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About the book

The seventeenth novel in Michael Jecks’s medieval Knights Templar series.

Summer 1323: in the Cornish village of Cardinham, a penniless young woman is found hanged alongside the bodies of her dead children. Passing through the village on the final leg of their long journey home, friends Sir Baldwin de Furnshill and Bailiff Simon Puttock are detained to investigate.

Simon and Baldwin quickly discover the young woman’s death is not an isolated incident. And as the escape of a traitor threatens to embroil the country in a new civil war, they must look beyond friendships and family loyalties to find an evil killer – and secure the safety of Cardinham and all who dwell there.


This book is for Mark, Sarah, Laura and Emilia with thanks for all the music.
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Cast of Characters

The Travellers





	 



	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill
	Once a Knight Templar, Sir Baldwin is a keen seeker of truth and justice as a result of witnessing the destruction of his Order. He is married to Jeanne, whom he misses greatly on this journey.



	 



	Bailiff Simon Puttock
	Baldwin’s oldest friend, Simon is responsible for law and order on the moors of Dartmoor, the tin-mining areas. He has been on pilgrimage with Baldwin to Galicia and is desperate to return home.



	 



	Ivo
	A groom, Ivo has been sent with the two travellers to look after their hired horses and bring the latter safely back to the inn at Bodmin.



	 



	Sir Jules
	This young knight is new to his duties as Coroner, and leans heavily on the experience of his older and wiser clerk, Roger.



	 



	Roger
	Clerk to a succession of Coroners.



	 



	Cardinham’s Inhabitants




	 



	Adam
	A young and immature priest, Adam is nonetheless dedicated to his flock, and is alarmed when he learns there is a murderer in their midst.



	 



	Alexander
	The Constable of the Peace for the vill of Cardinham, Alexander is determined to improve his own and his family’s wealth. He can never forget how devastated his father was when his mother died, and how the family lived in desperate poverty ever afterwards. Fond of children, his own marriage is sadly barren.



	 



	Lady Anne
	Although her husband is not a knight or squire, Anne is called ‘Lady’ by all who know her, as though she was genuinely the lady of the castle. She arrived at Cardinham one day while on her way to Exeter, and as soon as Nicholas saw her, he set his heart on winning her hand.



	 



	Aumery
	The older of Serlo and Muriel’s children, Aumery is nearly four years old.



	 



	Gervase
	The steward at the castle, Gervase is responsible for the farming in the manor, as well as the courts and rents.



	 



	Hamelin
	The younger of Serlo and Muriel’s children, Ham is eight months old.



	 



	Iwan
	The old blacksmith, who has seen and heard much during his long lifetime.



	 



	
John

	Priest at the little church up at Temple, John owes his position to the help of Sir Henry of Cardinham, but he is a reluctant recipient of Sir Henry’s support.



	 



	Julia
	A young widow, Julia cooks and cleans for the other priest, Father Adam. Although there is nothing in his or her behaviour to merit censure, she is looked down upon by some who assume she provides additional services.



	 



	Letitia
	Alexander’s wife is of better birth than him, but his astuteness with business attracted her. Her only disagreements with him involve his brother the miller, Serlo, whom she considers a fool and a wastrel.



	 



	Muriel
	Serlo’s wife, Muriel is a generous, calm woman who is devoted to her children. She is careful with her husband, because he can too easily flare up in anger, especially when he has been drinking, but she wouldn’t dream of leaving him.



	 



	Nicholas
	While Sir Henry of Cardinham is absent, which he has been for many years, having other more profitable manors nearer the centre of power, Nicholas the castellan has responsibility for the defence of the castle and manor.



	 



	Richer
	Born in Cardinham, Richer left in 1316 when his family all died in a fire. Now he has returned to work as a man-at-arms in the castle.



	 



	Serlo
	Serlo was spoiled when young by his older brother Alexander: there was nothing he desired that Alex wouldn’t procure for him. Now he is a moderately successful miller, and is pleased with his two sons.



	 



	Susan
	The alewife at the tavern in the vill, Sue is attracted to Richer and Warin, but keeps her feelings in check. She’s always nervous of falling in love with another wastrel like her husband – now, fortunately, gone. He ran away with a serving wench three years ago and she hopes he’s dead.



	 



	Squire Warin
	Arriving with a letter of introduction from Sir Henry of Cardinham, Warin is viewed askance by other members of the castle’s team because he remains aloof from them, preferring the company of Richer. A quiet, observant fellow, he carries some authority but appears happier to listen than comment.

 



Author’s Note

I had great fun thinking of the possible routes by which Simon and Baldwin might have returned from the Scillies to their homes* in Devon, but the main thing for me was the idea that they might become embroiled in the turbulent politics of their times. Not the greater politics which are so often portrayed – the disputes between the King and his most senior advisers – but the lower level of politics i.e. how Edward II’s arguments affected his realm, and how people even hundreds of miles away from his court in London could get caught up in national affairs.

These were fraught times. The famine was still a recent event, and all could remember the horror of it; everyone had friends or family who had died. In the aftermath, there was what we would now probably call stagflation, with economic failure. Many people fled from their old homes seeking new lives in towns and cities, although poor Richer in my story had a more pressing reason to leave his vill.

For a more in-depth look at the period, I can heartily recommend Michael Prestwich’s excellent The Three Edwards: War and State in England 1272–1377 – a well-researched book which helped me no end, and Ian Mortimer’s superb The Greatest Traitor, which starts with one of the key events in my novel, the escape of Roger Mortimer from the Tower of London.

For many centuries Mortimer’s life has been glossed over, with his period of control mentioned in one brief sentence between the death of Edward II and the accession of Edward III. Since Edward III had a much more interesting reign even than his own father – since it encompassed the plague, the beginning of the Hundred Years War, and his fabulous military victories – it’s possibly no surprise that Mortimer has been left as a footnote to history.

But he was not merely some treacherous bandit who sought to overthrow his King and take power. Mortimer’s was a much more convoluted fall and rise. His ancestors had always been loyal servants of the Crown. It was his grandfather who, in 1265, found Hugh Despenser, a loyal supporter of de Montfort, King Henry III’s enemy, on the field of Evesham and killed him.

In years to come, the Mortimers remained devoted supporters of their Kings, and were always included amongst the royal companions – a situation which came to an end during the dismal reign of Edward II.

Early on, Mortimer had been a close associate of the King. His position was weakened when Edward grew infatuated with Piers Gaveston, but even during that period, Mortimer remained loyal, and was gradually given more power and authority. When the people of Bristol revolted during the Tallage of 1316, it was he who laid siege to the city and recaptured it. He was also shown to be a competent commander, both when he captured Llywelyn and halted the Welsh revolts, and during his Irish campaigns as well.

While Mortimer flourished as Lieutenant of Ireland, the power of his worst enemy, another Hugh Despenser, was growing apace in England. By 1321 Despenser’s authority was pivotal to the whole realm. Any man who wished to speak to the King and petition him had first to win Despenser’s support. And that meant money. He was an atrocious man, utterly without mercy when seeking his own advantage.

Mortimer, the monarch’s most loyal servant and warrior, was imprisoned in the Tower for raising his flag against Despenser along with the Marcher Lords. However, Despenser was not stupid enough to believe that he ever would be safe while his most bitter enemy lived. He persuaded the King that Mortimer must be executed. When Mortimer heard that he was due to die in August 1323, he broke free on the first day of that month.

That famous escape led to a series of panicky messages, sent to all Sheriffs and other keepers of the law throughout the realm, to apprehend and hold Mortimer, whether dead or alive. On hearing of the man’s flight, the King had gone into a rage. Mortimer was one of his best generals – exactly the sort of man who could raise an army in rebellion and seek to wrest the kingdom from him. For Mortimer the spoils would be vast.

This was the land to which Simon and Baldwin returned from their pilgrimage to Compostela in 1323. Their country was rent by divisions: the King and his friends seemed all-powerful and undefeatable, while they ravaged the nation. Despenser was rapacious, grabbing lands, castles and treasure. He would capture anyone, even widows, in order to extort what he wanted. He set himself up as the ruler of most of Wales, controlling vast swathes of land, and with his mastery of the King, he not only took plenty of money in bribes, he also prevented any news which reflected badly on him from reaching Edward’s ears. In an environment similar to the Soviet state, all were suspicious of each other. Few would dare to state their opposition to the King because to oppose him was to invite death and destruction. King Edward II had already slaughtered his own cousin, Earl Thomas of Lancaster, and hundreds of others after the short-lived campaign leading to Boroughbridge.

Yet in a place like Cornwall, so far removed from the politics of the court, the peasants wouldn’t have worried themselves quite so much. They had their own battles to fight, making sure that the harvest was safely brought in, keeping weasels and stoats from their chickens, protecting their piglets from foxes and their lambs from magpies and crows, praying, always praying, that God would not send another famine to devastate the land and kill off all their children.

This was a time of total insecurity. The King was weak, his nation under attack from the Scottish, from his own people, and from the elements. He gave his support to one group of thieves for whom the law meant nothing, at the expense of another. Because, make no mistake, Mortimer was little better than Despenser, just as Despenser himself was no better than his own predecessor, Piers Gaveston. When Roger Mortimer later grabbed the reins of power, sadly he was just as greedy and vengeful as Despenser had been.

However, at least he had the honour to have tried to live by his oaths to the King, until Edward himself turned his face to another. Who can tell what sort of a man Mortimer might have been if the King hadn’t first been disloyal to him?

Cardinham is, thank heavens, by-passed by the A30. The village is a pretty little place in green and rolling countryside with views to the moors of Bodmin beyond. From the moors east of Temple, the real isolation of the place can be imagined. During the winter, this area would be more or less cut off from all the rest of Cornwall, and even in summer, the roads and lanes must have been atrocious. Only carts or packhorses would have been available for transport; nothing in the way of decent wagons could have coped with the hills and the mud.

The church deserves a visit, and it’s pleasing to note that it lists the vicars and priests who have served the community there, going back to 12 September 1271 and Odo de Prydies. I have taken the liberty of inventing Father John because I have a deeply ingrained dislike of ascribing thoughts and feelings to real men and women who are long dead and unable to answer for themselves or threaten legal retaliation! To my mind, using real people in books is a form of post-mortem slander and I always prefer to create new characters.

South of the main village, the castle’s remains stand on private land, but the raised mound of the motte can be seen quite clearly. My own description of it is based on guesswork because I’ve seen no detailed archaeological reports into how the buildings stood there, but I think there is some evidence for the layout I’ve suggested. It wasn’t a large place, but as a small fortress, I think it would have been pleasing.

North and east stand the church and buildings of Temple. This place was surely another of the small manors owned by The Temple, or the Knights Templar, and would have been a place of some solace to Baldwin. However, the priest living in so lonely an outpost would have been desperate for any form of companionship.

The search for more accurate information about English law and how the various Constables, Keepers, Coroners, Sheriffs and others managed to administer justice at the courts over the counties of the south-west, is ongoing, but I have to thank the scholarly works of Anthony Musson. His books The Evolution of English Justice and Medieval Law in Context are regularly pulled off my shelves.

All the persons described are figments of my imagination, but I have based these events on things which did happen in these areas. At a time of mounting dissatisfaction with the King, in the run-up to a civil war, all parts of the realm grew more lawless; even a small community in Cornwall would have become less manageable as Edward II’s power waned.

Naturally any errors in location and in facts are entirely my own.

Michael Jecks

Northern Dartmoor

August 2003


Prologue

There were two happy men that day in Cardinham in the summer of 1323, and one who was fearful.

Serlo the miller had every right to be concerned. Although he feared ruin, he was about to be murdered, for reasons he could not begin to comprehend, and at the hands of one whom he would never have suspected.

Nicholas of Cardinham sat on his palfrey, eyeing the villeins at work in the castle’s fields with a profound sense of satisfaction.

From here, high on the edge of the moors leading up towards Bodmin in the Earldom of Cornwall, he could see for many miles in the bright sunshine. The golden, drooping heads of the oats in the fields bobbed in the wind like ladies moving to an unheard tune. Wonderful! It was a sight to make a man give thanks to God, and Nicholas, a religious man, did so gladly.

Although the calls of the sweating peasants were loud, he could still hear the larks trilling high overhead. With every breeze the leaves of gorse rattled dryly, their yellow flowers dancing. To this was added the mechanical hiss of the reapers. With every sweep of their scythes, dust was thrown upwards in clouds of fine mist. The music of men rehoning their blades with long stones sang in the air. Others were collecting the sheaves of oats, two to every man, stacking them in stooks while their womenfolk and children plucked gleanings from the ground and placed them in their aprons or cloths tied about their waists with thongs. They were welcome to their meagre harvest; Nicholas had already seen to his lord’s profit, God be praised!

Although not tall, Nicholas had the ability to fill a space with his broad shoulders, immense right arm and neck of corded muscles. All men-at-arms had powerful bodies, but Nicholas carried his with a calm authority that went with his humility. Unlike so many of his friends and companions, he had not risen to the highest orders, hadn’t even made it to become a squire but now, at forty-six years old, he was content. He was respected enough to have been given this command, the Castle of Cardinham in the Earldom of Cornwall, in charge of twelve men-at-arms, some of them squires in their own right.

His hazel eyes rose to survey the landscape. Set in his leathery, sunburned face, they shone with intelligence and confidence. He was a man who had been tested, and who knew his own measure – and, more importantly, Nicholas was content with the result. At his age, after so many wars and battles, he would be a sad man indeed if he hadn’t been happy with himself.

The last years had been tough. The famines of 1315 and 1316 had been much worse in other parts of the country than down here, but people had still starved. Men found that their teeth became loose in their jaws, children grew peevish and irritable, many dying long before they should, and some folk had left the land altogether and sought their fortune in towns and cities. A few had returned at last, but only a few. Nicholas was short of manpower even now, but the men who had come back were not the sort he could count upon. They were more likely to cause trouble. And trouble was brewing – he could feel it in the way that the villeins watched each other and him. The King was close to war with the barons again. All knew it.

No matter. For now the most important thing was to get the harvest in. Oats might be viewed with less favour than other grains, but it was the only crop which thrived here in the windswept, rainswept western part of the realm. Others merely drowned or were blown to pieces. Wealthier men from other parts of the country looked down upon this land; they chose to laugh at people whose staple diet was the same as their beasts’, but Nicholas didn’t care. Not today of all days.

So long as the food was safe for the winter, the peasants would be biddable. When the long cold nights and tedium of winter made them fractious, however, that was the time to worry. For that was when they started bickering and squabbling.

There was an unsettled atmosphere about the place at the moment. Had been ever since the King crushed the rebellion of his cousin, Thomas of Lancaster. Peasants rightly feared another war. If there was one, their most able-bodied men would be taken away, their food stores raided by the King’s purveyors, and those who remained would have more work to do. All suffered when war threatened.

He gave a curt nod to the castle’s steward, Gervase, who stood at the edge of the communal fields, staff of office gripped tightly in one hand as he surveyed the folk working, occasionally bellowing at a shirker. Then Nicholas pulled his mount’s head round with a sigh. It would have been good to remain here, but he needs must go home.

He had always enjoyed watching his men reaping the harvest, would even join in with their celebrations later as they drank their fill of the best ale and cider, and ate the meat from the ram which was already spitted and turning slowly over the fire. As usual it was watched by the ancient figure of old Iwan the smith, who scolded and threatened young Gregory, his six-year-old grandson, while the boy sweated, turning the great spit’s handle to keep the meat rotating. Gregory’s father was a farmer who worked down towards the Holy Well, a man called Angot who was even now honing his scythe, Nicholas saw. Angot wasn’t one of the manor’s tenants, so was likely here to earn some extra cash. His own harvest hadn’t been very good, apparently: some of his seed had turned sour over the winter. Still, it meant that the grain here would be gathered in that bit sooner, which was all to the good.

Now Nicholas must get home to his darling wife, though. And with that thought, he clapped spurs to his mount and trotted down the lane.

Aye, his wife: my Lady Anne. Anne of the dark hair, the slender body, the almost boylike figure, the small, high breasts, the perfectly oval features, the warm, soft lips . . . Anne, his own lady, his love. She was enough to make an old man like him want to give up fighting. He might be a grizzled old warrior of six and forty years, while she was only two-and-twenty, but she swore that he pleased her more than any lad her own age, and by God’s heart, how she had proved it! He was exhausted by her when she had taken too much wine.

He was still smiling to himself when he saw Athelina walking ahead of him on the road. Beautiful Athelina, as the men had always known her . . . now past her prime. Even Gervase wouldn’t look at her, these days. He now had a new strumpet, so village gossip said.

Athelina lived out on the road towards Susan’s tavern. She stopped at the sound of his horse. A tall woman, she was still striking, in a shabby way. At her side were her two sons. One, the twelve year old, held on to her hand, while the other, a couple of years younger, clutched at her skirts as he stared at Nicholas.

Poor Athelina had been widowed some while before. Her husband Hob had contracted a wasting disease that killed him within a fortnight. Now she had nothing: only a rented, tumbledown cottage, insufficient food for herself and the boys, not even the solace of a man. It was very sad. She depended utterly on the generosity of others.

Yes, Nicholas had cause to be proud. His own wife would never be a beggar – he’d see to that. Anne would never want for anything while he lived.

Nor yet, he hoped, when he died.

To the west of the vill, Serlo the miller scratched first at his beard, then at his groin. The last of the flour was trickling into his sacks while the rumbling of the great wooden water-wheel continued behind him. He glanced at the deeply engrained bloodstains on it, then at the bright white oak of the four new teeth.

Milling was not the easiest of jobs when the harvests were poor, and Serlo had much to do to make up the losses of last year. Damn all apprentices! The idiots! They were none of them worth their upkeep. Danny, the last one, had never worked as hard as he should, and then, last year, the miserable churl had slipped as he passed by the machine.

Serlo kept reliving it in his nightmares. For months afterwards he had a sickly fear of going to his bed. When Danny had stumbled, his left hand was holding a full sack at his shoulder. As he toppled, Serlo could read the thought in his startled, fearful eyes: If I drop this, he’ll thrash me to death!

Serlo was furious when he kept dropping the sacks. Dan had wasted so much good flour, it would have been cheaper to tip away a twelfth of all his millings than to keep the apprentice on. The next time Dan let a sack slip, Serlo warned him, he’d thrash him until there was no flesh left on his back. And so poor Danny had kept a good hold as he went over, and this was his undoing. His right hand grasped the first thing that came to him – the moving, toothed wheel – and before he knew what was happening, his arm was caught by the great teeth and crushed between the upper and lower wheels.

Serlo had tried to prise the lad free, to slow the wheels and save his life . . . but he was fighting against the power of the mill and the river. He could do nothing, and Danny was chewed inexorably into the machine, his face contorted in a final scream of terror. Then a great gush of blood spewed upwards, covering the miller, his apprentice and the wheels which had destroyed him.

At least his body hadn’t ruined the mill. Four teeth had to be replaced, which cost some money, but the seven-year-old bones weren’t hard enough to do much damage to the machinery.

The real expense came from that interfering old git, Sir Simon of Launceston, the Coroner. He’d hurried there at the first sniff of money, and fined Serlo instantly for removing the body from the machine, then fined him again for not calling the Coroner personally. Finally, and punishingly, he had fined him the deodand. Whatever the material or animal that had caused a death, it was always deodand, its worth forfeit for the crime of murder. If a man killed with a knife, if a maid was crushed by a bull, if a mill killed a boy, the knife, the bull or the mill were assessed so that their value could be taken. The mill had crushed the boy: the mill-wheel, the water-wheel, the two great cogs – all had led to Danny’s death, so all must be deodand.

That was the Coroner’s argument, and it took all of Serlo’s eloquence to persuade him that it was only the wheel which was at fault. You couldn’t blame the water-wheel or the shaft or the building, it was just the cogged wheel. The Coroner countered that it was both cogged wheels at least, for the lad was crushed between the two, and although Serlo tried to point out that one had captured Dan and dragged him in, so only one was guilty, the Coroner would have none of it. If Serlo wanted to argue further, he said, Serlo could do so in the King’s court.

Not that it was all down to Sir Simon. At each argument the knight conferred with his clerk, a greasy little toe-rag called Roger who stared at Serlo like a man studying a dog’s turd on his boot.

And now Serlo had a thundering debt on his hands. He had been forced to borrow heavily just to be able to pay the deodand. Eighteen whole pennies, for one wheel alone! Christ’s cods, that was a huge amount for one cretinous apprentice who couldn’t even walk straight. Then there were the extra charges – the one for the grave, the cost of the services held in the brat’s memory, the fee for the mourners . . . as the apprentice’s master, Serlo had to foot the whole sodding bill.

Danny had cost Serlo dearly, and yet the miller couldn’t help but miss the little devil. His cheery smile, his prattling . . . Not that he’d let people realise that. He didn’t want them thinking he was some weak, sentimental fool. No, if he did that, they’d all assume that they could get away with fleecing him. He knew that many of the locals considered him a fool, a few sticks short of a bundle. They respected his brother, but only because Alexander was ruthless, so Serlo copied him as best he could. At the Coroner’s inquest he’d pretended to be unaffected by Danny’s death. Maybe he ought to have shown his sorrow, but then people would have sniggered at him.

Life, he sighed to himself, was a shit.

Hearing a shout, he glanced up. Someone was trying to cross the bridge. Serlo grunted and made his way up the stairs to the bridge, where he had erected a gate. ‘Who’s there?’ he demanded suspiciously, his hand straying to his cudgel.

‘Travellers, miller. What’s this thing here?’

‘Can’t you see the board?’ Serlo asked sarcastically. ‘It’s a toll. You want to cross the bridge, you have to pay. It’s two pennies.’

‘Why should we pay?’

‘It’s no business of mine, master. If you won’t, you won’t, but then you’ll have to ride back to the other road, a good two miles west, and approach the vill again. That’ll take you a good couple of hours.’

‘There never used to be a toll here.’

This voice was lower, more malevolent. Peering at them shortsightedly, Serlo felt a sudden twinge of fear. Both men were on horseback; their mounts were large beasts – good, expensive-looking horseflesh. One of them was so dark it was almost black, the other was deep chestnut, but it wasn’t the horses that caught his attention so much as the riders. Both, now he studied them, had the aura of wealth, like servants in a rich man’s household. The bigger of the two was wearing a green tunic and hosen, while his companion was clad in a red tunic; there was a richness to its colour where the sun caught it, like a fine silk. Here, some distance west of Cardinham, Serlo was more than a little exposed. If these two were of a mind, they could vault the gate and chase after him on their mounts. He’d not be able to escape them.

‘Lordings,’ he said with more respect, ‘it’s not my choice to charge honest men to cross the river, but my lord’s. We built this bridge with our own strength, and still owe money for the work. What else can we do? My lord said that we must ask travellers to pay for our efforts, because the thing’s not here for our benefit. It’s for yours.’

‘Scant benefit to me,’ shrugged the rider wearing the green tunic. He was the larger of the two, and as he ambled his mount forward, Serlo saw that he had a massive frame, with a right shoulder that held muscles like knots in an oaken board. The tendons of his neck were as thick as ropes.

‘Miller, open that gate!’ the man commanded.

‘Look, give me a penny if you like and I won’t tell my master that I—’

‘Silence! We could push the thing over if we wished,’ the first man said. ‘If you have any complaints about us not paying, let me know later when I’m in a mood to listen.’

‘It sounded as though this miller was asking us to pay him instead of his master,’ said the second pensively.

‘Is that what you wanted, man? You’d embezzle money due to your master?’

‘No, of course not. That would be treason! But my master will want me to settle any missing debts. I’ll have to tell him that you both passed by without paying the toll levied here.’

‘Your master? What’s his name?’

The man-at-arms made an irritable gesture.

Reluctantly, Serlo moved forward and slid the bar from its rests, swinging the gate wide. ‘Sir Henry of Cardinham, lord of this manor. Not that he’s here right now; he lives in his own big palace near the King, so I hear. He’s part of the King’s household, so you shouldn’t cross him. Nicholas is his castellan. He’s there in the castle now, I expect, and he has a foul temper – so I shouldn’t try to plead ignorance about the tolls and evading them.’

‘Oh aye? Then we’ll be careful, won’t we, Richer?’ the larger man said. ‘If our new master is so brutal, we’ll have to watch ourselves!’

Serlo heard his laughter, and felt the shock of the words like a wave that broke over him. He peered at the second man, and recognition kicked in his bowels. It was mutual.

‘So, little miller, it’s you! You weren’t a miller when I was last here.’

‘Some of us have bettered ourselves in the last years, I suppose,’ Serlo said defensively.

‘Aye, that’s true enough,’ the man called Richer said softly.

As the two meandered away, up the lane eastwards towards the castle, Serlo could only wonder what Richer atte Brooke was doing back here in Cardinham.

After all, it was fifteen years since he’d fled the vill, when all his family had died in a fire.

Gervase, steward of Cardinham Castle, watched Nicholas leave with a sense of relief. It was hard enough keeping the men working without having the master of the castle hanging around, watching everything with that stupid grin plastered all over his face. It made Gervase feel queasy. Nick had once been his best friend, but now . . . Well! It was better that the fool should go and leave his steward to do his work without interruption.

He sighed, leaning on his staff. Before Nicholas had married the pair of them had grown into an easy, comfortable relationship; they had become close. As castellan, Nicholas was responsible for the law all about the manor, while Gervase was in charge of the maintenance of the estates. Under them, the manor had flourished. And then, six years ago, she had arrived, the Lady Anne, and Gervase had lost his companion.

Cardinham Castle had, until then, been a quiet place. Sir Henry had won favour with the King, and was today a member of Edward’s household, surviving the many twists and turns of politics. He had been given an estate in Kent, once the possession of a man who had been proved to be a traitor, and lived with the King. He had not been to Cardinham for at least twenty years, so the place was more or less under the permanent control of Nicholas and Gervase his steward.

Anne had been a forlorn traveller, only sixteen years old, orphaned by the Scottish wars and half-starved by the famine. Nicholas had seen her, this sad little chit, and apparently been immediately smitten. His heart was hers. It was a strange sight, the grizzled old warrior so besotted. It was more than simple lust. If it had been only that, he could have taken her and been satisfied, but there was something else about her that attracted a man. Gervase had felt it too. She was fresh and fragrant – lovely; bewitching to any man with red blood in his veins. Even her melancholia was entrancing. It made a man want to slay dragons to lay at her dainty feet. She was adorable.

When the two made their oaths at the church door, Nicholas holding her hands with reverence, as though he was holding the hands of an angel, Gervase had felt his heart swell with pride, a sense that the manor was honoured. He had looked at his friend’s smiling face, glad to see him so happy. Nicholas had lost the frivolity of bachelorhood and gained the stern duty of responsible manhood. He now had a woman to serve and protect, a duty and honour he would relish, Gervase knew.

At the time, Gervase had not realised that he had lost his companion for ever.

Stumping into the vill later that day, Serlo frowned at all about him. He was in no mood for a chat. He had a task to perform – not a pleasant one, either.

Serlo had tried figuring out all the ways he could of earning a little more money. There were the tolls, of course. He’d done what he could with them, but the fact was that the threatening clouds of war were putting travellers off. Even the merchants who normally came this way had stopped. Serlo had borrowed heavily to buy ‘the farm of tolls’ – the right to charge – and it was all wasted. It was so bad, he’d gone to speak to Gervase, but the steward had only grinned smarmily at him, saying that once he’d bought the right to charge tolls there was no mechanism to reduce it or give him a refund.

The only way to make money from the tolls was to conceal a proportion of them from his brother. Alex had helped to buy the farm for a share of the profits, and it wasn’t Serlo’s fault that there were none. Anyway, Serlo could bump up the share to Alex when things looked a bit better. He didn’t want to steal from his own brother. No, but he had to show that he was competent.

That was the problem. Serlo, the younger, always felt that his brother was patronising him, even when he knew perfectly well that Alex had no intention of doing so. He was just as good as his brother, Serlo told himself: he’d not had quite the same luck. Alex always managed to make money, but when Serlo tried to do so, it never quite worked out. It wasn’t his fault; these things just happened. Alex could stick his hand into a midden and come up grasping rose petals; Serlo would find nothing but turds.

For now, the main thing was to get hold of some extra money. He’d decided to start by increasing Athelina’s rent. She had a lover – let him pay. He could afford it, God knew. He was one of the richest men about here.

He had reached her home – a large building with a door in the middle of the whitewashed wall that faced the road. Walking down the path between her vegetable beds, he saw how her plants were thriving. She could easily afford to pay a little more, he thought. He needed the money more than she did.

At her door, he braced himself, then rapped sharply on the timbers.

It was a week or more before Athelina approached her lover, and then her nerve almost failed her. She could do nothing until she had spoken to her protector – but he was unavailable again. For a long time Athelina had been used to being received with some honour at the gate, courteously escorted to the room where she could be enjoyed by her man in peace, but now, that was no more. The nearest she got was the lewd suggestion from the gate-keeper that he should service her in the place of her man.

That was proof enough. If the doorman dared try his luck, all in the castle must know that her man had deserted her. It was no surprise, after all. She’d guessed as much when she saw the strumpet in the vill. It was clear that he’d found a new woman, and had no more interest in her.

Still, all was not lost. It was not easy for her to play the whore, because she’d always made love for love’s sake, not for money, but now she must earn her keep. Whatever happened, they must not lose their home. She could not make her children suffer like that. No, she would entertain any man who could afford her. So she combed her hair, standing in front of her plate of polished copper. Studying herself, her tunic untied, she could see much still to admire. Her breasts were large and firm still, not flaccid like drained sacks; her belly was flat, her hair luxurious. In a darkened room, it was possible a man might notice her large eyes and ignore the lines of age and care. Or so she hoped.

When the knock came, she felt her heart thud painfully, but then she took a deep breath and strode to the door, pulling it wide. Giving a smile, she welcomed her visitor, stepping back into the room.

Before he could speak, she pushed the door shut, then bravely put her lips to his as her hand fell to his groin.


Chapter One

It was two days later that Richer rode back alone from a hunt with his squire and Nicholas the castellan. Richer’s rounsey had thrown a shoe, and Richer knew perfectly well that a man-at-arms looked to his horse before his own pleasure. Some day his life might depend on it. Pleasure could be sought at any time.

The vill was quiet as he clattered slowly along the stony path. He felt surprisingly relaxed. After fleeing from here in such a hurry all those years ago, he had anticipated an overwhelming sadness when he finally returned. And fear, too: this was the first time he had passed through the vill on his own, without the protection of Warin or one of the other men-at-arms.

From here the road curled up towards the church and soon, through the trees, he could see the little belltower ahead. It was only a short way from there to the place where he had been born and raised. The long low thatched cottage had had a large logpile at one side and a barn behind, where the family pig and some hens were housed. His father had been a serf – a peasant who owed his labour to the lord of the manor – but Richer had gained his freedom by running away and not being caught. He wondered what his parents would make of him now. Probably they’d be unhappy at his chosen career, a henchman for a lord, but there was little else he felt he could do. At least he wasn’t a mercenary. He earned his robes and food from his loyalty to his squire, and if he was employed indirectly by Sir Henry of Cardinham now, it was on a more equitable basis than being a mere serf like his father.

At least he had travelled and seen a little of the country. That was more than most could say, especially fellows like Serlo. Cheeky bastard, trying to thieve money from people passing by his mill. Richer had asked about this at the castle, but apparently it was legitimate: the miller had bought the farm of the tolls. Which was weird, because if he owned the farm, there was no reason why he should let people through at a reduced rate, unless he was desperate. Perhaps that was it. Serlo’s family had always been money mad, ever since his father’s failure. Some men could be driven like that. As far as Richer was concerned, it was a curious craving. He preferred the security of belonging in a household. Especially since losing his family.

It was odd coming back here. Glancing about him again, he saw how little changed the place was. He would have expected the vill to show the scars of loss, some memory of the disaster which had taken his parents from him, but there was nothing. It was almost as if their deaths hadn’t happened. The houses were the same, the green unchanged – even most of the people were immediately recognisable when he saw then. A part of him expected to see his home; maybe he would meet his father again as he turned a corner. But he couldn’t. They were all dead: it was why he had run away in the first place. All were gone.

There was one welcoming face he longed to see, but after fifteen years, she must surely have been married. Yet he hadn’t seen her since his return. She wasn’t dead; he’d asked about her generally, and received some grunts from servants in the castle, as though mention of her was somehow bad luck, but he didn’t get the impression that she was in the graveyard. Christ’s bones, but he hoped not. He had loved her so much . . . so, so much.

And then, as though she had heard his wishes, he saw her on the way ahead. A tall woman, bent with hardship, but still strikingly attractive.

‘Athelina!’ he called in a choked voice.

She turned, and for a split second, her face registered astonishment. Then her face tightened, and resumed its expression of anguish. In her eyes was no pleasure, only a grim horror, as though she feared any man she met.

Even him.

It was almost a whole month later that two men stood high on a hill at the coast, one disconsolately throwing pebbles at an ant scurrying about a rock. He looked up again, a dark man with a dark face, and said emphatically, ‘No!’

The tall knight with him turned and gave his companion a stare. ‘Are you sure of that, Simon?’

‘Quite sure, thank you, Baldwin. I want no more of your damned boats,’ rasped his friend. ‘First I nearly die of sickness on the journey to Galicia, then I nearly die on the return, then we are blown from our course to hit those benighted islands, then we both nearly died under attack on those islands! And now we have struck our homeland again, thanks to that drunken oaf of a shipmaster, and you ask me to take another sour-bellied whore of a ship? God’s thigh! Be damned to you, man! I’ll take no more vessels. For me, it’s dry land from now on.’ He shuddered. ‘Christ save me! I could be seasick just walking over a puddle! No, leave me to ponder your fate while you go on alone!’

The two men stood staring down at the little vessel which had brought them this far and which had now failed them. One, a tall, rangy knight with the strong arms and shoulders of a man who had trained for his vocation since a lad, the other a thickset fellow with the ruddy complexion of one who had spent much of his life in the open, his hair bleached by the hot sun of Galicia.

‘It would be a great deal faster,’ the knight said mildly. ‘All I wish is to return home to Furnshill as soon as possible and see my wife and child.’

His friend sighed. ‘Baldwin, I want to get home too, home to Meg and Edith and Peter – but I don’t want to die in the process. Every attempt to travel since we first left home has left us close to death. For me, the land is so much more secure; I’ll take no other route.’

‘Yet the land itself holds dangers, Simon,’ said Sir Baldwin de Furnshill, his attention travelling inland. He had penetrating black eyes, which some said could see through a man’s skin to the sins beneath, but that was the merest nonsense and he was intensely irritated to hear such chatter. He simply had the skill of listening, and usually heard when a man spoke untruthfully.

‘Yes, all right,’ Simon Puttock agreed. ‘But at least the risks you take on land are the sort which a knight like you and a man like me can protect ourselves against.’

Baldwin nodded. His companion, the Bailiff of Lydford Castle in Devonshire, was more than capable of defending himself, and the pair of them had been involved in many fights both together and apart. It was the strength of Simon’s courage in battle that Baldwin found so confusing: a man prepared to brave a sword or arrow shouldn’t fear the sea so much – not in Baldwin’s opinion, anyway.

‘If we were to sail, it would be a great deal faster,’ he attempted.

‘I will not sail.’

‘It should be more comfortable, too,’ Baldwin pointed out. ‘No lurching nag, but a gently rolling deck . . .’

Simon flinched. He had been so badly seasick during the last voyage that he had prayed for death. ‘Give me a lurching brute. I prefer a lurching brute.’

Ignoring him, Baldwin blithely continued, ‘And wine available from a smiling fellow sent to serve the guests . . .’

Simon held up his hand. ‘All right, all right – you want to travel by ship? Very well.’

Baldwin tried not to gape. ‘So we can continue by ship when she is mended?’

Simon glanced over his shoulder. The sun was low in the sky, and the western horizon, away over the land, was gleaming pink and gold. Leaves were licked with fire, and even Baldwin’s face shone with an unearthly glow that lit up the thin scar on his cheek. It was a knife-mark, Simon knew, nothing like so damaging as the other wounds, the scars of swords and axes that marked his torso, but in this light it showed up livid and vicious. It made him look curiously threatening, a harkening back to the great civil wars of the past century. Even his beard was an anachronism. No one wore smart, trimmed beards nowadays, but Baldwin was proud of his. Once he had been a Templar knight, and in that Order it had been illegal to shave.

‘Simon, this beard is a mark of respect to those of my Order who lost their lives when the French King betrayed us,’ he had explained to his old friend. ‘If I allow it to grow wild, it would be a mark of disrespect. I will not allow that.’

To Simon’s disgust, he had even purchased a pair of small scissors from a cutler passing through the vill this morning. It was a well-made tool, Simon could acknowledge, like a small pair of sheep shears, with two sharp blades connected by a horseshoe-shaped spring that held them apart until the fingers squeezed the cutting edges together, but simply unnecessary. He could as easily have bought a pair in Crediton when he got there, but no, he needs must have his beard kept trim.

The sea was now a chill grey mass, occasional waves sparkling gold, while the ship lay, a black shell in the shadow of the hill in whose lee she sheltered. Simon winced at the sight of her and shivered in recollection of the night before.

Roaring drunk, the shipmaster had deserted his post at the tiller and fallen in a stupor after finding a bottle of burned wine. This powerful drink, apparently made by monks boiling wine and cooling its steam somehow – a process Simon neither understood nor cared about – had completely ruined the man after only a pint, and yet Simon had seen him consuming a quart of wine the day before! Without a helmsman, the ship had struck a sand bar, breaking her mast, and for the second time this year, Simon had thought that he was about to drown.

The memory was enough to stiffen his resolve. ‘You sail if you must, Baldwin, but my journey continues on foot.’

The knight made a great show of puffing out his cheeks and shrugging. ‘If you feel so certain . . .’

‘I do.’

‘Then it is fortunate indeed that I hired the best of the inn’s horses. Otherwise another might have secured them!’ Baldwin said, and laughed at Simon’s expression.

On the Sunday following this conversation, Serlo the miller left his house to walk the short distance to church, leaving his wife Muriel to prepare their tiny sons Ham and Aumery for the Mass. Serlo needed to speak to his brother Alexander, the Constable of the Peace, about some business, and the church was the usual place for men to discuss their trades.

He shrugged himself deeper into his thin tunic. The summer was nearly over now and autumn held the land in its fist. Last night there had been a slight frost, and the chilly atmosphere suited his temper. Since the arrival of Richer and his squire, Serlo had noticed people in the vill watching him. He didn’t need their fingers pointing to know that he was the object of all the gossip in the place. Damn them all! Too many remembered how Richer ran away as soon as his family was discovered dead, and many recalled the rumours at the time, that Serlo had been there at the house before it burned down. Rubbish, of course, but throw shit against a wall and some would stick.

He glanced into the fields nearer the vill and then at the lowering clouds. If it were to rain, the stooks could be ruined. The grain would get damp, and if it wasn’t properly dried it would not last the winter, which would mean disaster for everyone. Some men were already recalling the last war, when the stocks for half the winter were stolen by the King’s Purveyors. Christ’s bones, the weather here was as inconsistent as a woman’s moods.

His wife Muriel was always whining, demanding money as though all a man need do was wave a hand and coins would come sprinkling from the heavens. She swore that she and the children were always hungry, that they had nothing to live on since the failed harvest last year, as though it was Serlo’s fault. Stupid cow! Why couldn’t she comprehend that he was doing his best for her? Like any other man, he relied on his skills and cunning to wrest as much as he could from the mill, but there was little enough he could do when things were as bad as they were at present. All must be patient. Perhaps now the harvest was in, provided there was no rain for a little while, there would be more money. A harvest meant grain to be milled, and he would take his tenth from each sack – occasionally more, if the owner wasn’t watching too carefully as Serlo weighed his portion.

He could do with the cash himself, since apart from all his debts, he badly needed a new surcoat. This old thing was too threadbare to keep him warm. It had been fine the winter before last when he bought it, but now it wouldn’t keep out the chill of an autumnal morning. And the evenings were already creeping in. Soon it would be winter. The years flew past so quickly. His father had once told him that: as a man grew older, the days passed by more swiftly – and he was definitely not getting any younger, he acknowledged sourly.

He had to get hold of some coin! That was why he was trying to do deals with travellers instead of taking the tolls to which the manor was entitled.

Athelina hadn’t paid him any rent for months now, not since Easter-time. He’d been patient because her man had sometimes been a little slow to cough up for her, but now she said that his generosity had dried up and she had nothing. Well, Serlo’s patience had run out along with her money. Jesus’s heart, he had hated that confrontation. Athelina had looked at him silently, the tears springing into those magnificent eyes as he told her to go and whore at the tavern. That was what a woman did when she was desperate and her family needed money. Mind, a woman as skinny and ravaged as her, Serlo thought morosely, would scarcely bring in enough to buy him a kerchief, let alone a new surcoat.

One of her whelps had rushed to her, snivelling brat, as though to defend her honour against Serlo. Shame the cur hadn’t protected her from her last lover. Maybe she’d still have some self-respect and honour if he had!

Deep in his thoughts, he was aware of nothing but the path itself. Serlo cursed as his thin boots slithered over stones, almost making him fall.

‘Ho, now! So it’s our favourite miller, Master Serlo!’

‘I’m not in the mood, Richer,’ Serlo growled on hearing the familiar, taunting voice. ‘Leave me to go to church.’

‘Why, don’t you wish to chat?’

Peering ahead shortsightedly, Serlo could just make out two shadowy figures. In the swirls of freezing grey fog they appeared larger than men, much taller than Serlo himself, and for an instant he felt crushed. Then a breeze cleared the mist, and in that instant Serlo saw the church standing tall and serene behind his enemies. ‘May God forgive you both,’ he grated. ‘You’re holding me from the church.’

‘We aren’t stopping you, Serlo. Feel free to continue on your way.’

Serlo steeled himself and strode on, chin high, but when he was level, he hissed, ‘You’ll push a man too hard one day, Richer. Not everyone’s scared of you just because you carry a sword for the castle.’

‘Perhaps it will be you who is pushed too far, eh, Serlo? Go on, you corrupt bladder of wind! Go to church. You need the solace of God’s forgiveness more than most, I expect.’

Serlo walked on as though he hadn’t heard those words, but when he was gone a short way further up the track, he heard Richer’s voice again.

‘By the way, miller, I recall you asked me and my friend for a penny to pay no toll at the bridge. That was only a short while after you’d asked the steward for a refund of your investment in the farm of the tolls, is that right?’

‘What’s it to you?’ Serlo snapped, attempting to hide his fear.

‘Nothing . . . except that my master would be very interested to learn that you were pocketing gifts. Why, that would be defrauding him of his legitimate income. Theft, Master Miller.’

‘It’s a lie!’

‘Is it? I should ask Nicholas then, should I? Think on it, miller.’

Serlo said not a word. He walked on as though there had been no interruption, but even as he stepped into the security of the church, he felt the shiver of fear coursing along his spine as if Richer atte Brooke was again threatening him.

‘God’s bones, you bastard son of a Saracen harlot, I’ll have my revenge on you for your insults,’ he swore quietly. ‘If you’ve reported my tolls it’ll make repaying my debts that much harder. By Christ’s wounds, I’ll avenge any grief you bring on me: aye, an hundredfold. You’ll regret coming up against me and mine, just as your father did!’


Chapter Two

On that same day Simon and Baldwin rose early and celebrated Mass in a tiny, all but empty chapel before leaving the coast to set off inland for home.

Later in the morning, reaching a small stand of trees at the top of a hill, they paused a while, staring north and east, then dismounted and took a drink from their skins. Sitting with his back to a young oak, Simon closed his eyes and sighed. ‘It was almost worthwhile climbing this far just for the pleasure of halting and resting!’

There came a grunt from his side. Bob, the young boy whom the ostler had sent with them to bring back the three mounts when they reached the next town, was feeling distinctly put out, and Simon grinned to himself. A gangling lad of some eleven or twelve summers, Bob had declared himself more than happy to ride with them as far as they wanted, but that was two days ago, and now he was tired and irritable, glowering at Simon or Baldwin whenever either spoke. He obviously felt he was being taken too far and too fast for the penny he had been promised, and his expression as he gazed about him showed that he was nervous in these foreign parts. Simon wondered how far from home he had travelled before. Surely not so far as this, he thought.

‘A little exercise is always good,’ Baldwin remarked. He was standing still, staring out to the east. ‘You should try it more often, lad.’

Simon heard a snort, but as was his wont, Bob said nothing. Instead, Simon sat up and rested on his elbow. The ground was damp and chilly, but he was overheated. ‘Do you know any of this country?’

Baldwin shook his head. ‘Sometimes a man from Cornwall would come and present a matter at Exeter, and I have met knights at the court of our lord, Hugh de Courtenay, but I have never travelled this way myself before.’

‘A great shame,’ Simon grunted as he rose to his feet. ‘Christ’s pain. If I sit there any longer, I swear I shall fall asleep.’ He stretched, then gasped. ‘Ow! I am too old for all this toil and meandering about the countryside. Once we arrive home, I’m going to rest for at least a month.’

‘What? The new master of Dartmouth will rest on his laurels when there is all that work to be done?’ Baldwin asked with malicious pleasure.

Simon’s face fell. ‘You evil . . . I’d forgotten that for a moment!’

‘Yes. Your move to Dartmouth.’

‘Must you remind me that the first thing I have to do on returning is pack up and move to the coast, to live with hordes of sailors and shipmen. My God! And my daughter . . . I wonder what has become of Edith in my absence.’

Seeing his crestfallen expression, Baldwin regretted his brief attempt at humour. Their relationship was too important for him to want to upset the other man. ‘Simon,’ he said, going to stand at his friend’s side, ‘when you reach the coast I am sure that it will be a delight to you. There can be little better than a home near the sea. The atmosphere is cleaner, fresher and more invigorating there.’

‘And it will no doubt remind me at every opportunity of the pleasures of this pilgrimage,’ Simon rasped sarcastically.

Baldwin sniffed, but couldn’t restrain his grin. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Well, let’s get on with it, then. If I’m to be reminded of my pains and sores, I might as well reflect on them from the warmth of my own fire as soon as possible.’

‘Masters, I have to return soon with these mounts,’ the boy piped up.

Baldwin eyed him with dissatisfaction. ‘We have paid for them and for you.’

‘That was money to travel to the next town, but you have forced me to come twice that distance. Do you expect me to go all the way to . . . to Exeter?’ Bob demanded, picking the most distant city he knew of.
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