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      About the book

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

March 1323: in the rural idyll of Iddesleigh, a gang of men break into the home of Bailiff Simon Puttock’s servant and attack his family. When word reaches Simon, he and Sir Baldwin de Funshill, Keeper of the King’s Peace, hurry to the home, finding it burned to the ground and the bodies from within already buried.

Could this be the result of a tragic accident, or is a darker force at work? As Baldwin and Simon attempt to uncover the truth, it quickly becomes clear that a terrible evil lurks in the land, and that the pain and bloodshed are far from over.


   



      
      
      This book is for dear old

Don Morton.

      
      A friend for life to all who knew him.

      
      He’s sorely missed.
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            	Monkleigh

            	 




            	Sir Geoffrey Servington

            
            	Steward of the Despenser lands, Sir Geoffrey is an older warrior. In his youth he gambled all on tournaments, and lost. After
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      Chapter One

      
      Simon Puttock, bailiff to the Keeper of the port of Dartmouth, sat alone in his chamber listening to the wind howling about
         the houses. Shivering, he sipped his spiced wine with a feeling of unfocused anxiety, thinking of death.
      

      
      In part perhaps it was his loneliness. His wife and family were still in Lydford, almost a day’s journey across Dartmoor,
         and he missed them all dreadfully; the weather only served to add to his sense of trepidation and dislocation.
      

      
      There was a storm blowing in from the south, and every gust made the shutters rattle alarmingly, while rain and hail splattered
         loudly against them. Indoors the tapestries and hangings rustled and shivered as though being shaken by demons who mocked
         him from the darker recesses of the room. Outside there was a wild shrieking and thrumming from the rigging of the ships,
         a sound he would never grow accustomed to. It was too much like insane creatures screaming and gibbering.
      

      
      Such thoughts would never have occurred to a man such as Sir Baldwin de Furnshill. Simon knew himself to be less worldly than
         his friend, who often laughed at Simon’s nervousness about passing certain places of ill-fame and his cautiousness regarding old wives’ tales – Baldwin called them ‘superstitious drivel’. ‘Only a child could believe such rubbish,’
         he had once said contemptuously when Simon had told him the story of the Grey Wethers.
      

      
      The tone of his voice had shown Simon how comprehensively Baldwin rejected such old moor legends, but it was different for
         him. Baldwin had been bred up in the gentle, soft lands north-east of Crediton; Simon had been born on the moors, and a moorman
         was always more aware of their history and atmosphere than foreigners. Simon could feel the mood of the moors in his bones.
         As he grew older, he found that he was ever more attuned to the brooding nature of their spirit.
      

      
      It was that which tonight made him start and shoot a glance over his shoulder, then round at the blacker corners. There was
         a sense of foreboding which he couldn’t shake off, no matter how hard he tried. He felt sure that it must be something to
         do with the passing year, the terrible things he had witnessed: the murders in Exeter, Baldwin’s own near-death, and the despair
         of so many people at their bereavement; and he looked forward with hope to a new year that would be happier for all.
      

      
      If he had realised what was to come, he would have been less keen to see the old year pass by. Yet at the outset that was
         his only hope: that the events of 1323 would soon fade in his memory and the new year would dawn bright and full of hope.
      

      
      He was to be disappointed. The year of our Lord 1324 held only more horror and misery. And of all the grim events of those
         months, it was the first, the loss of his servant Hugh, that was to cause him the most despair.
      

      
      
      She whimpered as she heard the man approach. He brought with him a rattling, slow little handcart, laden as before. He didn’t
         need it: she knew as well as he did that she was ruined already. There was nothing more he could do that could increase her
         terror.
      

      
      It was a cold room. No matter how hot he made the fire, the warmth failed to reach her. She knew only the damp, the feeling
         of freezing stone underfoot, the rank smell of rottenness from soggy sacking. It was odd how she felt the chill and moisture,
         while all the time her nostrils told her that the air was filled with the foul exhalation of flames and heated steel.
      

      
      A place dedicated to destruction, this. She knew what had happened in such chambers: Christ Jesus, all knew what went on.
         When the rich and powerful desired something, people were brought here screaming and begging for mercy; later, much later,
         if they were lucky, they were pulled hence not too badly broken. The still more fortunate were never seen again. Many died
         while their torturers tried to wring the last sensation of agony from their bodies.
      

      
      She was not ready for this. She had made prayers to Holy Mother Mary, pleading that she might be saved, but nothing had happened
         – neither an increase in her courage nor the blessed relief of death to save her from what she knew must be coming.
      

      
      The man himself had nothing about him to tell what sort of evil lurked within him. Just an ordinary countryman, a little older
         than most, he stood now beside the little cart piled with its steel tools, the heavier devices collected about the outside
         like a smith’s ranged around his anvil, and looked at her with his unfathomable eyes.
      

      
      She wondered what colour those eyes would be in daylight. Here they looked simply empty, as though the cell absorbed all colour from him, just as it had sucked away the kindness and compassion. Nothing was left but an enquiring calculation.
         And she must stand with her arms shackled high over her head, terrified, while he contemplated her like a butcher eyeing a
         fresh steer.
      

      
      They wanted her money. All she had in the world was her little manor, and now this murderer was going to take it from her
         and leave her destitute. She could try to hold back for as long as she might, but in the end he would have it. He would flay
         her, break all the bones in her limbs, burn her naked flesh. Just as had been done to poor Lady Baret.
      

      
      He wore a stained and worn linen shirt, and now he drew a smith’s apron over his head. It was thick ox-hide, a good shield
         against fires and burns, and she watched with tense, draining horror as he pulled a long brand from his cart, and set it to
         lie with its end among the coals.
      

      
      While it rested there, he eyed her, his face lighted by the orange glow of the fire, making all the creases and wrinkles stand
         out like the devil’s. It gave him the appearance of total evil. Her heart was frozen with fear, and she felt certain that
         he could sense her dread. And then she became aware of something else. Although it was a dark and gloomy room, she saw a smile
         break out on his features.
      

      
      Then he turned away and bent over the fire, and when he faced her again he held the brand pointing towards her.

      
      Lady Lucy of Meeth shrieked as the heat approached her breast, but even as she begged and pleaded for mercy she could see
         that there was still nothing in his eyes: no lust, no triumph – just a boundless emptiness as though she was nothing, less
         even than an ant in his path.
      

      
      Her last thought was, ‘This man has no soul’ – and then the steel entered her breast and she knew nothing more.

      
      
      ‘Perkin! Perkin! Throw it here, here . . . here, you son of a goat!’
      

      
      ‘Rannulf, run!’
      

      
      ‘Beorn! Beorn!’

      
      The men slipped and slid in the chill mud, legs already beslobbered, hosen frayed where thorns had ripped, shirts torn where
         hands had grabbed, and two already bloodied about their faces.
      

      
      A man was in front of Perkin. He rammed a hand out, catching the fellow above the eye, and thrust him away. Then everyone
         was converging on him, and he could see the top of one fair head, a darkly bearded face grimacing in determination, a fist,
         an arm gripped by two hands, a shred of torn shirt . . . and all the while the rushing of blood in his ears, the screeching
         of men in battle, the slap of bare feet in the freezing mud, the damp splashing of puddles, the panting, the grunting, the
         groaning . . .
      

      
      They’d started in the middle of the pasture between the two vills, twelve men and six women from Monkleigh, fourteen men and
         nine women from Iddesleigh, with a nervous-looking reeve from Monk Oakhampton between them. He looked little more than two
         and twenty, and his pale hazel eyes flitted from one face to another as he handled the ball. Then, when he felt he could take
         the tension no longer, he’d reached right down, and then hurled the bladder up as high as he could, immediately bolting from
         between the two sides.
      

      
      There had been a moment’s silence. All eyes were on the ball, slowing as it rose, spinning gently in the clear, cold air.
         It was heavy, a pig’s bladder stuffed full of dried peas, stitched tightly, slippery to the hand. But as it started to fall,
         both sides had rushed forward to grab it.
      

      
      
      They had strained there in the field as they always did, and when the break came, it was a thoughtless moment on the other
         side that gave Perkin his chance.
      

      
      A woman scratched and tore at Beorn, and he grew furious with the pain of the welts she raised on his face. Others would have
         knocked the vixen down, or retreated before her, but not Beorn. He grasped her arms, then ducked and lifted her over his shoulders.
         With a hand at the breast of her tunic and the other at her groin, he hefted her high overhead, and then threw her at three
         of the men from Iddesleigh.
      

      
      Two of them tried to avoid her. The third, braver or more stupid than they, held out his arms as though he meant to catch
         her, and took the full weight of her on his breast. The breath gushed from him like water from a broken pipe, and he collapsed,
         crushed, while she swore and cursed Beorn for fondling her, shrieking her rage as she clambered to her feet.
      

      
      It was enough. Her words, and the vituperative tone in which they were screamed, made all the other men stop in their tracks
         and turn to stare at her. Even as Beorn bit his thumb at her, Perkin could see more men and women from Iddesleigh squaring
         their shoulders and starting to move towards the middle of the field. It was going to end up just as so many other games had.
      

      
      But as Beorn turned and faced them all, Perkin had seen his opportunity. Martin from Iddesleigh had the ball, and he and two
         others were pushing forward against two Monkleigh men, Will and Guy. Hearing the woman, they’d turned and become spectators
         instead of participants, and in that moment Perkin nipped in under their legs, set his hand atop the bladder, and spun it
         quickly so that it turned from the holder’s hands.
      

      
      
      Martin turned back to see what had happened in time to meet Guy’s fist coming the other way, and he fell back with a curse,
         blood pouring from his nose. Perkin was already on his knees as Guy and Will set upon their opponents with gusto. They were
         equally matched, and as their fight raged, and Beorn hurled abuse at the men approaching him, Perkin kept his head low on
         his shoulders, wrapped a fold of his shirt over the ball to hide it and make it easier to hold, and set off on the path they’d
         agreed. It took the rest quite some time to realise that he was escaping.
      

      
      Perkin was fast for all his girth, but as he paused to take stock he saw that the others were gaining on him. The dampness
         wasn’t helping; the ball was slick and difficult to hold when the weather was miserable like this, but he must get the damned
         thing to the goal, and that quickly. He shot a look heavenwards, grimacing as he saw black clouds coming closer, shivered
         briefly, and then hared off down the hill again.
      

      
      It was a matter of honour that they should succeed here where they’d won the prize so often before. If they were to lose,
         it would be a dreadful reflection on their manhood. After all, it was four years since the men of Monkleigh had lost a game
         of camp ball to the men of Iddesleigh, and the idea that today their run of success should come to an end was insupportable.
      

      
      Wouldn’t be a surprise, though. There was something about this weather, with the fine drizzle falling like sparks of pure
         ice, dark clouds overhead, mud everywhere, and sudden scratches from dripping furze and thorns as they pounded on, that took
         away any confidence.
      

      
      Someone had told him that this game had started back in the days when giants had lived here. That was why the field of play spread so widely. Other places, so he’d heard, used a single pasture or maybe a couple of meadows, with the goals
         set up at either end; not here at Iddesleigh, though. Here the men had to battle their way over a mile of desolate land. The
         game would range from Furze Down to Whitemoor; that meant two hills, two streams, and a vicious climb uphill to finish, no
         matter which side had control. Starting with the battle for control of the bladder, followed, invariably, by at least one
         fight, and culminating in a run of at least half a mile, much of it uphill, it was no surprise that by the end both sides,
         winners and losers, would be equally knackered. If they were horses, they’d be killed out of kindness.
      

      
      ‘Perkin! Perkin!’
      

      
      He was startled from his musings by Beorn’s shout. The younger man’s bare legs were like oak trunks covered in dark moss,
         and his thick black hair lay lank over his brow, almost covering his dark eyes. Perkin had no idea what Beorn’s warning meant,
         but he took the easiest defence and hurled the ball to him.
      

      
      ‘Behind you!’

      
      Perkin feinted quickly right, then shot off to his left. Someone snagged his shirt, and he felt it rip, but then he was free,
         and he heard a satisfying grunt and muffled oath as his attacker fell. Looking over his shoulder, Perkin saw that it was Oliver,
         the smith from Iddesleigh, who sat up now, disgruntled, a scowl marring his square features. Perkin knew him well, and rather
         liked him when the game wasn’t on, but today he was only glad that he’d escaped the man.
      

      
      He was almost through the stream at the bottom of the gully now, and he started the slow clamber up the other side. Beorn
         was alongside him, and he grinned at Perkin, hurling the bladder back to him. Perkin caught it with a grunt and gave Beorn a baleful glower. The man had to throw the thing so
         cursed hard! It all but winded him.
      

      
      This was the line they’d agreed on: it was steeper, and harder to negotiate, than the usual way, but by coming up here to
         the hill east of the main flatlands, the men from Monkleigh had slipped round the defending line of Iddesleigh, and although
         they had set off in pursuit Perkin was already comfortably ahead of even the fleetest of foot. He clutched the bladder under
         his armpit more tightly and gritted his teeth as the rain began to fall more heavily.
      

      
      Up and up, until his thighs were burning and his lungs felt as though they must surely burst. There were rocks and projecting
         bushes up here, and he was sure that his ankle would snap if he misplaced his step at any point. And then, blessed relief,
         he was at the top of the steepest part of the climb, and he could pause, staring back down the hill.
      

      
      Straggling up towards him were the bulk of his team. Beorn was still nearest, his face bright with sweat and exertion, eyes
         staring above his beard; behind him were five more men, and Guy and Rannulf were back at the bottom, Rannulf pounding at an
         Iddesleigh man with his fists while two others looked on. No one would get in Rannulf’s way when he was in that sort of mood.
      

      
      Hefting the pig’s bladder in his hands, feeling the weight of all the dried beans inside it, Perkin took a deep breath and
         began to move towards Whitemoor again. He heard another bellow from Beorn, turned to see what his comrade had seen, and saw
         a man appear almost in front of him.
      

      
      Perkin ducked, but he was too late to bolt. A burly arm went about his waist, a shoulder caught his belly, and his breath
         left him in a woosh of pain. In the twinkling of an eye he was flying through the air and, as though time was standing still for the better appreciation of his predicament, it seemed
         for an instant that he was suspended as though by a rope.
      

      
      Not for long, though. Directly ahead of him he could see Ailward, about him a flickering scene: yellow furze flowers, green,
         red, and then a large, grey rock. At the last moment he flung his arms out and then closed his eyes as the heel of his left
         hand struck the moorstone, which rasped along the soft underside of his wrist until it smacked into the point of his chin,
         when he suddenly lost all interest in the game as bright pinpricks of light burst in on his vision.
      

      
      The bladder was gone, and as he moaned and rolled over, prodding with his tongue at a loosened tooth, he looked up to see
         his attacker holding the ball. He recognised him now: it was Walter, one of Sir Odo’s blasted men-at-arms. Still, he was older,
         slower. If Ailward was quick, if he could just hold Walter a moment, then Beorn would be there too, and they could win the
         ball back. But when he stared at Ailward, his teammate was standing steady, unmoving, his legs apart, his eyes anxious.
      

      
      With a careful swing of his arm, Walter brought the bladder back, and then uncoiled like a snake to send the thing soaring
         high into the sky, to drop down towards the plain, far beyond the men of Monkleigh’s team.
      

      
      Perkin closed his eyes again. There was nothing more for him to do.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      From the hill at Monkleigh, Isaac watched with his rheumy old eyes narrowed against the weather, mumbling his gums while Humphrey
         held his cloak about his shoulders, trying as best he could to explain what was happening down on the plain.
      

      
      ‘The Monkleigh men are streaming back now. Martin from Iddesleigh has the bladder and is at full pelt. The whole of the Monkleigh
         team is just behind him, and . . . and Agnes the fuller’s daughter is there, she’s running at him! Yes, she must capture him
         . . . she’s only feet away now, and— Ach! No, he’s slipped round her, a hand in her face, and he’s past. Agnes is down . . .’
      

      
      Isaac had been here for over forty years, so Humphrey had heard, and so far as he could tell, it was a miracle that the man
         was still alive. No man should have to live in so backward a place as this, not without a significant reward for doing so,
         in Humphrey’s humble opinion. For him, of course, it was different. He was a coadjutor, here to fulfil the offices which were
         in fact Isaac’s responsibility, but were beyond his capability now. At over sixty years of age, by Humphrey’s reckoning, the
         poor old man was deaf in one ear, had a terrible limp from the gout, and was blind at more than twenty paces. Plainly Humphrey could give no credence to anything the senile old man next to him might say; after so
         many years’ passage, it was a blessing that he could remember even his own name. Certainly his estimate of his own age was
         nothing more than that: a guess.
      

      
      The game was thrilling, though. For Humphrey, who had seen only one before this, it was exciting to see how the men and women
         slid and slithered in the mud, their enthusiasm waxing and waning with the fortunes of their sides. He should have liked to
         have joined them, had he been a little younger, but his post was not that of a mere vill’s priest who must throw himself wholeheartedly
         into every banal activity; rather it was that of a professional adviser and steward of his master’s resources. Except that
         his master’s mind was so addled now that Humphrey could scarcely interest the man in any of the issues he raised. It was a
         wonder that no one else had noticed that Isaac was quite unfitted for his duties until Humphrey arrived, but that was apparently
         the case.
      

      
      There were good reasons why no one paid much attention to the decrepitude of the priest. This land was ever filled with enmity.
         There was the dispute between Sir John Sully’s steward, Sir Odo de Bordeaux, and the repellent brute Sir Geoffrey Servington
         who managed the neighbouring manor, for a start. It made little sense to Humphrey, and he did not care what lay behind the
         dispute. All he knew was that there was constant bickering between the two parties, and he could play a useful role in the
         middle, speaking for one side to the other and vice versa, while maintaining Isaac in his post and helping him to keep up
         the services at the chapel.
      

      
      The fighting was not only about land, of course. There was the age-old matter of lordships. Sir John Sully was a vassal of
         Lord Hugh de Courtenay, who had reportedly been close to joining the Lords of the Marches in their dispute with the king and his detested advisers, the Despensers. It was
         only good fortune and his innate common sense which had held him back. And a fortunate thing, too. Too many others who had
         not heeded sounder counsel were even now dangling from gibbets and spikes at the gates to all the great cities in the land,
         and the little manor next to Lord Hugh’s, which had been owned by the great general Mortimer before he raised an army against
         the king was now in the hands of the Despensers. While the Despensers were in the ascendant, Lord Hugh could scarce risk upsetting
         them, but even so he would not give up parcels of land to them willy-nilly, no matter what they threatened.
      

      
      And threaten they would. It was their preferred means of acquiring lands and fortune. They had already broken many, even snatching
         up widows and holding them to ransom or, to their eternal disgrace and dishonour, torturing the poor women until they gave
         up their children’s inheritances. These were evil, dangerous thieves, who could and would attack any man who tried to thwart
         their ambitions.
      

      
      While men like the Despensers and their neighbours battled over lands, Humphrey reflected, other men of ambition were left
         with the potential to take advantage of the situation. There were many about this area with private grudges to settle, and
         he would not be at all surprised if some of them tried to turn circumstances to their own benefit. Perhaps, in his capacity
         as coadjutor, he should learn which of the other landowners in the area were seeking to benefit from the disputes.
      

      
      ‘Are you enjoying the game, Father?’

      
      Humphrey turned sharply to find Father Matthew from the church at Iddesleigh standing behind him. There was something about the neighbouring priest which Humphrey had never liked – perhaps it was just that he was suspicious of Humphrey’s
         lack of formal documentation. Still, there was little the man could do. Isaac was happy with him, and that was all that mattered.
      

      
      Isaac muttered, ‘It seems very boisterous today. The lads are . . . mmm . . . showing more enthusiasm than they do in church!’

      
      Matthew chuckled. ‘It is good to see them letting off steam. And when the pigs are killed, at least this means there’s a use
         for the bladders. Marvellous animal, the pig. Nothing ever goes to waste. I have a brawn cooling even now. The jelly about
         it is splendid.’
      

      
      Isaac pulled a face. ‘If I tried to eat some I’d be unwell for days. I find only a little . . . mmm . . . gruel is all I can
         keep down. Still, Humphrey tries to tempt me with little morsels.’
      

      
      ‘Does he?’ Matthew responded, turning and giving Humphrey his full attention again. Unsettling bastard! To change the subject,
         Humphrey pointed to a man at the side of the hill.
      

      
      ‘Who’s he?’

      
      ‘That grim-faced fellow?’ Matthew said, peering through narrowed eyes. ‘Oh, he’s the man who came here with the woman from
         Belstone.’
      

      
      Isaac drew in his breath and shook his head. ‘No good. No good can come of that.’

      
      ‘What?’ Humphrey asked. He’d never heard anything about a ‘woman from Belstone’.

      
      Matthew answered him. ‘She came here some two years ago with this man. He comes and goes, for I think he serves a family in
         Lydford.’
      

      
      
      ‘She was a nun, and has chosen to deny her vows. She’s evil! Evil!’ Isaac spat. ‘She made her vows, but changed her mind when
         she grew large with a baby in her belly. They couldn’t keep her in a holy convent, so they threw her out to bounce down here
         to our door. Now she lives in sin with her man.’
      

      
      ‘Not quite,’ said Matthew more kindly. ‘I married them. She was allowed to leave because she had been unfairly coerced into
         making her vows when she was too young. Her oaths were not valid.’
      

      
      ‘That is . . . mmm . . . no excuse!’ Isaac expostulated, throwing a hand into the air and almost striking Humphrey.

      
      ‘It is, Father, it is,’ Humphrey said soothingly. ‘Just think, if a young child was taken into a life of celibacy without
         the ability to understand it was a lifetime’s commitment. Imagine how he would feel when he grew to maturity and saw his terrible
         mistake. A fellow who could have been content as a saddlemaker, and a good one at that, for ever chained to a service that
         made no sense to him.’
      

      
      ‘Garbage!’

      
      ‘Humphrey speaks the truth, I’m afraid,’ Matthew said. He did not so much as glance at Humphrey now. Instead he smiled at
         his old friend. ‘The Pope himself has ruled that men and women who took their vows under a certain age should be allowed to
         retract their oaths and leave without a stain.’
      

      
      ‘If they have sworn to God, they should see to their service and the service of the souls under their protection, not worry
         about escape. Escape! To a place like this!’
      

      
      Perkin grunted as the others entered the tavern and offered him their sympathy, old friends looking down at him with amusement, some wincing to see his wounds, others laughing at them. Only Rannulf stood and surveyed him without comment for
         a long period, and then said:
      

      
      ‘’Twas your fault. You lost it for us.’

      
      There was an edge of raw fury in his tone which stirred Perkin. He looked up and nodded. ‘I suppose you’d have seen him hiding
         in the furze there and beaten him?’
      

      
      ‘I’d have broken his head for him,’ Rannulf grated. ‘He was in your way. You could have run through him.’

      
      Perkin shook his head once and looked away. This was the sort of activity Rannulf enjoyed, repeatedly insulting a man until
         he teased his victim into a fight, and Perkin was having none of it. ‘Go and fetch your ale. I’m not dickering about the details
         of the game now.’
      

      
      ‘No. Wouldn’t want to tire you now you’ve lost our winning run for us,’ Rannulf sneered. ‘You should have got him when you
         could.’
      

      
      ‘Ignore him,’ said Beorn.

      
      ‘I always do,’ Perkin muttered. His arm was giving him a great deal of pain, and he would prefer to leave the tavern and go
         to his bed.
      

      
      Beorn was one of those men whose hair continued down his neck and over his shoulders. When he went without his shirt during
         harvest, Perkin had seen how the women would watch him with hungry eyes, staring at his muscled legs, his narrow waist, how
         his hair travelled down to the crease of his buttocks; but Beorn merely shrugged when he was told. He knew who would be available,
         and the others didn’t interest him. ‘Ach, there was nothing you could do,’ he said.
      

      
      Perkin grimaced and turned his head away. ‘Rannulf is right, though. I should have guessed someone would be up there. It was obvious they’d have someone who could hold us off. It’s what I’d have done.’
      

      
      ‘How did they know? We’ve never gone that way before.’

      
      ‘So?’ cried Perkin bitterly. ‘A good general would make sure he anticipated an attack, and that’s what they did today. That’s
         why they won. All because of Ailward, too. He shouldn’t have been up there. He distracted me.’ The man who tackled Perkin
         was surely there to stop the Monkleigh team – but what Ailward was doing up there was a different matter. He hadn’t been with
         the vill’s men at the start of the game. Well, he couldn’t have been. No one had outstripped Perkin on the run up the hill.
         ‘Ailward had to have been there before the match started.’
      

      
      Beorn nodded his agreement. ‘He should have stopped Walter. Walter’s not one of his men.’ There was no need to say more. Walter
         was one of the Iddesleigh men, a man-at-arms from the Fishleigh estates. Iddesleigh and Fishleigh fellows were as fiercely
         defensive of their independence as any others. They might be serfs to the lord of the manor of Ash Reigny, but even to him,
         Sir John Sully, they were a rebellious mob. God’s heaven, everyone knew that. The steward and his bailiff had their work cut
         out to try to keep the peace on his lands. ‘Maybe he was just nervous of getting into a fight with the men from up there?’
      

      
      Very likely, Perkin reasoned: whatever happened, that cunning bastard Ailward would want to retain his authority. If he had
         been bested by the man-at-arms, a fighter used to defending himself, that authority would have been dented.
      

      
      Not that it explained why he was there in the first place. He should have been down with the vill’s men when the game began.

      
      
      And then Perkin had a strange feeling. Flashes of colour came back to his mind: the patch of green, then red, before he hit
         that rock. Odd colours to see up on a moor in winter. They’d all seemed to be about Ailward’s feet. And now in his mind a
         pattern seemed to be forming out of the colours.
      

      
      Hugh grunted to himself as he finished his bowl of pottage and set the wooden spoon aside. He tore off a slab of bread and
         chewed it contentedly. Tired, it was true, but at least he was working on things that mattered. There was still the old hedge
         to be relaid, of course, but apart from that the little holding was in good condition now.
      

      
      There was a shout, some angry words, and he tilted his head to one side. It was rare to hear men walking about so late; it
         was close to dark already. Cautiously he rose, and crossed the floor to the door.
      

      
      His wife, Constance, was quickly at his side. ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘Didn’t you hear them?’

      
      ‘It was just a pair of drunks. Leave them. There’s nothing.’

      
      Hugh peered out into the gloom. She was right, surely. What else could it be? He shook his head and wandered back inside.
         Just as he was about to pull the door shut, he saw a frown on his wife’s face. ‘Eh?’
      

      
      ‘I thought I saw the priest out there with another man . . . but that’s daft. He wouldn’t be there at this time of night.’

      
      The priest was no concern of his. Hugh peered out again. ‘What of it? So long as they’re not troubling us.’

      
      ‘There were some men there earlier,’ she said, her pretty face frowning as she remembered. ‘The sergeant from Monkleigh, and
         a man-at-arms from Fishleigh . . .’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ Hugh said. ‘Men from those manors don’t get on together.’ He pulled the door shut. ‘Anyway, whoever is out there,’ he said, thrusting the peg into the latch to lock it and dropping the bar into its slots, ‘they’re welcome to
         stay there. Me, I’m happy in here by my fire.’
      

      
      Colours. The wrong colours, the wrong patterns . . .

      
      Even after they’d finished their drinking and the tavern began to empty, that thought still rankled with Perkin. He was among
         the last to leave, wincing still with the rawness of his inner forearm, his bruised and painful chin, the tooth that seemed
         to have a red-hot needle at the root, and he stood in the roadway staring northwards towards the field where their opponents
         had achieved their victory that day, sucking at the tooth as though he could flush out the pain.
      

      
      The land was flooded with a clear silver light. It was appealing to return home and fall into his bed, cosy under his skins
         and blankets, but there was something niggling at him as he gazed towards Iddesleigh, and at last he gave a grunt of resignation.
         The moonlight was an unmistakable hint, so it seemed to him, that God wanted him to go and investigate this. He turned off
         the roadway and set off down the hill again.
      

      
      That scene still stuck in his mind, the colours vivid and fresh. At the time he’d given them no thought. The pain and the
         fear of losing were enough to wipe them from his mind, and he’d stood and walked away from the place where he’d fallen as
         soon as his legs had stopped wobbling enough for him to get up.
      

      
      But now he was sure that there was something else up there, and he’d a suspicion that it was the reason for Ailward’s presence
         that day.
      

      
      The climb was hard, and he felt as though he had aged a good few years in the last half-day. It was one thing to have a fancy about seeing something in the middle of a fight like
         the one today, and another to make his way up here in the dark when his feet were chilled from the frozen earth, his arm was
         stinging with each thud of his heart, and his mouth felt as if someone had hit him there with a hammer. Quite another thing,
         he thought, and he hesitated as he reached a furze bush halfway up the hill, in two minds whether to continue up, or abandon
         the search and get back to his bed. He glanced over his shoulder longingly, thinking of his palliasse only half a mile away,
         but then he set his jaw and carried on up the hill.
      

      
      Breasting the ridge, he easily picked out the place where he had fallen, just as he could easily see where Walter had stood
         before launching himself at him.
      

      
      Now he stood where he had been knocked down, staring about him. The rock was there, and there was a flat patch of heather
         beyond it, but that meant nothing. A deer could have lain here.
      

      
      A deer which had bled.

      
      Perkin had a strange empty feeling in his throat as he frowned at the ground, reaching down to touch the viscous liquid. It
         was definitely blood: the tinny odour, sickly and sweet, was clinging to his fingers when he brought them to his nose. It
         was possible that Walter and Ailward had killed a deer, he knew, but it was unlikely. Much more likely that Ailward had .
         . . but why should Ailward harm anyone? Perkin had never seen anything to suggest that the sergeant would hurt another man.
         It was his way to swagger and bully, but surely not to kill for no reason. Perhaps it was something to do with money.
      

      
      One thing was certain. Ailward had not been up here because of the game. He had been involved in some other activity when the game had approached him.
      

      
      The moonlight caught something moving about some three feet from the rock, and Perkin saw a fluttering piece of material.
         He picked it up and looked at it. It wasn’t a working man’s cloth – this was a fine piece of wool from a rich man’s gown.
         Or a woman’s.
      

      
      He’d seen enough. Walter and Ailward had killed someone up here, perhaps to rob him, or to rape her. Perkin had to return
         to the vill to call for help.
      

      
      Turning on his heel, he hurried back to the ridge, and it was only when he was over the brow, taking a direct line to the
         vill, that he stumbled and fell.
      

      
      ‘Pig’s turds!’ he hissed through gritted teeth as his arm stung and flamed. He was surprised it wouldn’t light his way, it seemed to burn
         so hotly, but then his curses were stilled on his tongue as he saw what had tripped him.
      

      
      The dead body of Ailward lying among the long grasses.

      




      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      It was a chill morning in early March when Hugh’s family was so brutally torn apart.

      
      Hugh rose, as was his wont, in the hour before light, leaving his woman in their bed, her child snuffling and mewling in his
         sleep beside her.
      

      
      He and Constance his wife had lived here for two years now, since they had first met early in 1321, and the birth of her son,
         young Hugh, had set the cap on their happiness, even though he was not Hugh’s child. He was the illegitimate son of a priest,
         but Hugh cared nothing for that. He adored Constance, and loved her child as if it were his own. An experienced shepherd,
         Hugh felt he had had more to do with the babe than its real father. When little Hugh was born, he had been there to help;
         when the infant first turned to suckle, old Hugh had held his head and guided mother and child; when little Hugh was old enough,
         it was Hugh who first took him outside, Hugh who first made him laugh, Hugh who had introduced him to the mangy dog, Hugh
         who had cleaned him through the long night when he had an attack of vomiting . . . Hugh adored the lad.
      

      
      The fire was dead now. Hugh would need to fetch a faggot of wood from the store at the back of the house. He glanced back at the bedding. There was a visible lump where Constance lay, her sweet body clearly outlined under the blankets
         and skins, the child’s smaller figure almost hidden in her shadow.
      

      
      Outside there was a definite chill in the air. The frost had held off, which was a relief, because Hugh was anxious about
         some of the plants he’d already set out in the vegetable plot, but with luck they’d survive. It wasn’t as cold as some of
         the mornings he’d woken to when he’d been a lad on the moors.
      

      
      A lean, dark-haired man with the narrow, sharp features of a ferret, Hugh had been raised in a small farm near Drewsteignton,
         and his early years had been spent on the hills protecting the sheep. He had loved mornings like this out there. Yes, it was
         freezing for a man, and when you sat wrapped up in a thick cloak as well as a warm sheepskin jack, you still felt the cold
         seeping into your marrow. A man could die up there and no one find him for days; men had died like that. Hugh could remember one from the next vill, an older shepherd whose huddled figure was found by the boy who’d
         been sent into the hills with some bread and cheese for him. He’d been stiff as an oak staff when Hugh saw him, frost over
         his beard and eyebrows, and they’d had to carry him down to the vill like that. There was no point leaving him to thaw on
         the hill.
      

      
      It was his time up there on the moors which had shaped the man he had become. For most of his life he had been dour and morose,
         unbending to the wind and the rain. He was known as one who would protect his flocks from any danger, whether it be men, beasts
         or the elements. Anyone who grew up on the moors learned self-reliance above all else, and a man who survived the depredations
         of the wandering gangs of trail bastons, the ‘club-men’ who robbed and killed with impunity in the last years of King Edward I’s
         reign, was one who was strong in spirit. He could cope with the worst that God could throw.
      

      
      From the logpile he had a clear view of the moors several leagues south – his moors. Usually a line of hulking shapes that loomed on the horizon, today they gleamed in the low sunlight, and he felt a
         strong affection for them. He loved them as any man loves his homelands.
      

      
      Hugh stood still, staring, struck with a strange emotion. Not a man prone to sudden fancies, he was aware of an unsettled
         feeling, as though he might never see this again. A melancholy apprehension swept over him, leaving him with a curious desolation.
         He was filled with uneasiness, a presentiment of evil, and the worst of it was, he had no idea what lay behind it. It was
         almost as though the moors were calling to him to leave his home and return to them, but he had no idea why the sight of a
         winter’s chill morning sun on the hill should make him feel so.
      

      
      He shivered, an uncontrollable spasm that racked his compact frame, and he muttered, ‘Someone walking over my grave. That’s
         all.’
      

      
      Crossing himself against Dewer, the Devil, he bent to his task and began to collect logs and a faggot of old twigs. He cast
         one last glance at the moors, and surprised himself by realising that he had a poignant longing to see again the rough, scrubby
         grasses, the heather, furze and rock. Even the black, square keep of the castle at Lydford would be a welcome sight. Not that
         he could go there just now. His master, Simon Puttock, wasn’t there. He was down at Dartmouth, the port all those weary miles
         away on the southern coast. Perhaps Hugh could return to Simon’s house for a little. He was still Simon’s servant, after all. He could visit to see that all was well with Simon’s household . .
         .
      

      
      What was all this about? He wasn’t leaving Constance and young Hugh on their own just now. Maybe when the weather warmed and
         there was a little less to do. He’d wait until then. It was plain daft to think of going at this time of year. He was mazed.
      

      
      He turned from the view and trudged back towards the house, a small figure, easily missed in the great landscape about him,
         many miles from any town, his lands enclosed by the woods on the north, west and eastern sides.
      

      
      Hugh didn’t mind. He liked being far away from other people; he had no need of them most of the time. As he shoved the door
         open and dropped the logs on the hearth, the vague feelings of concern faded.
      

      
      This was his home. He was safe here.

      
      The way led him along the road from the inn where he had stayed the night, and all Adam of Rookford could think of was the
         itching.
      

      
      They must have been fleas. That grotty little tavern was probably alive with the damned things. In all Adam’s years, he’d
         never stayed in a hovel that was more likely to breed them.
      

      
      He scratched at his neck and shuddered with the cold. Adam, always known as Adcock by his friends, was a man of two and twenty
         years, slimly built, with a face that would have been pleasing enough if it weren’t for the marks of the pox which scarred
         it. He had regular features, large, wide-set eyes under a broad forehead, a slender nose and rather full lips. His hair was
         dark, and already receding at the temples, so he knew well enough that before too long he’d look like his old man, Jack, who’d lost almost all his hair by the time he was thirty. Adcock could vaguely remember seeing
         him with hair when Adcock had been very young, but all his other memories had his father looking more like the vill’s priest
         than a servant in Sir Edward Bouville’s household.
      

      
      Servant he had been, and proud, too. Adcock’s father had been with the Bouville family all his life, and the old devil had
         been justifiably satisfied with his position. He had new clothes each summer and winter, a gallon of ale a day, food, and
         money when he needed it. When he married Adcock’s mother, he was given a small plot not too far from the manor, and he was
         regularly granted time to go and visit it and see his wife, when his duties allowed. Adcock had only good memories of the
         old man.
      

      
      Feeling another itch on his back, he grimaced and swore quietly. He’d not sleep in a cheap place like that ever again. Hopefully
         he wouldn’t have to. Not once he’d taken up his new position.
      

      
      It was his own fault. If he’d set off when he’d meant to, leaving Oakhampton early in the morning, he’d have reached his new
         home by evening. As it was, there was the rush to say his farewells, going to see his mother at the last minute and accepting
         her offer of bread and cheese washed down with some of her best ale – well, he didn’t know when he’d see her again; she was
         getting quite old now, and wouldn’t live for ever: God willing, she’d still be alive when he next came this way – and after
         that he had to go and visit Hilda at the dairy, sneaking up behind her to grab her bubbies as she stood working the butter
         churn, making her squeak with alarm, silencing her scolding with kisses. It was hard to leave her behind – but they’d agreed
         she’d best remain until he had saved some money and they could wed.
      

      
      That was a daunting prospect. Many of his friends had married, but somehow Adcock had never thought of himself as a husband.
         Yet here he was, ambling along on his pony and already considering how Hilda would look in a small cottage somewhere near
         the manor. He could install her there and go to visit her regularly, with luck. Perhaps, if the steward was an amiable, understanding
         sort of man, Adcock could find a place very close. With proximity he could see her more often, perhaps even stay with her
         each night?
      

      
      But first, he told himself, he must take charge of his manor. Under the steward, he would be the most powerful man on the
         demesne.
      

      
      The steward was Sir Geoffrey Servington, a man whose name inspired respect. He’d been a warrior for many years, and he and
         Sir Edward had been in all the important battles of the last thirty years. Now he was all but retired, of course, as was Sir
         Edward himself, although that did not dim his reputation. By all accounts he was a demanding, ruthless taskmaster, determined
         to squeeze the very last drop from his serfs, but that was what was sometimes needed. When they lived so far from their real
         lord, some peasants would grow lax and idle. It needed a man with a vigorous manner to keep them under control.
      

      
      It was daunting to someone like Adcock, though. He only prayed that he might find in Sir Geoffrey a man who was accommodating
         and reasonable.
      

      
      He was almost there. Through the trees that grew thickly on either side, he could see smoke and some buildings. They were
         the first he’d seen since he left that dreadful alehouse in Exbourne that morning. The memory made him scratch again at his neck.
      

      
      There was not much to see. If he hadn’t spotted the buildings, he wouldn’t have guessed that this was a thriving little vill.
         He knew of Monk Oakhampton – the manor was owned by the monks of a great abbey, Glastonbury, and he had heard that it was
         a very profitable little place. It was no surprise, looking about the area here. There was the ribbon of silver-grey river
         on his left, promising drink and fishing, and the soil looked darkly rich. From the look of the fields, in which the crops
         were already creating a fresh lime-coloured carpet, the place was one of those in which farming never failed.
      

      
      It boded well for the manor he was to join. Close by, surely it would have a similar lushness. Good husbandry and management
         of the land was all that was needed to make a place like this rich, and he would see to it that the manor where he was to
         be sergeant would grow in fame for its harvests.
      

      
      He rode past the small cotts of the Glastonbury estate, and then on for another mile or so, until he came to a clearing in
         the trees from where he could see his new home.
      

      
      It was a long, low building, looking a little grubby now where the limewash had faded and started to turn green, with a thickly
         thatched roof and the aura of wealth. Massy logs lay piled at one end, a makeshift thatch over the top to protect the wood
         from the worst of the rains. Smoke drifted from beneath the eaves, and there was a bustle about the yard as men darted here
         and there. Adcock could see that the buildings at the side were where the stables lay, because as he sat on his mount studying
         the place, he could see horses being brought out by grooms, all saddled and ready to be ridden. Soon a group of men stepped over the threshold and stood eyeing their beasts.
      

      
      The man in front took Adcock’s attention. Even from this distance the fellow clearly had commanding presence, a round-shouldered
         man with grey hair already turning white. His face was grim, square, and broad as he donned soft leather gloves, and he contemplated
         Adcock from half-lidded eyes as the newcomer approached the hall. It was a cold, devious look, and when Adcock noticed an
         archer with a bow at the ready, an arrow nocked on the string, he felt a rush of fear flood his soul. He was suddenly aware
         that this man was dangerous.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ the commander called as he drew near.

      
      ‘Adam of Rookford, master,’ he answered quickly, feeling himself flush a little under the amused gaze of so many men.

      
      ‘Oh, aye, the new sergeant,’ Sir Geoffrey said. ‘You’ll be wanting to hasten inside, then, and find some ale after your journey.
         There’s bread and meats. Shout for the servants for anything you need.’
      

      
      ‘You are off?’ Adcock looked about him for the raches and other hunting dogs, but there were none about other than the odd
         sheepdog and cattle-herding brute.
      

      
      ‘Yes, we go to visit a neighbour or two,’ Sir Geoffrey said.

      
      ‘I thought you were hunting,’ Adcock said. He felt the eyes of all the men on him as he reddened and began to stammer. ‘I
         was looking for dogs, but then I realised there weren’t any for hunting. Not out here, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘You want to see my dogs?’ Sir Geoffrey asked, and a strange smile came over his face. ‘Perhaps later, eh? For now, you rest
         until I return.’
      

      
      He took the reins of the horse brought to him by a shorter, narrow-shouldered youth, and swung himself into the saddle, adjusting his sword until it was more comfortable on his hip, tugging at his glove again, settling himself in his seat. Then
         he grinned at Adcock, and the new sergeant felt a renewed apprehension.
      

      
      At his bellowed command, the other men clambered on their horses, and then, when he whirled his arm about his head and set
         off at a smart canter, the others followed behind him in an untidy, straggling mass.
      

      
      Hugh was lost in contentment as he carried his tools down to the road where the hedge stood.

      
      It was an old one, this. A good local hedge, with solid moorstone inside to support it, covered with turves. Earth had been
         piled at the top, and the first farmers would have thrown acorns and berries on to it, or perhaps planted young whips of hawthorn,
         blackthorn, rose and bramble. Anything that would help to form a prickly, dense mass. And as the years passed, the thin little
         plants had grown strong and tall, and when they were thick enough the farmers had come back with billhooks and slashers and
         axes, and had cut half through the inch-thick stems and laid them over, fixing them in place by weaving them between stakes.
         And the hedge had grown, solid, thick, impenetrable, self-renewing.
      

      
      All that was long in the past. Hugh had kept his eyes on this one for the last two years, thinking that it was grown too tall
         and straggly, and he had begun work here a week and a half ago, cutting out all the dead wood, trimming the smaller branches,
         hammering in new stakes. Now he had to hack at the surviving plants so that he could lay them afresh.
      

      
      It was all but done. He had only a few more hours’ work, and the field could be used again for pasture. That would be a good
         day. With luck, the ale that Constance had put to brew last week would be ready at the same time and they could celebrate their fresh little success with her best drink.
      

      
      ‘God’s blessings on you!’

      
      Hugh peered through the hedge to see the priest from the chapel down the road at Monkleigh. ‘Father.’

      
      ‘This hedge is a mess. It must take a lot of effort to keep it clear?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Hugh said, feeling his former sense of well-being begin to ebb away.

      
      ‘What is your name?’

      
      ‘I’m Hugh. Some call me Hugh Drewsteignton or Shepherd,’ he responded. He swung the billhook at a stem and sliced three-quarters
         of the way through the thick wood.
      

      
      ‘Well, Hugh Drewsteignton or Shepherd, are you one of the villeins of Sir Odo?’

      
      ‘No. My master lives at Lydford.’

      
      The priest lifted his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Really? What are you doing here, then?’

      
      ‘My wife lives here.’

      
      ‘Your wife? Who is that?’

      
      ‘Constance.’ By now Hugh’s contentment was all but gone, and he wished that this priest would go too. There were some in the
         vill who had muttered when he had arrived there with Constance. It was noticeable that one or two had turned away from them
         when they went to the church door to be married, as though no woman before had ever wedded her man with a swelling belly.
      

      
      The priest must have heard the tale, because he gave Hugh a very shrewd look. ‘I have heard much about her.’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘She is a wise woman, so they say. Good with healing potions and salves.’

      
      
      ‘Yes. She learned it at Belstone.’

      
      ‘What did she do there?’

      
      Hugh began to chop at the stems again, concentrating on the work in hand. ‘She was busy learning potions and the like, I dare
         say.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you look after her, man. She deserves all the care she can receive.’

      
      Hugh ignored him, and soon the young priest was off again, walking slowly homeward down the Exbourne road, his feet splashing
         in the puddles and mud. For a moment Hugh wondered what he had meant, but then he shrugged. He had work to do.
      

      
      Robert Crokers could have saved himself if he had kept his eyes open. The riders would have been clearly visible coming through
         the trees.
      

      
      He had lived here only a few short months. Born at his father’s house at Lyneham near Yealmpton, he had been sent to Lord
         de Courtenay’s household when he was five, so that he could learn manners and humility, and he had hated it from the first.
         A great lord’s household was never at rest. When it was newly arrived at a manor there was the noise and bustle of unpacking,
         the fetching and carrying of boxes and chests, and the coming and going of the peasants bringing food for men and beasts;
         after a few days there would be more uproar as the men set off to hunt morning and afternoon, with raches and harriers snuffling
         and slobbering about the place, and horses stamping and chomping at their bits . . . and when all was done and the stores
         were gone, there was the trouble of packing everything up and preparing to leave for the next manor.
      

      
      When he had heard that this little manor needed a new bailiff he had seen a chance to escape, and Lord de Courtenay’s steward had been kind enough to let him. Better that he should
         be at a quiet manor where he could annoy only a small number of people with his whining and moaning, rather than at Tiverton
         or Okehampton, where he could upset many more, the older man had said, and then grinned and wished him all good fortune.
      

      
      This land was good, Robert told himself now. Up here at his house there was plenty of wood, while down at the vill the fields
         were bursting with health. In many parts of the country people were starving because of the terrible harvests, but here in
         Devon the populace was a little better provided for. Their diet was geared towards hardier crops, which could bear the dreadful
         weather. He sometimes thought that the peasants here were like the oats they grew. Both seemed stoical in the face of the
         elements.
      

      
      His home was a small building, cob-built under a thatched roof, but it was comfortable and snug even during the worst of the
         winter’s storms. From the door, he could look over a large garden where he hoped his beans and peas would thrive, while beyond
         the beds was a small area of pasture which rolled down the hill south-west towards the river. The ford was in front of the
         house, and the lane from it led past his door and on up the hill towards the lands north and east: Iddesleigh and Monk Oakhampton.
         The way was cut through thick woodland, and few travellers ever passed this way.
      

      
      Robert was making his way home, a man of middle height, slightly built, with a slender waist and narrow shoulders. He had
         fine features: his nose was straight, his lips were sensuous, and his brown eyes were intelligent and kindly; and he was as
         hungry as the peasants on the estate. Food had been plentiful enough through the cold, barren months, but now that winter was drawing to a close and the stocks were low his teeth were aching badly, as usual, and one
         or two were loose in his jaw as the scurvy started to take hold again. It was the same every year, ever since he’d been a
         little lad. When the food grew scarce, he began to suffer. If fortune favoured, he would soon recover. He always did when
         the weather improved.
      

      
      He was almost at his house when he heard the drumming of hooves in the distance. The sound was loud enough for him to stop
         and turn, frowning. Horses were making their way down the rough road that led towards the Okement river and the ford that
         led to the big house over west. Robert had no cause to be anxious, so far as he knew. He was far from the main manor here,
         but who would dare to attack him on Lord de Courtenay’s lands? No one would be so foolish. Still, there was something about
         the relentless approach that made him turn back and move more quickly towards his door and the promise of safety within.
      

      
      There was a sudden silence behind him, and he wondered at that. If the riders were heading for Fishleigh they must pass him,
         surely, and that would mean the noise of hoofbeats would grow . . . unless they had turned off and were even now haring off
         towards another homestead.
      

      
      The thought was curiously unreassuring. If there were riders in force around the manor, he wanted to know about them. On a
         whim, he went to the edge of his garden, peering up the road through the trees. Sounds could play a man false up here. Sometimes
         he had heard voices which sounded as though they were from only a few yards away, and yet when he had gone to investigate,
         he had discovered that they were men talking at the far side of the river.
      

      
      So now he stood frowning, straining his ears to discover where the riders could be. It was only sensible to be wary, especially with neighbours as unpredictable as the men under Geoffrey
         Servington. When he had first come here, he had been warned that Geoffrey’s men were prone to violence. Not long before there
         had been a scuffle of some sort, and Geoffrey’s men had killed Robert’s own predecessor.
      

      
      There was a sharp explosion of noise, and he spun round to find the area before his house filled with horses. He had been
         too keen to listen out for the riders coming along the track to think that they might approach another way. Somehow these
         men had ridden through the woods and come at him from the river. He moved aside as their beasts stamped and pawed at the soil,
         snorting and blowing after their urgent ride.
      

      
      ‘You the bailiff here?’

      
      Robert turned to find himself confronted by a thickset figure on a horse. He nodded.

      
      ‘I am Sir Geoffrey Servington. This land is my lord’s, bailiff. So I want you to leave.’

      
      ‘This is land of Sir John Sully. No one else’s,’ Robert said, but he was nervous in the face of all these men-at-arms. A black
         horse backed, stamping angrily, and Robert moaned when he saw it crush his carefully planted bean and pea plants.
      

      
      Following the direction of his gaze, Geoffrey shouted, ‘Get off the garden! After all,’ he added, smiling evilly at Robert,
         ‘when we have our own man living here, we won’t want him to starve, will we?’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      Hugh brought the axe down one last time, wiped his brow with the back of his hand, and set the axe by the side of his pile
         of wood. Gazing about him, he grinned as he told himself that he had never been so happy as since he started to live with
         Constance.
      

      
      This old tree had collapsed during the year before last, when he’d first come here. Over time the other larger boughs had
         been cut out, but this one had, for some reason, survived. And then a foul storm had struck and it had collapsed, taking a
         lot of the old Devon hedge with it.
      

      
      It was a problem with older parcels of land in this area. The little holding where Hugh and Constance lived was once part
         of the Priory of Belstone’s demesne, but when Constance had been sent here by the prioress it had been empty for some years.
         The hovel which had stood here had been all but derelict, and when Hugh first saw it his temper had if anything grown more
         sour.
      

      
      ‘Best work on that first,’ he had declared, and stood staring at it while Constance gazed at him anxiously. She had been anxious
         a lot of the time back then, he remembered. About her baby, about her life, whether she had made the right choices, whether
         she should be here at Iddesleigh at all . . . there were so many concerns for a young woman with no vocation.
      

      
      What else could a moorman do, though? Hugh knew that a place like this needed a man to look after it, just as a woman needed
         a man to provide for her. It was all well and good to say to a woman like Constance, ‘Woman, there’s a place at Iddesleigh.
         There’s a house and some acres. Go and take it. You can live there,’ as though that was an end to the matter. But no one who’d
         ever farmed would think that. No, as Hugh knew, a farm which was left fallow for any length of time would soon be overwhelmed
         with weeds and brambles, the coppices overrun with small, useless stems, and the house . . . well, it would look as this one
         had.
      

      
      Constance was lucky the prioress had given her anything, of course. It was proof of the regard in which she was held by the
         prioress – but God’s ballocks, it was fortunate that Hugh had been here to see to it.
      

      
      The scowl on his face lightened a moment. Being born on the moors lent a man a suspicious nature, and for a moment Hugh wondered
         whether that could have been at the heart of the prioress’s suggestion that Hugh should travel here with Constance . . . the
         old woman was certainly crafty enough to see that this servant was already attracted to the former novice. Only it was more
         than that. Hugh felt the same adoration for Constance that a sheepdog feels for its master. There was no denying it: he loved
         her. She was . . . well, there weren’t words for her.
      

      
      He’d even given up his master, Simon Puttock, and his family for Constance. Perhaps if he hadn’t met her, he’d still be in
         service with Simon, living with him at Dartmouth. When Master Simon had been given that post – the Abbot Robert’s representative
         in the town with full authority under the Abbey of Tavistock’s seal – Hugh had known so many doubts, it had felt as though his heart was being torn
         in two; but there was no choice as far as he was concerned, not really. He’d seen Constance’s new home by then, and although
         he’d rebuilt the worst of the hovel, there was too much to be done on the land about it for him to leave her alone yet. Simon,
         who knew him so well, had given him a small purse and wished him Godspeed when they last parted. There was no pointed comment,
         no demand that he ought to continue to serve his master as he had before, no bitterness: only a wholehearted and generous
         wish for his happiness.
      

      
      Hugh could remember that last meeting.

      
      ‘Hugh, make her happy – and I will pray that God makes you as content with her as I always have been with my darling Meg.
         Constance is a good woman, and she deserves a man who’ll honour her, so look to her, protect her, and you can always send
         a messenger to me if you are in want. Remember that!’
      

      
      And with that, Hugh could remember the glistening at his master’s eyes. Simon had actually wept at losing Hugh’s company.
         It made Hugh feel terrible, but there was no choice. Not really. Hugh hefted the axe again and let its weight draw it down
         into a long branch.
      

      
      No, Master Simon could always find a new servant. He’d said that he had one already – a lad called Rob – who was efficient
         and ever cheerful. That was what Master Simon had said: the lad was always cheerful. It was a daft comment. Hugh had always
         been cheerful enough, God’s blood! He normally greeted his master with a respectful duck of the head of a morning. He scowled,
         remembering: what more could anyone ask?
      

      
      
      He swung the axe again, glancing up at the sky. It was darkening in the way that it did in the late winter, deepening to blue
         overhead with pink in the west. Looking at the remaining trunk, he sniffed, then slung the axe over his shoulder. There would
         be time enough tomorrow to finish the job, and then it would be a matter of carrying all the logs back to the house. He had
         a small hurdle which he’d made from the smaller branches, and he reckoned he could lash the logs to that, and hitch it to
         an ox. The beast would drag the lot back home.
      

      
      Mulling over his plans for the next day, he wandered slowly through the gathering gloom to the house. Soon he could smell
         the fire, and he snuffed the air happily. It was good to know that he was nearly home. The mere idea of ‘home’ was enough
         to make him smile. When he’d been a youngster he’d had a home, of course, but then he’d become a shepherd, and that lonely
         life had marked him profoundly.
      

      
      His path took him over the line of the hill, along the lane westwards, and thence down to the cottage. He stopped once, gazing
         along the sweep of hills to the south to where, in the distance, he could see his old haunt: Dartmoor, sitting like a brooding
         animal preparing to pounce on the far horizon, dark and dangerous. Sometimes he liked to think of himself like that: a man
         of action who rested at present, but only like a moor viper, coiled, alert and ready to attack.
      

      
      Tonight all he wanted was a quiet evening, and then his bed. The house looked shabby and in need of a fresh coat of limewash
         and a new roof, but he stood still and smiled at the sight of it. It was all he had ever wanted. A good, solid house, when
         all was said and done, with space for the animals at the bottom of the slope so that their filth would drain through the hole
         in the wall, while he and his woman and child slept in the northernmost portion, up the hill. It was a sight to warm an old shepherd’s heart.
      

      
      Sighing happily, he strode into the yard, and had gone six paces when he realised that something was wrong; terribly wrong.

      
      There was a smell of burning pitch, and he had none here at the farm. He could smell the fumes as though they were very close,
         and it was a few moments before he realised that the odour came from a torch, and that the breeze was behind him.
      

      
      A warning flashed in his mind, and he began to turn, but he was already too late. There was a shout, a command, he heard a
         whirling like a nearby flight of geese, and his head was slammed forward as something smashed against his skull.
      

      
      He could feel sparks strike at his skull, and as his cheek crashed against the dirt of the yard he smelled the stench of burning
         hair, rank and disgusting. A second blow, then a third, and his head was a mass of pain. There were cries, but they seemed
         to come from afar, perhaps on the next hill? In front of him he could see the house, and he knew that if he could reach it,
         all would be well. He would be safe in there. Constance would come to him and make his head better. He knew that.
      

      
      There was no strength in his arms or legs. It was only a short distance, made hazy by the smoke and the roaring in his ears.
         He lifted his head, and he heard a man cry out. A boot kicked his temple, and then his chest, and he lay wide-eyed and unblinking,
         utterly spent.
      

      
      He could see the open doorway. At the threshold lay his woman. He saw a man drop to his knees in front of her. There was a
         muted cry, a sound of grief and terror, and he saw the man finish, rise, kick, spit, laugh, draw a dagger, reach down. All was a whirl. Hugh was sure he ought to do something,
         but his limbs were another man’s, not his. There was nothing his mind could do to command his body.
      

      
      A boot thudded into his flank and he rolled to his belly, hiding from the blows. A foot rested on his back. He heard a shout,
         a scream, saw the babe, Hugh, held by the legs. Mercifully, his eyes closed, and he heard a roar of laughter, then no more
         screams from Hugh. A punch in his back, another, and this time he felt an odd sensation. It was as though the punch had gone
         through his back and scraped a rib.
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