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Secrets simmer in the lonely wasteland of Dartmoor . . .


Spring, 1312. At Malmaison Manor, Lord Simon is concealing a dark secret – one he arrogantly assumes will never catch up with him. But someone knows about the crime he committed and they’ve found a way to make him pay. And he’s not alone. When he is found mysteriously slain, other deaths soon follow. Meanwhile, ships on the Devonshire coast are being deliberately wrecked, their crews slaughtered, their cargoes plundered.


Sir Hugh Corbett and Lord Simon are bound by the Secret Chancery and their search for one precious ruby – the Lacrima Christi. So, when Corbett learns of Lord Simon’s death, he is once more dragged into a tangled web of lies and intrigue and it’s not long before secrets of his own start to surface. As the hymn to murder reaches its crescendo, can Corbett confront his past and live to see another day?




To our wonderful children
Julianna and Alexander Zajda,
with love from their parents.
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HISTORICAL NOTE


The last decade of the reign of Edward I of England (1272–1307) was not a successful one. Edward was forced to make a marriage alliance with France for his heir apparent Edward of Caernarvon. He had conquered Wales, but when he turned on Scotland, his assault proved to be one disaster after another. The Scots resisted fiercely under William Wallace and then under his brilliant field commander, Robert the Bruce. English troops and treasure poured into Scotland, but victory eluded Edward. The question of money and the lack of revenue for the Crown worsened when the most daring robbery in English history was staged. In 1303, the Crown Jewels and countless other treasures stored in the great crypt at Westminster Abbey were plundered by a gang made up of not only the denizens of London’s underworld, but monks of the abbey, who acted hand in glove with the city’s wolfsheads. 


The old king died on his way to Scotland in July 1307; his heir abandoned the Scottish war and retreated south to recall his favourite, the Gascon Peter Gaveston. The new king lavished treasures on Gaveston and created him Earl of Cornwall. If London needed strong rule, so did Cornwall and the south-western shires of the kingdom. Lawlessness prevailed across the realm, and in the dark that descended, all sorts of malignants emerged to wreak damage and bring the Crown’s rule deeper into disrepute. 


Please note: the extracts before each chapter are from the confession of the master thief Richard Puddlicot, still extant in manuscript form in the National Archives (Kew): King’s Remembrancer: E/101/332/8.




PROLOGUE


The confession of Richard Puddlicot: he claims he was an itinerant trader in wool, cheese and butter.




1303


‘And darkness fell.’ The chroniclers of London often quoted this phrase, taken from the story of Judas’s betrayal of Jesus Christ, to describe the sinfulness of their own city. In particular the men and women who had made vows to Christ yet spent most of their time and energy in violating such oaths rather than honouring them. This was certainly true in the king’s own chapel, the great abbey of Westminster. By the last week of April, the Year of Our Lord 1303, the Blackrobes of Westminster, Benedictine monks, had waxed strong and prosperous, lavishly patronised by the Crown as they had been since the abbey’s first great founding centuries before. How things had changed! The king’s own chapel was no longer a house of prayer but a den of thieves. The monks, who were meant to follow the rule of St Benedict, had turned their energies to matters of the dark. They were supposed to love the light and live in it. Now they lay firmly under the rule of a false shepherd, the powerful and resolute Adam Warfeld, chief sacristan of the abbey, the monk directly responsible for its security. 


For some time Warfeld had lurked in the twilight. However, during those last few days of spring, he brought his wickedness to full ripeness. On Wednesday 24 April, his great conspiracy to commit treason and robbery at last bore fruit. Warfeld had seduced his community. He and the bankrupt merchant Richard Puddlicot had entertained the Blackrobes to nights of revelry where wine flowed like water, served to the good brothers by a whole cohort of delectable ladies of the night. On that particular evening, however, Warfeld struck. 


Darkness fell. All the lights in the cemetery were doused, as well as those across the great wasteland that separated the abbey from the royal palace. Men, hooded and visored, carrying powerful war bows and arbalests, patrolled the nearby royal gardens, God’s Acre and the broad stretch of common. Warfeld and his coven were committed. The frescoes and carvings that decorated the abbey walls, depicting Christ at the Final Judgement, were totally ignored. The statues of saints and angels, the gargoyles and babewynes that festooned the stonework of the main church, meant nothing to the men assembling deep in the shadows. They had planned well. Earlier in the year, hempen seed had been sown, a swift-growing weed that masked their handiwork around one of the windows of the crypt. A great treasure hoard was almost within their grasp: the jewels and royal regalia of England as well as coffers and caskets crammed with precious stones, silver and gold coins, goblets, jugs, chalices, cups, saucers and spoons, not to mention unique treasures such as the Cross of Neath and the Rod of Moses. Above all, the crypt housed what was judged to be the most precious and gorgeous ruby in the world, the so-called Lacrima Christi, nestling in its thick gold casket. The ruby was priceless, worth more than a hundred kings’ ransoms, a stone envied and lusted after by all the princes of Christendom and beyond. 


On that night, the chosen night, the eve of the feast of St Mark, the Lacrima Christi was about to begin a strange journey. Edward, King of England, together with his council and troops, was far away. The old king had journeyed north across the Scottish March to wage war with fire and sword against Bruce and other Scottish rebels. The palace of Westminster lay empty except for its steward, William, but he too had been suborned by Warfeld and was a close accomplice to the mischief being plotted. 


Edward of England truly believed that his treasure was well housed in the gloomy, forbidding crypt deep beneath the abbey, a sacred, hallowed place. The crypt was an octagonal building, its walls eighteen feet thick, and the king regarded it as most safe and secure. Its sole entrance was a strongly fortified doorway in the west wall that led onto a staircase, broken halfway down by a three-yard gap that could only be spanned by a moveable wooden bridge. It did, however, have one weakness, and Warfeld had discovered this. Its six windows were at ground level; one of these, protected by the screed of hempen seed, had been chosen by the robbers. Its stone sill had been hacked and cut away by a master stonemason, John of St Alban’s. He had worked at night, the glow of his lantern hidden by the tangle of weeds, destroying the sill, and wrenching out the iron bars to create an open space through which the robbers could enter before sliding down into the crypt itself. 


Richard Puddlicot, leader of the rifflers drawn from London’s underworld, watched the final preparations. Once satisfied, he stood aside to allow the tall, forbidding Adam Warfeld first passage into the crypt. Warfeld had repudiated his own rule and didn’t give a whit. He had plotted and planned for this great moment, so he had to be the first to slide down into the treasure house. He was followed by Brasenose and other monks, at least fourteen in number, and their henchmen Rievaulx and Glaston. The latter was a city jeweller who had advised Warfeld on what the crypt might hold, especially the Lacrima Christi. 


Once they reached the hard tiled floor, lanterns were lit, cresset torches fired and placed in their sconces, the light strengthening to reveal all the treasures heaped there. The cries and shouts of appreciation drew more of the gang down. Scrambling into the crypt, they did not even wait but started to fill their leather bags with fistfuls of jewels, silver figurines and miniature gold crosses. The sight of such precious items only fired their greed, but they paused at the sound of a bone-cracking blow followed by a hideous scream. The robbers stopped their plundering to gape at Adam Warfeld, the bland-faced Puddlicot standing beside him. The sacristan looked a truly sinister, threatening figure in his black robe, a dagger in one hand, a blood-soaked battle mace in the other. 


‘Listen!’ Warfeld pointed at the man lying on the ground before him, his skull shattered, blood, brains and fragments of bone, seeping across the tiled floor. ‘Listen and listen well.’ His powerful voice echoed around the crypt and up to where others stood on guard in the cemetery. ‘All treasure must be piled here.’ He turned and, using the battle mace, pointed at a stretch of canvas Brasenose had rolled out across the floor. ‘Fill your bags by all means, but only to carry the treasure here. Blacktongue’ – he kicked the dead felon’s corpse – ‘thought he could hide a pendant down the front of his filthy jerkin. He paid the price and you must heed the warning.’


The gang, at least twenty strong, murmured their agreement. They moved the treasure, piling it up on the canvas cloth so it could be inspected by Glaston the goldsmith, who was almost beside himself with excitement. One of Warfeld’s monks had brought over a bulging velvet pouch. Glaston loosened the cord, drew out the small but heavy gold casket and opened this to moan in pleasure at the sight of the world’s most precious ruby, the Lacrima Christi. 


‘Keep it well.’ Glaston spun around. Warfeld, still holding the battle mace, was staring down at him. ‘Glaston, that’s your portion. It will be very difficult to sell, so what you do with it is up to you.’ Warfeld pointed to the open window. ‘Goodbye, my friend, but rest assured, you will be watched . . .’


Six months later, on the eve of All Hallows, Glaston the jeweller had good cause to recall that night and his first glimpse of the Lacrima Christi, which was now hidden away in his house just off Thames Street. Earlier that winter day he had joined the crowds surging out of London to witness the execution of Richard Puddlicot. The great robber and crypt breaker had been seized and tried before a special commission in the Tower. Puddlicot could offer no defence and had been sentenced to hang on a specially erected gallows outside the main gate of Westminster Abbey, as close as they could to where he had committed his outrageous crimes. 


Glaston made his way down a needle-thin runnel. At least the frost had frozen the dirt and ordure strewn across the broken cobbles. The jeweller pulled his patched cloak closer about him. The weather had turned savagely cold, yet he was soaked in a deep sweat. In truth, he was terrified. His heart beat like that of a hunted hare, his skin soaked by the terrors that never seemed to leave him. Glaston lived alone: his wife had left him a decade ago and his trade had suffered. He had been reduced to selling gewgaws, paltry items for a few pence. Six months ago, he had hoped to use the Lacrima Christi, his portion of the plunder, to escape abroad and build a new life. 


He clutched at his belly and winced at a sudden spasm, so strong he almost threw himself into a corner tavern boasting the sign of ‘The Morning Star’. He hurried across its sweet-smelling taproom into the cobbled yard that housed the latrines. Once he had finished, his points tied securely, his cloak firmly clasped, he re-entered the taproom, where he sat in an ill-lit corner and ordered a goblet of Bordeaux, staring around furtively at the other customers. In the main, these were journeymen who had been entertaining the crowds as they surged down to Westminster. The garishly garbed storyteller now sat with the relic-seller with his tray of so-called holy items on the floor beside him. Across the taproom, the fire-eater quenched his thirst, raising his tankard in toast to the two whores he had hired to tumble in an upstairs chamber. 


Glaston supped at his wine, trying to quell the tremor in his hand. He was certain he was being watched, followed, kept under close scrutiny, a feeling he could not shake off even though he failed to define the shadows haunting him. He cradled the goblet and stared down at the floor, kicking at the filthy rushes as a rat, sudden and swift, scurried for shelter. Glaston felt as if he was the same. He was hiding from the light, fearful of everything and everyone. How things had changed. Fortune’s fickle wheel had turned. At first the great robbery at Westminster had been a triumph. The rifflers of London had toasted the perpetrators, hailing them as great lords of the underworld. Puddlicot and his gang had promptly disappeared into the stinking slums of Whitechapel and elsewhere. They did not wish to glory in their plunder. Most of the leaders desperately tried to seek passage abroad; until then, they would remain hidden. Adam Warfeld and his monks, however, had simply retreated behind the walls of their abbey, ever ready to claim clerical privilege and benefit of clergy to any law officer stupid enough to try to force his way into the monastic enclosure. 


Sandewic, Edward I’s boon companion and constable at the Tower, had tried his best, as had the London sheriffs, all to no avail. The king was being openly ridiculed and taunted. The London mob, that ever-hungry beast, flexed its muscles. Proclamations mocking the king and glorying in the robbery had been posted on the Standard at Cheapside and the Great Cross in St Paul’s churchyard – and then Sir Hugh Corbett had arrived. The Keeper of the Secret Seal brought a retinue of mailed clerks to assist him: Ranulf-atte-Newgate, Wolfram, Wodeford, Lord Simon Malmaison and others. 


Corbett fulfilled one verse from scripture in resolving the challenges and problems facing him. He feared neither God nor man. He had taken Sandewic’s troops from the Tower and forced himself into the abbey, totally ignoring its abbot’s strictures. He and his cohort had carried out a ruthless ransacking. Some of the monks had been very stupid. Treasure was found beneath beds, behind aumbries, in herb plots, flower beds, even in a latrine. Corbett had swept Westminster like God’s own storm. Both abbey and palace were turned upside down. He then moved across the city, empanelling juries in every ward, listening to reports about anything suspicious. Arrests were made. 


The rifflers decided to break and flee; those caught red handed faced summary justice. Two thieves were beheaded at the Cross in Cheapside, eight more hanged just outside Newgate. The gang scattered, every man left to his own devices. Some – and Glaston ground his teeth – had turned king’s evidence; they became approvers, Judas men, suing for a royal pardon in return for a full and frank confession, listing the names of accomplices and providing evidence against them. The most serious of these was the betrayal by the riffler Rievaulx, who wreaked hideous damage with his revelations. Corbett had then divided his mailed clerks like a huntsman would a pack of hounds. Wolfram pursued this felon, Wodeford that. Lord Simon Malmaison – wolf-faced Malmaison with his slanted eyes, narrow, pocked face and thin, bloodless lips – was assigned to search for the Lacrima Christi and other precious stones. Glaston moaned quietly to himself as he slurped at the wine. He had glimpsed Malmaison around the city with his bullyboy Wolfram. A man of blood, Lord Simon had acquired a most chilling reputation. 


A bell began to toll, and the other customers shuffled to their feet, shouting excitedly that the execution was about to begin. Glaston drained his cup. In truth, he should avoid the gallows and scaffold in Tothill Street, close to the abbey, yet he felt compelled to witness Puddlicot’s final moments. He pulled his hood over his head and joined the rest hurrying along the maze of alleys and runnels, which reeked to high heaven of dirt and filth. The tenements, the mumpers’ castles of the lost of London that lined these spindle-thin paths, were propped up by makeshift struts and rotting planks, their windows sealed by bulging iron-bound shutters. Nevertheless, people lived here; the dark-dwellers, the midnight folk crammed in like lice on a slab of putrid meat. Puddlicot had drawn his gang, his supporters from these nightmare places where smoke and stench constantly circled and shifted. Now and again a voice cried, a woman screamed, a man shouted. Glaston kept his head down, then froze when he heard his name called. He paused at a corner and turned to confront the weasel-faced man behind him. 


‘Master Glaston.’ Weasel-face grinned, his sore mouth gaping to reveal yellow stumps. ‘I am Tooth-pull,’ he declared, bleary eyes glittering. His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I was with you at the abbey. I stood guard.’


Glaston stared in horror at this filthy shadow-dweller, then shook his head and hurried on. He pushed his way through the crowds and reached the execution ground at the end of Tothill Lane under the magnificent brooding mass of Westminster Abbey, a sheer forest of stone with its sculptured cornices, ledges, sills, statues and gargoyles. The entire area heaved with a throng seldom seen; all of London seemed to have emptied to witness Puddlicot hang. 


The soaring three-branched gallows had been well prepared, the black hanging tree rearing up starkly against the sky with a thin ladder leaning against one of the gallows’ branches. On the platform beneath, the hangman and his henchmen stood waiting, fearsome figures in their scarlet masks and caps, black leather jerkins and leggings. It was now late morning, a sharp grey day; the showers had died away, though everything remained soaked and slippery. The weather had certainly not dampened the enthusiasm of respectable citizens, or that of the horde of dark-dwellers from the Kingdom of Chaos and the Mansions of the Moon, where Puddlicot had been hailed as a prince amongst thieves. Miscreants of every kind and hue were impatient to watch the hanging of one of their own lords. 


The grotesquely painted whores in their blood-red wigs and white-plastered faces were eager for business. These ladies of the night were herded by their pimps, garbed in motley rags, knives pushed through their rope belts; each carried a small bucket ready to collect the coins of anyone desperate enough to hire a common whore. The conjurors also sought business, clacking their dice ready to predict the future for anyone stupid enough to believe them. Heralds of the dusk, tale-tellers living in the twilight of the city, now emerged to recount stories and legends about the man set to hang. Executions always whetted appetites, so itinerant cooks, water-carriers, ale-sellers and wine-servers hustled and bustled to sell their goods. Guilds and fraternities continued to chant psalms and hymns of mourning. The air was riven by singing, jeering and catcalling. Smoke curled up from the moveable stoves to mingle with the stench of human sweat and other odours. Roasting meat, well past its prime as it crackled in rancid fat, exuded a foulness that merged with the sweet fragrances gusting up from incense thuribles and herb pots. 


A shout went up. The execution party was approaching! Standing on tiptoes, Glaston glimpsed the wheelbarrow in which Puddlicot had been placed, a small cart being pulled by horses and escorted by Tower archers. It was pushed forward and stopped before the steps leading up to the execution platform. The noise of the crowd was deafening. The Fraternity of the Hanged and the Brotherhood of the Noose tried to chant the Miserere. A group of Friars of the Sack recited the De Profundis – ‘Out of the depths do I cry to you, O Lord’ – but their words were swept away by the hideous din. The bellowing of the mob was now constant as it surged backwards and forwards. A coven of witches, wizards and warlocks fought to draw closer, desperate to crawl beneath the execution platform, daggers at the ready, because the flesh and clothing of a hanged man allegedly contained magical properties. 


Puddlicot, a mass of bruises from head to toe, simply stood, hands hanging by his sides, head down, moving like a sleepwalker, pushed and shoved to where the hangman wanted him. The executioner now moved a second, thin ladder to rest beside the one already in place against the gallows’ branch. The sheriff in charge clapped his hands. The heralds flourished their trumpets and blew one fanfare after another until a profound, brooding silence descended like a mist over Tothill. One of the sheriff’s men then proclaimed how Richard Puddlicot had been judged guilty of heinous felonies and was worthy of death with no hope of pardon, so sentence should be carried out immediately. 


The hangman moved with alacrity. Held by the archers, Puddlicot was pushed up one ladder whilst the executioner scaled the one alongside it. He reached the top rung and, balancing himself carefully, fitted the noose around Puddlicot’s neck, positioning the knot directly behind the left ear. Then he hurriedly descended, leaving the condemned man, hands tightly bound before him, perched on the top rung. Tambours began to beat. The hangman seized the ladder Puddlicot was perched on and abruptly twisted it. Puddlicot fell like a stone and the crack of his breaking neck could be clearly heard. A great sigh echoed from the crowd, a prolonged gasp of breath. For a few moments there was silence, but then the crowd’s interest quickened as Puddlicot’s corpse was stripped naked and placed on the cutting table. Glaston recalled how the king had proclaimed that the corpse should be peeled. The skin would then be cured and dried before being nailed to the door of Westminster Abbey, a grim warning to its miscreant monks. 


Glaston had seen enough. He turned, pushing his way through the crowd, desperate to reach his narrow two-storey house on Thames Street. A dilapidated, decaying building, it nevertheless stood in its own large plot and was comfortable enough, even though the great city cesspit just beyond its garden wall was a perpetual nuisance, deep, thick and reeking of every filth. He scurried down the street and unlocked the front door, creeping along the stone-flagged mildewed passageway to the small kitchen and buttery. As soon as he entered, he realised he was in danger. It was cold. He glanced at the windows; one of them had its shutters pushed back. He looked to his right and gasped at the dark, threatening figure sitting in his chair at the end of the kitchen table. 


‘Good morrow, Master Glaston.’ 


The intruder lifted the large lanternhorn from the floor beside him and pulled back its shutters so the dancing light bathed the sharp, wolf-like face of Lord Simon Malmaison, mailed clerk, man-hunter, Corbett’s living scourge. He bent down again and picked up a small hand-held arbalest, its feathered bolt ready in the groove. This he carefully placed on the table together with a Welsh stabbing dirk, its razor-like blade winking in the light. 


‘Sit down, Master Glaston, please sit down.’ He gestured to the stool at his right. ‘Sit down,’ he bellowed. Glaston hastened to obey. ‘Very good.’ Malmaison leant closer. ‘I won’t waste your time so you must not waste mine. Understood?’ Glaston gulped and nodded vigorously. ‘You see,’ Lord Simon continued as if conversing with a close friend, ‘I am so very, very busy. I have so many matters to attend to here in the city yet I must hasten back to Malmaison, a fine manor house, my friend, high on Doone Moor. Do you know it?’ 


Glaston just shook his head; this intruder truly terrified him. 


‘I am needed back there,’ Malmaison continued quietly. ‘I have heard stories about my dear, darling wife Beatrice. Then there is my steward Chandos, whom I must hold to account. I really should hasten back. I have also got my eye on two young leopards. They are kept in the royal menagerie in the Tower – have you seen them?’ Again Glaston, soaked in sweat, just shook his head. ‘Magnificent animals, skilled hunters. Gifts from a prince of Morocco. The royal cages in the Tower are becoming rather crowded; I wonder if the Crown, in return for my good service, will allow me to purchase the beasts.’ 


He paused, smiling to himself. ‘I did raise this with His Grace the king when the royal council sat in the Tower recently. We were there to discuss the robbery at Westminster Abbey.’ He laughed. ‘But of course you know all about that, don’t you? Anyway, I asked the king and he said he was agreeable to such a sale, but he was being sarcastic. Do you know what he said next? No, no, of course you wouldn’t.’ Lord Simon stared around. ‘I’d like something to drink, but everything in this place is filthy. Anyway, to get back to the matter in hand . . .’ 


He picked up the dagger and drove its point into the tabletop, a sudden, darting movement. Glaston moaned in fear. ‘The king said I should use the leopards to hunt down and kill those wrecking ships off Monkshood Bay and other places along the coast, all within riding distance of my manor house. Well, I don’t give a shit about that. Anyway, as I was in the Tower, I decided to have words with your confederate Richard Puddlicot. As you know, he took refuge in St Michael’s Church until Sir Hugh Corbett plucked him out to be tried by a special commission held in the White Tower. Now,’ Lord Simon leant closer, lips pursed, finger wagging, ‘I won’t waste your time, Master Glaston, and you must not waste mine, understood?’ 


The jeweller gulped, nodding vigorously. 


‘The Lord be praised,’ Malmaison purred. ‘Now, I visited Puddlicot in the death house beneath the gateway. He realised he was going to hang and there was nothing he could do about it.’ Lord Simon tittered with laughter, fingers fluttering before his mouth, and Glaston realised that this most sinister man was wicked and wilful. ‘Richard and I, oh yes, we became good friends. We reached an agreement. He would give me the name of the thief who held the Lacrima Christi, and do you know what I offered him in return?’ Glaston just shook his head. ‘I would arrange that the noose that hanged him would be placed carefully so his neck would break. He would die quickly.’ Malmaison snapped his fingers. ‘As quick as that.’ He smiled cruelly. ‘For as you might find out, if the rope is wrongly placed, you could choke for an hour.’ 


He smacked his lips as if savouring a fine wine. ‘Now, Master Glaston, I want that ruby and its case. I want it now. I know you have it. Puddlicot maintained that Warfeld gave it to you, and of course I had my own suspicions. Tooth-pull has kept you under strict watch – oh yes, he sued for a royal pardon. You certainly act furtively, a man with a great deal to hide. Now, if you refuse to cooperate, I will arrest you. I will personally ensure that you strangle to death for as long as the flame on an hour candle burns from one ring to another. Before that, of course, you will be in the rat-infested condemned hold at Newgate.’ Again Malmaison smirked. ‘In fact the gaolers there are worse than the rats. 


‘Anyway, as you can see, I want the Lacrima Christi more than anything else in the world.’ He jabbed a finger in Glaston’s face. ‘I have told you my reasons and I am more than prepared to be reasonable.’ He dug beneath his jerkin and drew out a money pouch, which he threw onto the table. ‘Give me the Lacrima Christi and you can have this purse and my assurance that you will be free as a bird. You see, once I have the ruby, I will be gone. Not just from London, but from this kingdom. I think it’s time for me to bask in the sun – perhaps a pleasant journey to Lucca. You know where that is, Glaston?’ 


The jeweller, sitting like a rabbit held by the death stare of a stoat, shook his head. 


‘Italy,’ Malmaison breathed. ‘Lucca houses a great relic, the imprint of Christ’s sacred face. You see, on his way to the Cross, our Lord and Saviour had his face wiped on a veil by a woman called Veronica. The imprint was his response to such compassion. Now, my friend.’ He pulled his chair closer. ‘How say you?’ 


Glaston stared at his visitor’s harsh face, glittering eyes and hooked nose over a slit mouth. He was growing wary of Malmaison’s long, bony fingers not far from the arbalest. He took a deep breath and relaxed. There was no escape from the closing trap. He had to cooperate fully with this demon incarnate, who seemed as mad as a March hare. He pushed back the stool and rose to his feet.


‘I will show you,’ he muttered. ‘It’s best if you come with me.’


‘I certainly shall,’ Malmaison retorted. ‘And you know I am a man of my word. Puddlicot died in a matter of heartbeats, didn’t he? His skin is going to be dried, cured and pinned to a door. Interesting, mind you.’ Malmaison now seemed lost in his own thoughts. ‘I have heard a rumour that Warfeld and his miscreant monks are going to be exiled to some godforsaken corner of the kingdom.’ He pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. ‘And do you know where that is? No, of course you don’t. Not far from my own manor there is a desolate derelict priory, St Benet’s. Rumour has it that Warfeld and his coven have been banished there. I do wonder why that place was chosen.’


‘So you can keep an eye on them?’ Glaston stuttered nervously. 


‘I don’t intend to be gaoler to criminous clerics who really should hang beside Puddlicot. God knows why St Benet’s was chosen. The land is wild and desolate there, though Felstead, the nearby village, is comfortable enough. Our monks will certainly be lonely.’


‘Are there other religious houses nearby?’ Glaston offered, desperate to break the tension of this highly dangerous meeting.


‘Not that I can think of. There is a village church where Parson Osbert is the parish priest, but he is just some country bumpkin; I wouldn’t give him a second glance. Well?’ Malmaison patted Glaston’s shoulder. ‘Let me see my heart’s delight.’


They left the kitchen. Glaston fumbled with the keys on the hook of his belt. ‘Will you leave for Malmaison immediately?’ he asked.


‘I certainly shall. I need to have words with my lovely Beatrice as well as my steward.’ Again he patted Glaston on the shoulder. ‘The days pass. I think it’s time I returned home. Now . . .’ 


Glaston found the key and opened the narrow postern door. It led into a shabby, overgrown garden where the cold air still reeked of the stench from the nearby cesspit.


‘Well, well.’ Malmaison placed his lantern on a nearby wall. ‘Come on, Glaston, give it to me, then you can go, free as a bird.’


Glaston hurried across to the battered, ruined water fountain. He crouched down, lifted one of the paving stones and drew out a thick leather pouch, which he immediately handed over to his nightmare visitor. Malmaison took it over to the lantern, undid it and drew out the brilliant gold casket. This he opened carefully, staring down at the magnificent ruby, which even in the poor light glowed like fire trapped behind the purest glass. 


‘By the face of Lucca,’ he breathed. ‘And so I have it. Oh yes, my friend, to hold this, even here in the cold darkness.’ He paused. ‘Look up at the stars, Master Glaston; surely the Lacrima Christi is more beautiful than any of them, wouldn’t you agree? Look, look, look!’ 


Glaston did as he was told, and Malmaison lunged, fast as any viper, his dagger slicing Glaston’s throat. Coughing and retching, the jeweller, glassy eyed, slumped to his knees. He drew one last gargling breath and then collapsed onto his side. Malmaison crouched down, turned the body and watched the life light fade in his victim’s eyes. Once satisfied, he wiped his dagger blade on the dead man’s cloak and picked up the precious casket. This he thrust back into its pouch, which disappeared into the deep pocket of his cloak. 


Dragging Glaston’s corpse by the collar of his jerkin, Malmaison pulled the dead man across the garden, through a side gate and onto a slight rise above the cesspit. He shoved the corpse with the toe of his boot and watched it tumble into the man-made quagmire. For a while, it lay sprawled on the surface, until the filth swirled in and the cadaver sank, disappearing deep into the slime. 


‘There you go,’ he whispered. ‘As I said, free as a bird.’
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‘Continue to live as you have and the Lord Satan promises you a place in his kingdom.’ The preacher, his face and arms burnt black by the sun of Outremer, thundered his warning. This prophet from the desert had suddenly appeared in Lyons and was now walking alongside the papal procession winding its way down to Gourguillon from the church of St Just, where, on 14 November in the Year of Our Lord 1305, Bertrand de Got, Archbishop of Bordeaux, had been crowned Pope Clement V.


‘I bring a letter for you,’ the preacher continued in a trumpet-like voice. ‘The devil tells you to despise the life of poverty and the teaching of the apostles. Fight it! Hate it as Satan himself hates it. My Lord Pope, the devil says this: “Your mother Pride greets you. Your sisters Trickery, Avarice and Shamelessness do likewise, together with your brothers Incest, Robbery and Murder.” This is all contained in a letter drawn up in the depths of hell to the acclamation of a horde of demons who impatiently await your arrival.’


The preacher, hands extended, would have launched into another tirade, but retainers of the papal household seized him and dragged him away, beating him senseless with their clubs and leaving the shabbily dressed wanderer to sprawl in a widening pool of his own blood. Clement V hardly spared the miserable wretch a glance. Seated on his beautifully caparisoned pure-white palfrey, he basked in his own glory, his yellowing face creased in a fixed smile as he stared from under heavy-lidded eyes at the crowd that had flocked to witness the first crowning of a pope on French soil. Clement, however, just wanted to be away, out of the power of Philip of France, who walked alongside the papal palfrey holding its bridle, whilst on the other side, Philip’s brother, Charles of Valois, also helped guide the mount. Both Capetian princes were determined to keep a firm hand on this pope who had decided to escape the ferocious factional fighting between the great families of Rome. 


Clement had taken exile in Avignon, just beyond the borders of France yet near enough for sudden flight back into Italy, or even across the mountains into Spain. He was determined to transform the place into his own private paradise. He would plant pear and peach trees in gardens covered with flowers. In the branches of his orchards fledgling doves would try their wings above gurgling streams pouring across moss-strewn rocks to water his Eden. He would bring his entire household to live in finely constructed mansions: his troupes of buffoons, jesters and mummers, servants both male and female, secretaries, pages, squires and a host of equerries. These would supervise his goshawks, falcons, hunting dogs and Arab horses. However, that was for the future. For the moment, he was determined to revel in his new-found glory. 


He clasped his white-gloved hands as if in prayer before touching the gorgeously decorated pearl-white tiara with its blood-red lappets. He had insisted that the tiara, the papal crown, be brought from Rome, for it was a symbol of his authority over both the visible and the invisible. It was fashioned out of pure white silk and lavishly decorated with a myriad of precious stones, which gleamed in a dazzling shimmer of colour. The crowning glory was a large wine-coloured ruby placed firmly between the two golden ribbons wound around the tiara. 


Those who knew called this ruby the Lacrima Christi – the Tear of Christ, one of those shed during the Saviour’s passion: a blood-filled tear that fell to the ground at the foot of the Cross and miraculously turned into the most beautiful jewel the world had ever seen. A precious stone that passed from one hand to another. It had been plundered a few years ago from the King of England’s treasury when the felon Richard Puddlicot and his coven had broken into the crypt of Westminster Abbey and stolen the Crown Jewels, and had emerged in Rome, the coveted possession of Clement V’s predecessor, Pope Boniface VIII. The pope had refused to hand it back, claiming that the English Crown could not prove true ownership and pointing to some charter, definitely the work of one of Rome’s finest forgers. According to this document, the Blessed Virgin Mary had picked up the Lacrima Christi from the foot of the Cross and entrusted it to the first pope, St Peter. No one could gainsay that. The English Crown could fret and protest to its heart’s content, but the Lacrima Christi was now firmly in the hands of the pope, and there it would stay. 


Clement’s determination to keep this most precious ruby was equalled by his desire to frustrate the bounding ambitions of the princes of Europe, including the two princely rifflers walking either side of his palfrey. He realised that Philip lusted after the Lacrima Christi as he did the wealth of others, such as the Order of the Temple, which he was determined to crush. The pope suppressed a shiver. He himself might be the Vicar of Christ, yet Philip, with his white, icy face, his snow-coloured hair and soulless, glassy blue eyes, truly frightened him. Nevertheless, he was determined to resist. 


He glanced behind him at the English envoys, led by Sir Hugh Corbett, Keeper of the Secret Chancery at Westminster. Corbett, Edward of England’s official representative at the papal coronation, had already demanded that the Lacrima Christi be handed over so he could take it back to its true owner. Clement had promptly refused. The Lacrima Christi was his, and he basked now in the glory of that exquisite ruby. He smiled to himself and lifted a hand as the roar of the crowd deepened. Philip and Edward might have their council of ministers, but Clement had the cardinals, who rode behind him in their sky-blue gowns, violet coats, spurred boots and plumed bonnets. These men would help him resist the ambition of the temporal princes. Clement would exercise his power as he should, both temporal and spiritual. He would not be checked by Philip of France or Edward of England; he would keep clear of them as he did the blood feuds of Rome or even the strident warnings of that preacher sprawled in the dust behind him. After all, he was— 


His palfrey suddenly startled at a deafening rumble. The ground quaked beneath him and the soaring ancient curtain wall that lined the procession route abruptly bulged. In gusts of thick dust, the stones buckled, cracked and crashed to the ground with a thunderous roar. The ancient masonry simply disappeared into a swirling mist of dust, grit, pieces of rock and wood. Clement reined in. Philip of France had fallen to his knees. Charles of Valois, struck by a piece of rock, lay unconscious, covered in dirt. Clement’s palfrey reared, and as he fought to remain in the saddle, the tiara fell from his head. Equerries, coughing and spluttering, came staggering to assist. The thick veil of dust thinned and cleared. More help arrived. A squire picked up the tiara, brushing it gently with his hand. He lifted it up and gaped at the deep hole in the centre of the crown. The Lacrima Christi, that magnificent, lustrous ruby, had simply disappeared. 




1312


Grease-hair, spit-boy in the great kitchen of Malmaison Manor, which stood at the heart of the dark wilds of Dartmoor, reluctantly prepared to climb the ladder. He wiped at the shining lard that glistened on his round red face, the reason for his name, even though he had been baptised Theodore when he had been held over the baptismal font of the nearby manor chapel of St Briavel. Now he stared across at the dark, huddled mass of that little church. A solitary, forbidding building with its lofty bell tower and grim, iron-studded front door. He just wished the chapel bell would cease its mournful tolling, whilst the roar of those two great cats, Death and the Demon, completely unnerved him. True, the magnificent leopards were caged deep in the caverns below the manor, yet their roaring was unsettling. 
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