, and now at last he was returning to Exeter, to the city of his youth.

By God, it had changed, though! The Charnel Chapel had given him a surprise when he caught sight of it. It was built on the place where the Chaunter’s home had stood, just by the spot where he had died and where Nick himself had won this fearsome scar.

Recollecting, he had to close his eyes a moment: the boy’s screaming figure running at him, Nicholas grabbing for his dagger, then sweeping it across the fellow’s throat before he could attack anyone, the gush of blood as he fell at Nicholas’s feet, his eyes already clouding, his heels striking at the mud with a staccato rhythm as he drowned in his own fluids – and then the full onslaught of the ambush. Christ’s Pains, but it was an evil night.

As he stood pondering the past, and what might have been, a great shout went up, and shook his head to clear it. Irritably he told himself that there was no need for that kind of noise. It reminded him too much of that awful night.

Turning away, he began to limp off towards the High Street, not seeing the men who threw down their tools and pelted over the Cathedral’s Close to help remove the stone from the broken body of Saul Mason.

Udo Germeyne could hear the roaring from the Cathedral as he sat in his chair, but although he glanced up at the window in his hall, he didn’t go and see what had caused the noise. He had lost interest in everything since the accident. All his plans had gone to pot, simply because he had tried to impress the wench in a moment of foolishness.

This was the cost of love, he told himself. All he had wanted was a little companionship, and instead he was here, a prisoner in his own hall. Mein Gott, but this shoulder hurt!

Women. They were unreliable, weak creatures – but, no matter. He could love, he was sure. A man of fifty – well, five-and-fifty, then – a man like Udo craved companionship. He had lived here in this strange country for many years, ever since he’d come seeking a new life with a parcel or two of skins and an enthusiast’s determination to make money. And his enthusiasm had paid off. He was a successful merchant.

Yes, he was no different from other men. He wanted a woman he could call his own, a woman who would cleave to him and make him whole. She would have a good life with him, and when he died, she would have a marvellous dowry; he would see to that. And by the time he died, he would leave a woman who was mature, educated, and who knew her own mind.

It had been some little while since he first had this idea, that he would like to be married, but it had taken firm hold. Udo was not a man who believed in prevarication. He made a decision, and stuck to it. Udo was lonely, he had much to offer; naturally he should hurry and find a wife. And so he did.

Ach! She would have to have been a fool not to recognise how he felt! He had done all he could to demonstrate his interest in her. Yes, Julia Potell must know that he loved her. At least, her father Henry must, anyway – and he would surely have told her.

Not that it could help Udo since that damned fall two days ago. He winced as he tested his bruised arm. At least it was improving since the physician’s visit. Ralph of Malmesbury charged a small fortune for his treatment, but he was good.

Udo had seen Julia first in the market, when she was still a foolish, gangling creature, all coltish and clumsy. He had glanced at her, but there was nothing there to desire. Nothing that could make him wish to take her to his bed.

Since then, he had seen the girl more regularly. Her parents brought her to his church. Henry he knew moderately well. He was a saddler, with a thriving business and a good head for profit. Yes, a man whom Udo could admire. Strong in his beliefs, and respected among the men of Exeter, Henry was a useful potential father-in-law. His wife, Mabilla, was one of those strong, quiet women whom Udo rather liked. She watched and witnessed much, but saw no need to open her mouth and chatter inanely all the while. With luck, her daughter Julia would follow her in this quiet attitude. Although in middle age, Mabilla was still handsome, and she had the carriage of a much younger woman. A man would be proud to have her on his arm.

But Julia. Julia!

God, but she was lovely. The gauche young maid had grown into a beautiful young woman with the fair skin and hair of his homeland. She had stopped tripping and stumbling; now she glided like an angel. And her smile was the most seductive he had ever seen.

He was besotted.

Which was why he had bought the damned thing from her idiot father in an attempt to inveigle his way into the family. What better method to get to know them than by purchasing a saddle? He needed a new one anyway.

He had walked to Henry’s hall by way of Ham’s cookshop. There he bought some of Ham’s finest little pastries and cakes. Tarts filled with flavoured custards were the ideal way to win the heart of a maid and her mother. It was little gifts like these which made the difference between a failed negotiation and a successful one. He entered the hall, he spoke at length to the saddler, discussed the leathers and decorations, and agreed the deal. Only then did he offer the basket of cakes for the saddler’s wife and daughter with no further comment, merely a stiff nod, and, ‘May I present these for your lady wife and your daughter with my compliments?’ as he left the shop.

There. All done; all easy. They must wonder at his motives – but not for long. A logical man like Henry would soon discern the thinking behind the gift.

Two days ago a messenger had come from the saddler. Henry had asked to see him and his horse to try out the new saddle, and so Udo took his best rounsey over to Henry’s hall, binding the reins to the ring in the wall before knocking.

The saddle was magnificent. Supple, soft, it felt like he was sitting on a cushion. He mounted as soon as the horse was grown accustomed to its weight, and tried it out, trotting up the road, then turning and riding back a little faster.

‘How do he feel?’ Henry called after him in his thick Devon accent as he passed the man’s hall again, but Udo didn’t speak. To him, this was one of the most wonderful sensations in the world, riding a good horse with a fine saddle beneath him. He glanced about him, then gave a short twitch of his rein-end to his rounsey’s rump, and cantered gently down the hill towards the wall. Reining in at the bottom, he snapped his horse’s head about and set off back up the hill towards Henry.

And it was then that the devil tempted him.

Udo was a good horseman. He knew that. There was hardly a horse he hadn’t managed to bring to his command in a short time, and this rounsey was one of the best pieces of horseflesh in the city, so when he saw the object of his affections in the window to the upper chamber of the hall, he spurred his mount on, just like any churl who sought to impress his young woman.

He galloped up the hill, cobbles sparking where the flying hooves caught them. Up, up, and then, as he drew level with the hall, he wrenched the horse to a halt. There was a crack, a ripping sound, and suddenly he wasn’t in the saddle any more. Something had happened behind him – he couldn’t tell what, but suddenly all support had gone – and then he felt himself sliding sideways and backwards, over the horse’s backside. With a final despairing wail, he toppled, and had just enough good sense to throw out his arms and break his fall before his head slammed onto the cobbles.

The pain was instantaneous. A thrust of agony shot from his shoulder to his throat, and for an instant he thought he must be about to die, but then mercifully it abated somewhat, and he could pant cautiously, trying to keep his shoulder still.

‘Master! Are you all right?’

‘No thanks to you, verdammtes Idiot! Scheisse!’

‘Have you hurt your head?’ Henry asked with panic.

‘No, my shoulder. Call a physician, man! Your damned saddle could have killed me,’ Udo roared, and then winced. ‘My God! This is terrible.’

‘I’ll call the best doctor . . . and of course I’ll pay for him,’ Henry said miserably, bellowing for a servant.

‘You’ll pay for more than that!’ Udo swore.

So that was why he was here, broken in spirit and body in his hall when he should have been out adding to his treasure. He had been tempted by a maid; the temptation caused him to buy a saddle; and the saddle caused him to dislocate his shoulder.

The whole incident had cost him dearly.

When Prior Peter heard of the mason’s death, it served only to lighten his mood a little.

Peter was not unkind. He had no feelings of hatred or anger towards Saul. In fact, the man’s life or death were immaterial to him. A mason was a necessary fellow, no doubt, and useful when there were buildings which required his services, but any misfortune which happened to strike that damned Chapter was pleasing to Peter.

He heard of Saul’s death in the small open area south of St Nicholas’s Priory. The gatekeeper had sent a novice for him, and he inclined his head as he listened to the short lad. Peter was a tall man, grey of hair but with startlingly black eyebrows. His face was worn, and somewhat lugubrious, but there was a steely glint in his eyes that spoke of his intelligence. As he listened, the long fingers of his right hand tapped pensively on the wrist of his left – a strange mannerism which some whispered he had learned while in the Bishop’s gaol at the Cathedral. Peter neither knew nor cared what others said: it was merely a habit which he found comforting.

‘A man has been killed at the Cathedral? What of it?’ he enquired coolly.

‘Prior, he was a mason, and the man here, he wants to find the mason’s wife – to tell her he’s dead. Only no one knows where he lives.’

‘He doesn’t live any more,’ Peter said, his attention going to the little gate which led onto the High Street. The gatekeeper was there already, his hand resting on the door’s handle, and through the open way Peter could see the panicky face of the man sent to tell the wife that she was become a widow. ‘Tell him that I can’t help.’

The novice was quiet a moment, then, ‘May I ask the Almoner, Prior? He may know her.’

Peter glanced down at him dismissively. ‘If you wish, yes. Now leave me to consider.’

‘Yes, Prior,’ and he scampered away.

Peter continued walking around the open area. It had been his custom to walk about the Priory from the first moment he arrived here. Those years in the Bishop’s gaol – damn Quivil’s memory! – had made him feel uncomfortable in small rooms for any period. As soon as he was released, he had taken to walking, morning and afternoon, out in the open. It mattered not a whit whether it was raining, snowing, or the sun shining. All he knew was that he had a compulsion to go outside and breathe the clean air whenever he had an opportunity.

The boy had called him ‘Prior’. It was rather pleasant to be so addressed, although ‘my lord Prior’ would have been better. Alas, Peter wouldn’t ever be given that salutation.

All because of the evening so long ago when he had helped his companions to attack and kill the Chaunter. It was a grievous price he had paid since then. Some had been forced to suffer still more, and he honoured them, but others had survived, living out their years in comfort, without the penalties which Peter had endured. Even now some were rich merchants in this city, wallowing in their wealth like hogs in the mire. Repulsive people!

Peter had been looking at a successful career when disaster struck. He had thought that he would be able to move up the ranks of authority within the Cathedral, perhaps one day winning his own Bishopric, if he built enough support for himself along the way. There was no chance of that now. Since his punishment, when he had been thrown from the Cathedral’s Chapter by those hypocritical dogs the canons, he had been forced to renounce all possessions and income. He had been made a monk, had taken the vows, and sent to moulder at Battle Abbey, far from here. There he was expected to live a life of penance for the murder.

Penance, indeed! The other members of the Chapter well knew what was happening. It was the Bishop’s fault. Quivil had created the hatred and mistrust that had led to the Chaunter’s death, not Peter. Peter was simply one of those who responded to Bishop Quivil’s idiocy by removing his ally.

It was fortunate that he had been able to return here. Battle Abbey was a hideous place, and when he heard that there was a post here at its daughter house in Exeter, he had pressed to be allowed to return. He had been born here, he knew the area, he knew the air; fortunately his Abbot was an amiable, generous-hearted soul, who looked at the misery on Peter’s face and felt compassion. He agreed, and Peter was given leave. He would never have authority, but he was a good, reliable monk, and he could live out his days in the monastery outside whose walls he had played as a child.

And then the Abbot at Battle Abbey died. Prior Roger from St Nicholas’s Priory was chosen to rule the Abbey, and when he left Exeter, a new Prior was due to be selected. However, the election was contested, and as there was no clear winner, Abbot Roger asked Peter to caretake the role. So here he was in the position of full power, without the possibility of keeping it.

All because of the malicious treatment he’d been given by the Cathedral’s Chapter forty years ago, and their vindictive Bishop – may he rot in hell!


Chapter Two

Thomas was still feeling that odd juddering in his belly, as if a load of moths were fighting in there. Vicar Matthew had seen his shock, and gave him a little wine to calm his nerves after he’d helped Thomas down from the ruined scaffolding. However, Master Robert de Cantebrigge was entirely unsympathetic, even when he saw Thomas’s raw hands.

‘Look at him, you prick! You dropped a ton of rock on the poor bastard, and killed him! That’s criminal carelessness, that is!’

‘Christ’s Bones, Master, I didn’t mean it to happen . . . I don’t know what—’

‘You don’t seem to know sod all, do you?’ Robert spat. ‘You can call on Christ as much as you want, but it won’t bring back a bloody good mason, will it?’

‘Master, I didn’t mean to . . . I’m sorry, it was an accident.’

‘Oh no, it wasn’t, Tom. You killed him – it was sodding negligence, that’s what. Don’t try to get out of it that way. This was no bleeding accident, laddie – it was near as buggery pure sodding murder!’

The Master Mason was almost screaming at him, the spittle flying from his mouth, and Tom averted his head. Unwise move – for doing so made him catch sight of the corpse, and that in itself was enough to make a man heave. Sweet Jesus! Saul had no head left, no upper torso. The rock dropping a good thirty feet straight onto his head had completely removed every vestige of humanity above his belly. It was merely a repellent smudge of blood and flattened muscle, with a few yellowish cartilaginous lumps that made Tom want to puke. At one side he saw a single tooth, snapped off and not quite destroyed, but the rest of Saul’s face and features were gone. It was like a chalk picture smeared away with a damp cloth. That was all Saul was now: a smear.

‘I can’t bring him back,’ Thomas said sadly, and he could feel the tickling of tears behind his lids. Matthew shouted for linen bandages as he said quietly, ‘I would if I could.’

‘No, you can’t, can you? Cretin! Where am I going to find another decent mason like him? God’s Ballocks! What a fucking mess!’

‘He was married,’ Matthew said, his voice hushed. He put a comforting arm about Thomas. ‘We should tell his wife.’

‘His widow!’ Robert rasped. ‘That prickle can do it. He took her husband from her, let him be the one who explains it to her. I’m damned if I can understand a word he’s said about how he managed to lose the block, myself.’

Thomas looked back up at the pulley at the top of the crane. Still lashed to the hook was the metal wedge that should have remained inside the block, while whips of rope were tossed from side to side in the wind, their ends frayed where they’d broken. That was the first crack he had heard, when those ropes snapped under the weight of the rock. One, he saw, was still blackened with his own blood where he’d tried to hold it. His hands were raw, the flesh stripped from the palms, and he’d covered both with pieces of linen he’d hacked from his own shirt. They’d be dreadfully painful for days, he knew.

His rope and the others weren’t supposed to support all that ponderous mass. It should have been the iron wedge that took the weight. How could it have slipped out? He couldn’t have thrust the wedge in properly. That was the only explanation. Robert was right: his negligence had killed Saul.

Poor Saul. Thomas had known him slightly. There were so many men working here on the rebuilding of the Cathedral that it was hard to get to know even all the stone-workers, let alone the members of the other crafts. Saul was a foreigner, Thomas remembered hearing. One of those who’d been working on some other project with Robert de Cantebrigge and had been brought here with him. That was how Master Masons made sure that their work was up to scratch. They kept a stable of good workers with them, taking them from one job to another, so that hopefully when the Master Mason had to go to another site, he could leave his men working together, knowing what he would expect them to do.

It was a hard life, building churches and cathedrals. Saul had been too young to know the misery associated with growing older in the trade: the bones that ached in the mornings on a winter’s day, the sudden cramps in the legs, the back that locked and wouldn’t move, the weariness at the end of a summer’s day when every moment of daylight had to be used to the full; no matter that your fingers were scratched and bruised, the nails ripped out from the last falling rock you tried to lift onto the wall, nor that your arms refused to lift another pebble, they were so exhausted. The work was the thing. Any man here on the site must work as quickly as possible to bring to fruition the creation that men would look on for evermore, thinking, That, that is God’s House.

But a Master Mason didn’t only have one project on the go at a time. He was a skilled engineer, hence much of a man like Robert de Cantebrigge’s life was spent on horseback travelling from one city to another, monitoring each of his building projects and making sure that they remained on target.

Saul had been with him longer than Thomas. That was the thing. It was why Robert would probably never forgive Thomas. He had taken away one of Robert’s best, youngest, strongest men, and finding a suitable willing replacement would prove a considerable headache.

And now Thomas had come to see the Almoner at St Nicholas’s Priory, to trace the whereabouts of Saul’s wife.

‘You wished to know where a certain woman lives?’

The Almoner was an austere-looking man who listened gravely as Thomas explained his mission.

‘What a tragic event,’ he said when Thomas was finished. ‘I knew Saul slightly. A good man – he often gave to the poor. And his woman seems good, too. They have two children. Little boys, both of them. This will be grave news for her, poor Sara.’

‘I would do anything I could to escape telling her,’ Thomas muttered. ‘Even if it meant taking his place. It’s not right for a boy to grow without a father.’

‘It’s not right for a man to consider self-murder, either,’ the Almoner said sharply. ‘I hope you are not speaking in earnest. Saul is dead because God thought this was his time; when it is your time, God will call you too.’

‘I wouldn’t kill myself,’ Thomas declared. ‘But I wish he wasn’t dead.’

‘That is good. You shouldn’t hanker after the death of another, no matter who he might be,’ the Almoner said approvingly.

He began to give directions. Apparently Saul and his wife had lived in the easternmost corner of the city, in the area vacated by the Franciscans when they moved to their new six-acre site down outside the southern wall.

‘As soon as the friars were gone, a small army of the poorer elements of the city took it over, building their own sheds from dung and straw and roofing them with thatch. Now they live there in their own little vill, made by themselves for themselves.’

‘I have never been there,’ Thomas admitted. ‘I live at the Cathedral while the works go on.’

‘You have a local man’s accent, though,’ the Almoner noted.

‘I used to live near here, but I left when I took up my trade,’ Thomas said quickly. He still feared being discovered. For all he knew, he could still be taken and hanged.

The Almoner was too rushed with other work to notice his defensiveness. ‘Well, go back to Fore Street, take the first street on the right, and follow that all the way to the end. That will bring you to the friars’ old compound, and you’ll find all the huts there. I think that Saul and Sara’s was the third on the left as you bear round to the right, just before the left-hand turn in the road. She used to have a door of limed oak – but I don’t know if she still has. A door like that is expensive, and many up there would be keen to filch it, I don’t doubt. So remember to count.’

‘I thank you, Master Almoner,’ Thomas said, respectfully ducking his head low as he set off.

As the man had said, it was easy to find the place. Where the Friary had been, the workers had removed all the building material, razing the old house and leaving nothing but a wasteland. It was here that the poorest of the city had taken up residence, throwing up a series of hovels, each one room and no more. The stench was overwhelming, for although there was a drainage channel cut into the lane leading up, the area itself was relatively flat and, rather than walk to the gutter, people threw their wastes into a huge malodorous midden that lay just to the left of the entrance to the place.

There were two dogs fighting over a bone as Thomas arrived, with four men idly watching them and gambling on the winner. He didn’t wish to speak to them. Instead he walked along the road, hoping that the Almoner was right about the location of the woman’s home.

The third house on the left was a sturdy enough looking place, and the door was whitened timber. Thomas closed his eyes a moment, then took a deep breath and crossed the yard, past the scanty little vegetable plot with its yellowing cabbages and stunted leeks. He rapped hard on the door.

‘Sir?’

The voice came from behind him, and he almost sprang into the air with alarm. Turning, he found himself staring into the laughing green eyes of a woman who was almost as tall as himself. She had hair the colour of burnished copper, and skin that was pale and freckled, with almond-shaped eyes and a tip-tilted nose. She smiled, showing regular teeth that shone. ‘My apologies, master. I didn’t mean to terrify you. Do you want me?’

‘I was looking for Saul’s wife,’ he said, and as he spoke the last word, his voice died away. He looked at her silently for a moment.

She returned his gaze and gradually her smile disappeared. ‘Has something happened to my husband?’

‘Mistress, I wish I could . . .’ he croaked.

‘Is he dead?’ she demanded.

‘I . . . yes. I am sorry.’

She didn’t seem to hear; she made no movement for a moment, and then he saw her eyes roll upwards, and he had to leap to catch her as she fainted.

The saddler was drunk.

That fact was unarguable, and more than a little amusing, Henry reckoned, as he slumped back in his chair, blearily staring at the mazer on the table before him. With a burp, he smacked his lips and reached cautiously for the wine.

‘Husband, haven’t you already had enough?’

‘Enough? When there’s still a little more left in the jug, my dearest? Of course not!’ He chuckled to himself, repeating his words a couple of times to gain the fullest humorous benefit from them.

Mabilla’s face swam into focus at the other side of the table, and he waved a hand at her in a vague gesture of dismissal. ‘Woman, leave me in peace!’ he pleaded.

‘I will not leave you to ruin yourself and us,’ she stated flatly. ‘You are drunk again. This cannot continue, Husband.’

‘Don’t seek to rule me,’ he growled, but then his eyes popped open as she leaned across the table towards him.

‘And you don’t seek to tell me what I can and cannot do, Henry Potell!’

‘Am I not master in my own home!’

‘You need to ask me that? What is making you behave this way? You never used to get so drunk. Is it something serious?’

‘Oh, it’s serious, madam!’ he said, assaying a light giggle. It appeared to fall flat.

‘Henry Potell, you will ruin us all. That is very serious. I won’t have you destroy everything you’ve built up. What will you say to your daughter when you are dead in the gutter and she has no husband nor means to find one?’ Mabilla snapped.

Henry snatched the mazer before she could remove it, and defiantly lifted it in a mock salute before draining it once more. ‘She will be all right. So will you,’ he said thickly. ‘There’s enough money saved for you both.’

‘And what of you, my husband?’

Her tone was softer, he noticed, and was relieved that the spat was probably already over. ‘My love, I don’t know. Just now I can’t think straight.’

‘The wine won’t help you.’

‘It may not clear my head, but it eases the pain,’ he slurred.

‘What pain? Are you suffering?’

He looked at her, but couldn’t answer. The pain he had was a forty-year-old guilt, and he had never heard of a cure for that.

Vincent the apprentice joiner stretched his arms high over his head and yawned.

‘Oi! Get out here, will you, you lazy shite! It’s Master Ralph come to see his frame.’

Vincent grinned to hear his master speak like that. Master Joel Lytell always made a loud noise to let his customers feel that he was jumping to satisfy their every whim, and today was no different. When a customer appeared, Joel bawled at his apprentices without pause, determined to create the right impression.

Picking up the heavy demonstration frame, Vincent carried it out from the workshop into the main hall at the front of the building. There he found his master talking to a shortish figure, well-padded, with bright blue eyes and an easy, smiling appearance. Vincent had seen him before about the city. He was a physician known as Ralph of Malmesbury.

Vincent took the frame over to the two men, and set it on the tall bench which had been made to display this and other works for clients. Standing back, he watched as Joel led the man to the frame, pointing to the strengthening points, pulling at the joints to demonstrate how firm they were, and how sturdy the entire saddle would be.

‘I’m known as the best joiner in the city,’ Joel finished with pride.

‘Really? And I’m the King’s physician,’ Ralph said disdainfully.

‘I am! I build the frames for Master Henry, and no one can buy better than his saddles, master,’ Joel said with a hurt tone.

‘Ha ha! And you think that might be a recommendation? I’ve only just treated the last of his clients.’

Joel’s smile grew a little fixed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Udo the German’s saddle broke when he was testing it the first time, and he was thrown onto the cobbles. A terrible dislocation. Very unpleasant. So don’t tell me that selling your frames to Henry is any sort of endorsement! Christ’s Bones, maybe I oughtn’t to be here after all. I’d heard your equipment was better than that.’

‘Ah well, Master, I can assure you that my frames are the best in the city, and if one of Master Henry’s broke, no doubt he bought it in as a cheaper piece of work from someone else for a poorer quality saddle,’ Joel said smoothly. ‘Perhaps this Master Udo didn’t want to pay full price for one of Henry’s top quality saddles.’

‘I wonder. I’d want to know that the workmanship on this would be as good as it could be,’ the man said.

‘I would have my best man build it,’ Joel said.

Vincent preened himself. He knew he was the best joiner in the shop out of all the apprentices – probably better than Joel himself.
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