
        
            
                
            
        

    
CASSANDRA CLARK
2014
THE HILDEGARD OF MEAUX SERIES
BOOK 6 - THE BUTCHER OF AVIGNON


© 2014 Cassandra Clark

Cassandra Clark has asserted her rights in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

First published in eBook format in 2014

ISBN: 9781783016181

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the Publisher.

All names, characters, places, organisations, businesses and events are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

eBook Conversion by www.ebookpartnership.com


Contents

The Butcher of Avignon

Author Note


When news of the battle at Cesena comes through every man, woman and child in England is sickened by the violence inflicted on the innocent inhabitants of the little town. Their own countryman, Sir John Hawkwood, the most infamous mercenary in all Europe, has committed an atrocious crime involving a nun. It is rumoured to be so vile that even the most brutal fighting men had vomited on the battlefield in revulsion. But that was not the worst of it for the inhabitants of the town.

Hawkwood is outdone in brutality by a churchman. Robert of Geneva.

It happened like this. Unable to break the resistance of the townsfolk, Robert, a papal legate, offers to pay Hawkwood for the short-term hire of his troops. His idea is that he will use military force against Cesena’s inhabitants since he cannot talk them into accepting the pope’s rule. The army, handed over in exchange for gold, surround Cesena. The citizens resist this form of persuasion. Of the menfolk not already slaughtered on the battle field the remaining ones are now slaughtered on the battlements. The surviving women, children, the old and infirm, are as staunch in refusing the papal takeover as their slaughtered husbands, brothers and sons. They resist. Next comes a new order. Everyone still residing in Cesena is to be put to the sword.

The mercenaries are there to carry out orders. They make sure that with over 3,000 unarmed citizens within the walls, no-one is left alive. Three thousand? Others claim it is more like eight thousand. Whichever it is, the entire population of this little walled town in the region of Forli is massacred.

This is not the end of the matter. A few months later this same Robert, son of the Count of Geneva, and now known throughout Europe as the Butcher of Cesena, is chosen as Pope Clement VII by the French cardinals, in opposition to the elected Pope, Urban VI, who sits in Rome. So begins the Schism and the rule of two infallible popes.

That was ten years ago, in 1377, the same year the ten year old Richard Plantagenet inherited the English crown from his grandfather, that old war hero King Edward III. And still the Butcher of Cesena, styled Clement VII, is pope in Avignon.

**

Hildegard. Getting dressed in the dark. Sickly smell of the other nun, sweating unwashed in her straw. Found her winter shift and pulled it on over her linen. Fumbled for her boots. One. But where was the other one? Fingers closing over the stout leather when she scrabbled under the bed. Thrusting in her foot, rapidly tightening the laces then pulling her cloak from the tangle of blankets, straightening as she dragged it over her shoulders.

A courier had ridden into the palace in Avignon as night fell. Ahead of the pack, bringing fresh news from England.

It was utterly unbelievable.

Appalling. If what he said was true it was the beginning of the End Days.

She forced herself to dismiss his words as nothing but malicious tittle-tattle. The gloating delight in his voice at the confounding of the English repelled her. But, only moments ago, the clatter of hooves in the forecourt had drummed into an alluring dream - in it she was riding out with Hubert on a hunting day, his hawk regarding her with sombre jealousy, and Hubert himself turning in the saddle to call to her - when the clopping of hooves on the cobble stones and the shouting of English voices below the window jerked her awake. Now, boots on, cloak pulled tight, she ran to the window slit again and looked down into the yard.

Banners. Flaring cressets. Steel. A tumult of horsemen jostling in and out of the shadows and smoke.

And she knew at once that last night’s rumour was true. Something momentous had taken place. The courier was the mere harbinger.

The door creaked as she pushed at it and her cell sister muttered something about cats but Hildegard was already out in the freezing corridor, treading as swiftly as she could over the flag stones, guessing her way through the palace labyrinth where Pope Clement VII, a black spider, crouched at its heart over his hoard of gold.

She was stopped at the outer doors by the sentry.

‘More news from England?’ she asked hurriedly in French.

‘More than that, a knight and his retinue. I trust we’re not at war, domina.’

‘Pray it’s a problem we can overcome.’

He let her pass, his fear not, my lady echoing along the passage.

As she hurried down the wide steps leading into the Great Courtyard her thoughts ran wildly over the facts.

The first attack against King Richard was aimed at his chancellor Michael de la Pole, impeached at the behest of the king’s enemies last autumn. That was one thing. The King, defiant, had given de la Pole a good Christmas at Windsor, seating him at his right hand to show what he thought to the arrogance of the barons in calling de la Pole to stand before the court and, against all the evidence, daring to accuse him of embezzlement. The Chancellor. The king’s trusted advisor.

What had come next, according to last night’s courier, was a thousand times worse.

Sir Simon Burley, the renowned war hero and the kings’ personal tutor, was now indicted on a charge of treason. Penalty, beheading.

The Chief Justiciar, Tresillian, also accused of treason. Penalty, beheading.

Five chamber knights similarly accused and threatened with the same penalty.

The Archbishop of York indicted on the same charge. As a churchman his penalty would be to lose all his possessions and to live the rest of his life in exile.

Archbishop Neville? A traitor?

It was beyond belief.

But this was what the courier had announced. Gleeful. Shouting in triumph. England on the brink of civil war!

Only last year Hildegard had travelled with the Archbishop from his diocese of York to attend the Westminster parliament, called by King Richard to counter a threatened French invasion. The archbishop had been at the height of his powers then. Even so, he told her of his fears for the future, warned her to return to her nunnery and live a quiet and blameless life.

The king’s enemies will not sleep until they have his crown. They will destroy his allies, however powerful. No-one will be safe.

And now the Archbishop was under arrest?

It was rumoured that King Richard’s uncle, the royal prince, Thomas of Woodstock, was behind a plot to isolate the young king so that he himself could rule instead.

Was it Woodstock now, acting in the name of the King’s Council, who was behind the arrest of these loyal allies?

Woodstock, desperate for the crown of England, as everyone knew?

She could not believe the king’s youngest uncle, a Plantagenet prince of the blood, would sink to such depths of disloyalty in his lust for power.

And yet last night, when the bearer of this dire news arrived after picking up his information at Calais, riding the long miles south through Burgundy, galloping his mud-stained horse under the Porte des Champeaux into the Great Courtyard of the palace of Avignon, he had been jubilant. The news that England was being weakened brought cheers from the onlookers. Woodstock’s name was mentioned with delight.

Pope Clement must be hymning with joy, thought Hildegard, confidant that the time was now right to drag the English into his power. With Prince Thomas as an ally how could he possibly fail?

Hildegard glanced up at the forbidding towers of the Old Palace where, high up, the window slit of Clement’s private chambers gleamed. Cressets burned in other private apartments. Shadows crossed and recrossed the source of light.

Running down the last of the steps into the main courtyard she was breathless with apprehension.

Pent within the high stone walls the noise of the new arrivals rolled like thunder. A crowd had swarmed out to greet the men-at-arms still riding in under the portcullis. Stable hands briskly attended the sweating horses, night servants, monks and cardinals with their pages, flocked into the yard, everyone dragged from sleep, night cloaks pulled round shoulders, wind swirling in eddies in the miserable January night. Monastics irritable at being dragged from their beds between the offices complained. Little enough sleep. Ill tempers later. But here, now, at the centre of this turmoil, an Englishman and his jostling henchmen.

Hildegard stared at the blazon on the surcoats of his men-at-arms. Unconsciously she pulled her hood lower to conceal her face. I know that badge. It depicted the arms of a vassal of a prince of the blood royal. Red, blue, gold. The light glittered over the crowned leopards, the fleur de lys. The sight confirmed her worst fears. It was the blazon of Prince Thomas of Woodstock.

She melted in among the people milling round to hear what was being said.

Torches stuttered light into the faces of the riders. Mail glinted. Weapons were visible as flashes of lethal steel. There was a smell of naphtha. Flames sizzled into the night. Smoke hung in a pall over the yard. The knight at the head of this raucous crowd gripped the reins of his caparisoned mount with one mailed hand as the glare from the torches sent his face into dark then light and back to dark as his destrier wheeled and turned. He raised a fist in a salute of triumph. Hildegard stared.

And I know you. His face was vaguely familiar. She searched her memory. Yes, you’re Sir John Fitzjohn.

Roaring with laughter at a quip by one of his men, with a sneer against the French to please his hosts - who were a fiefdom on their own and not subject to any French king but vassals only to the King of Heaven himself - he managed to express the physical superiority of a military man against unarmed monastics with every arrogant gesture. He made it clear he was not here to beg. Sir John, blond, big-boned, battle-scarred. Confident of his welcome.

Hildegard took in the value of his armour, the worth of his horse, the nobility of his hounds.

His mother had been one of John of Gaunt’s many mistresses. Royal blood, Plantagenet blood, ran in his veins. Duke John had allowed him the name Fitzjohn to give his bastard some status, siring several more children by the same woman before meeting Katharine Swynford who cajoled her way into the role of first concubine after his wife, the saintly Duchess Blanche, died of the plague.

The children Gaunt fathered on Katharine became known as the little Beauforts. Now nearing adulthood they preceded the Fitzjohns in all matters of importance which naturally led to friction between these two branches of Gaunt’s siring. In fact, Sir John Fitzjohn had a younger brother who had turned out badly. Escrick Fitzjohn was a name that still aroused in Hildegard a feeling of fear and revulsion.

Sir John was laughing out loud while his eyes searched the crowd in the glare from the swinging lanterns. He was handsome in a bold, physical manner, no doubt about that. His mother had been a renowned beauty like all Gaunt’s mistresses, but haughty, despite her origins, a quality she had obviously passed on to her eldest son. The arduous journey from England had not daunted his spirits. He was searching the crowd more closely now as if for a particular face. Hildegard noticed one of the foreign cardinals being hustled through the milling onlookers, his acolytes carving a path for him, then Fitzjohn swung down from his destrier, threw the reins without a glance to his page, and extended his arms in greeting. The two men embraced. The Englishman knelt to receive a blessing. Straightened at once, by no means humbled. Towering over the elderly cardinal. All smiles.

She tried to get closer but managed to hear only a few floating phrases, could hear the chuckles of the men standing beside their lord. A name or two hovered on the air. She edged deeper into the crowd.

Simon Burley, she heard, ears straining. That old war horse…in the knackers’ yard at last. A rumble of complacent laughter from those nearest. Hildegard burned with fury.

By the time she turned away as the crowd began to drift towards the palace she had heard enough to be stunned by the rumours now confirmed: Burley, Tresilian, Neville. All three impeached. Five other knights she knew to be similarly loyal to King Richard also on the list. And the final outrage, the condemnation of the mayor of London, Nick Brembre. A man more loyal to the king could not anywhere be found.

She walked in appalled fury after the heedless mob. The only crime of the accused was loyalty to the young king.

The so called King’s Council was controlled by Richard’s uncle, Thomas of Woodstock. And now the Council had spoken.

If they are accused of being traitors it will lead us to civil war - unless opposition is suppressed as it was during the Great Revolt. She recalled the bloodbath that had followed the people’s demands for bread and liberty seven years ago.

Horror stricken, she paced the yard as the rest of the onlookers flocked into the gaping entrance to the palace.

Ordinary people would not stand for it. Richard, his uncles said, was under age and could not rule without their guidance. But by now he was twenty, sharp, intelligent and well-educated, aware of the needs of his people. The King of France, ruling absolutely in his own right, though mad enough to believe himself made of glass, was nineteen.

The decisions of the far more able Richard were imposed on him by the King’s Council. Except that it wasn’t any king’s council but an instrument of power seized by John of Gaunt when Richard came to the throne as a child. His ambitious uncle, Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster, thought he had a right to the throne himself and was not satisfied to be a mere regent. And yet he was so hated among the people even he had eventually realised he could never win them over. It was the boy king, Richard, whom the people loved and wanted.

Gaunt, pragmatic as always, put aside his mistress, Katharine Swynford, sought a diplomatic marriage with the daughter of the King of Castile and had recently taken himself off to Santiago de Compostela to be crowned there, content, it seemed, with that crown at least. It left the field clear for his youngest brother, Thomas of Woodstock, as ambitious for the English crown as John of Gaunt once was. Only one rival stood in Thomas’s way. It was his nephew, Gaunt’s eldest legitimate son, Henry Bolingbroke, nineteen years old like his cousin, King Richard.

Woodstock clashed with this other nephew just as he clashed with Richard himself. His quarrel was over the dowry of two heiresses, one of whom he had married. Woodstock then tried to put the younger heiress in a nunnery so that he could carry off both parts of the dowry and make himself even richer, until Bolingbroke put a stop to it by marrying the girl himself. The two men were still battling through the courts over the inheritance of the two unfortunate sisters. Ambitious but careful, Henry was the type to bide his time. His intentions towards the crown were still unclear.

Family wars. Will they never end? Hildegard had no family other than her two children and her sister nuns up in Yorkshire at Meaux. Never a cross word with them. A heavy sigh now and then - that was all.

The arrivals, with Sir John Fitzjohn striding ahead in a blaze of light, flooded up the steps into the maw of the palace and, by the time Hildegard started across, the stragglers were already disappearing under the leaping shadows. Heart sore for the fate of King Richard and the future of England, she turned to look back into the suddenly emptied Courtyard.

Without his inner circle of friends and advisors, how would Richard defeat his enemies?

Before she could make up her mind whether to return indoors or seek the tranquillity of the cloisters, a covered wagon came rolling under the portcullis. It continued without stopping and eventually rounded a corner towards the sumpter yards. Several guards running alongside suggested valuable goods inside. They were clearly of Woodstock’s affinity as they wore his blazon on their surcoats. Maybe they’re bringing a gift to the pope, she surmised, and she wondered what Woodstock had chosen to donate. It was clear, his vassal, John Fitzjohn, was here to foster an alliance with the butcher of Cesena.

**

Nuns such as herself who were sent to the palace at Avignon were regarded as little more than supernumaries, willing pairs of hands, here to do the bidding of the men who flocked from all parts of the papal empire looking for preferment. It had been Hildegard’s prioress who gave her the instructions and the permission to travel outside the cloister. The prioress’s instructions, however, would have come from elsewhere.

It had started with the usual meeting in her private chapel in the priory at Swyne, both women standing in the bitter cold, and Hildegard’s heart sinking when she heard she was being sent away on another mission.

The prioress was oblivious to her feelings. Avignon. We need to know what’s going on in Clement’s mind. We know there’s something brewing against England. You’ll find out who his allies are, what his plans are, where and how he’s likely to attack us.

As always the prioress would know more than she could admit. It was for Hildegard to find out what she could and send back any information that would be useful for the defence of England.

The prioress removed a small missal from inside her sleeve and handed it over.

For the ciphers you will use in all correspondence. You know the drill.

The long and treacherous miles from England had been brushed aside.

You enjoyed travelling over the Alps to bring us the Cross of Constantine. You’ll enjoy this excursion as well. Pope Clement sees himself as the most celebrated prince of our age with the most brilliant court in all Europe.

Her expression held a suggestion of derision, contempt even.

He is said to dine lavishly. Luckily you’ll be there before Lent.

It had been no easy decision for Hildegard whether to comply or not. On the verge of renouncing her vows for good she had hesitated. Before she could make up her mind one way or the other it was taken as given that she would renew them and so continue with her work to protect the king. When she was not absent on the king’s business she would reside at the Abbey of Meaux.

To her secret joy the small house of half a dozen nuns on the other side of the Abbot’s Bridge, separate from the main abbey buildings, was once again her concern. Later, after giving the matter much thought on the long and tedious journey down into the south of France, she had reached the conclusion that her prioress understood her better than she understood herself. Of course she would decide to remain in the Order, she realised. To do what she could to protect the king was an honour and a joy. What better purpose in life could she have? Scruples concerning certain wayward feelings for Abbot Hubert de Courcy were by now, surely, a thing of the past.

With the prioress’s warning to watch your step she had set out.

**

Hildegard peered over the heads of the people flocking inside the Great Audience Chamber. It was later the same morning, still early, scarcely day at all and Sir John Fitzjohn had still not put in an appearance. He must be asleep after his arduous journey, she surmised.

To arrive so quickly on the heels of the courier of the previous night meant that he must have ridden like the devil from Westminster, been lucky in his crossing of the Narrow Seas, then ridden hard through hostile territory bristling with the armies of the Duke of Burgundy and other enemies of King Richard. It suggested extraordinary urgency in his mission.

The seemingly endless war between France and England raged in sporadic chevauchees from across the water despite the peace treaty. Woodstock must have spent a fortune on papers of safe passage to get Fitzjohn to his destination. Hildegard assumed a secret agreement between Woodstock and Burgundy. The duke held vast tracts of territory from the Narrow Seas down to the gates of Avignon, halted only at the well-defended walls of the independent state of Pope Clement VII himself.

Any deal between Woodstock, a prince of England, and Clement, the schismatic pope, would greatly interest those in England whom the Prioress represented.

Two columns of monks, cowls pulled down, swayed and chanted in the glow of candlelight as they advanced to the foot of the dais at one end of the auditorium. It was stone built and must be six feet high with the throne on top. No-one would be able to get near enough the pope to harm him. His guards stood in a motionless column flanking the dais as added protection from assassins. As yet Clement had remained out of sight. The devout would imagine he was praying for heavenly guidance through the oncoming day.

A host of onlookers were pressing in behind Hildegard but she found space in a niche near one of the five pillars in the waiting hall. At the far end in a double bay in the eastern chevet was a circular enclosure, the rota, where the pope’s auditors and men of law ruled on all matters referred to them. Nearby, the litigants sat on benches along the walls and a wooden barrier guarded by a couple of ushers separated the rota from everyone else. From where she stood she could see everything clearly and also who came and who left through the great double doors at the other end. She pulled her hood further over her face, looking like just one among the many white and black robed monastics who filled the place.

Now and then a waft of incense was released from the heavily embroidered robes of the cardinals and foreign bishops as they pushed past. Their garments mingled ostentatiously with the threadbare wool habits of the monks, friars and nuns of countless different Orders. Gold thread glinted, with cloth of silver embroidered with roses, crowns and crosses and a wealth of emblems signifying devotion to the cross woven in silk on brocade, on damascene, on silk taffeta, on velvet, sleeves falling in a luxury of white linen to the floor, fabric as fine as spider webs trailing voluptuously from under silk-velvet copes, with trains of scarlet cloth held by acolytes no less sumptuously attired.

Again she observed the monastics in their rough stamyn, the friars, Benedictines, Cluniacs, Dominicans, some barefoot, even, on the stone flags, others, Cistercians mostly, shod in kid boots, fur lined, and doubts tormented her. What, she wondered, has this to do with our true purpose in life? Why are we here, offering respect to this man? While she waited she wondered what the other pope, the real one, elected according to rule but against the wishes of the French, was doing at this moment in his palace in Rome.

No doubt he was plotting with his allies, the Holy Roman Emperor, the German counts, the Dukes of Milan and Verona, the Signoria of Florence and the English and Flemish envoys. There seemed no end to their Schism. Neither one would give way to the other. The possibility of civil war in England would be nothing to a war between rival popes. They sat at the pinnacle of contention between the powers of Europe.

Despondently concluding that no women would be consulted on the constant desire of men for war, she idled her glance over the arrival of a group just now entering the hall.

Cistercians, she noted. Cowls pulled well over their faces. Hands hidden inside sleeves after a quick crossing of themselves. A modest pectoral cross glinted briefly on the chest of one of them as he turned to scan the crowd from under his hood.

Cressets did little to lighten the gloom. Outside it must have been a morning of black clouds and rain. The clerestory windows had darkened. Then more light was brought in as a sign that the pope was imminent. A shuffling followed as everyone pressed forward.

Quite a sea of people now, all looking upwards as if in rapture, an effect caused by the height of the dais, a small trick to create awe, she was thinking, like the priest with his chalice, his wine, his bread, his magnificence and his assumption of authority. Lollard thoughts. If anyone guessed what I am thinking the inquisition would have me burned in the market place.

Even in Bohemia, that land of free-thinkers, the followers of blessed Wyclif were having a hard time against the Church. Even Good Queen Anne would find it difficult to return home to Prague carrying her translation of the Bible should she ever wish to leave King Richard’s side. But he would never let her go. They were devoted to each other, love’s greatest emblem in an ocean of infidelity and greed.

Still Clement did not appear.

King Richard had been promised the crown of the Holy Roman Emperor if Anne’s elder brother, Emperor Wenceslas, died without an heir. Archbishop Neville had had a little sculpture installed in York minster showing Richard with the Emperor’s crown on his head. As a token of our love and fealty, he had told her. Much good it was doing now. She shuddered at Neville’s possible fate.

The crowd’s mood of excitement had subsided as the pope still failed to make his expected entrance.

After what seemed like an age the cressets began to be dowsed as the rising sun pierced the shadows. It lit up the walls opposite, giving them a pink, fleshy appearance, and it caused the glass high up in the clerestory near the roof beams to sparkle like cheap tinsel.

Do these people wait here like this every morning? she asked herself. For what? To see one ambitious churchman wielding his earthly powers? We’re all fools. Except that I have a deeper purpose and hope I shall never be dazzled by false light. Her thoughts strayed to Wyclif, the morning star as he was called, and how his death had been such a blow for freedom of belief in England.

A commotion at the main doors interrupted her thoughts. It heralded the arrival of Sir John Fitzjohn with a troop of followers. The Cistercians, still standing near the door as if not sure whether they’d be staying or not, moved aside to let them enter. One of the monks was forced right in among the group of Englishmen as they found a space against the wall. She noticed his companion’s cowl lift slightly though not enough to reveal the face of the man under it. Fitzjohn briskly made the sign of the cross, looking around as he did so to see if he was noticed, and she saw him nod to someone in the crowd.

Then, after this minor excitement, to her dismay a sleeping patience seemed to descend again. What was Clement doing? He must be in his bed, she decided, or maybe breaking his fast in as lavish a manner as her prioress had mentioned. One thing he was probably not doing and that was praying for the souls he had condemned to death at the siege of Cesena or, more recently, by burning here in the town of Avignon. She had passed the site of the public burnings in the market place and couldn’t get it out of her mind. It made her think acidly of the men who commanded such punishment of their fellow beings.

She pictured Cesena again with all the old feeling of horror.

**

The final cresset was dowsed. The vast, crowded space of the audience chamber was by now a blaze of sunlight. Still everyone hung on. Patience is a virtue. Hildegard was almost asleep on her feet when there was a sea-change among those nearest the dais.

Nothing much seemed to have happened. A cardinal appeared unobtrusively through the door at the back where Clement was expected. As they pinned their hopes on him he moved to the edge of the dais. Diffidently he began to address them. When he spoke it was in Latin so that everyone could understand.

The gist was that his holiness had been detained by an unholy event. He begged and prayed for their understanding. Soon he would appear before them when he would impart to them what had befallen.

Hildegard sighed with impatience and earned a look of reproof from the monk standing beside her. Suppositions cascaded through her mind. Was he sick? Had the war between England and France broken out again? Was that perhaps the message Fitzjohn had brought last night?

A glance across the bowed heads, already mouthing prayers, showed him say something to one of his pages with a scowl of annoyance. He bent his head to say something more and the page forced a path through the press towards the doors. One of the Cistercians also thought it a waste of time to hang about and followed in his wake.

Hildegard closed her eyes. The prioress, content in Swyne, had no idea what her nun had to endure in her service. The Alps had been nothing to the tedium of waiting for someone who could not or would not deign to appear.

**

It was almost on tierce, the third hour, when a piercing fanfare cut through the mumblings of people too devout to leave their places to go to mixtum now being served in the refectory. The horn players looked delighted at having something to do at last. Hildegard craned her neck to see over the heads in front of her towards the door at the back of the dais.

After another screech of the horns, the door inched open in the silence that followed. Then a dazzling, bejewelled figure appeared on the threshold. The silence lengthened.

The guards, squaring their shoulders, gazed more ferociously at the invisible enemy in front of them. A sound like the wind rising echoed around the auditorium as people began to cross themselves and fall to their knees in a cloud of fabric.

Clement, dark visaged, hook nosed, face as expressionless as a stump of wood, took several tottering paces towards his throne. His garments glittered in the sun light. Two silvery acolytes fussed in his wake and when he came to the steps leading up to his gilded throne they took an arm each to guide him onto it in his cumbersome robes. Before sitting, he turned and made a perfunctory sign over the heads of his flock.

Everyone, Hildegard realised, was on their knees. Even the Cistercians near the door. As unobtrusively as possible she slid down the pillar she had been leaning against until she was kneeling, albeit in a cramped and crouching posture, at its foot. A glance backwards showed that the Cistercian who had followed Fitzjohn’s page outside had returned and followed him back in. For a moment he glanced out over the bent heads towards the dais, then he too, sank down among the rest.

Clement’s voice carried easily into the corners of the vast hall. Latin, of course.

‘My faithful friends, my dearly beloved. Please rise to your feet.’ A sound of dull thunder followed. He began speaking only when all was quiet again. ‘I humbly beseech your pardon for this unwonted delay in starting our daily business. May your patience be rewarded here on earth as in heaven.’ He paused and clasped his hands helplessly, eyes darting from one corner of the chamber to the other. ‘I bear evil tidings, my friends. This day, sometime after matins, a most dreadful fate befell one of my beloved flock.’

He paused again and Hildegard silently applauded his sense of the theatrical. His eyes were focussed on something in the roof beams. His guardian angel, maybe, although to look downwards to the pit of hell, she thought, might be more appropriate.

After a sufficiently long pause he spoke in a soft voice. ‘Sometime after lauds a young thief was found in that most secret of places where our fortune is stored.’ A whisper of speculation arose but he stalled it with one raised hand. ‘I mean this as no reference to the soul of souls where each man’s fate is coiled but in that place where our wealth is stored, I mean where that gold belonging to all of us, is for safety kept, the better to further our ministry among the ungodly.’

His black glance swept the crowd like a passing storm cloud.

‘Our treasury, of which many of you will be unaware, has been breached! To our sorrow we are not birds of the air. We cannot live on the crumbs of fortune. We must show prudence in the management of base, worldly affairs. This necessary wealth is such that vile men, driven by cupidity, are attracted to it, are drawn to it, are tempted to break into the holy place and to steal from it for their own devilish designs.’ He waited until this news had sunk in.

Clement gave an odd kind of smile as he held the last morsel of the outrage under his control. And then he let them know it. ‘So was the thief discovered this day in our treasury and I may tell you, friends, so he received his just reward. Blessed be the humble. God go with you. Amen.’

Almost before anyone could respond to his astonishing words he exited on the arms of his acolytes. The door closed with finality behind him. The guards stared at nothing, blank as wooden effigies.

At once a confused whisper of speculation broke out. Who had dared? What did his just reward mean? How much did he get away with? What treasure?

The monk beside Hildegard cried out, ‘God preserve us. Such brazenness. Here, in the palace of our blessed pope.’ He turned to Hildegard, ‘Did you ever hear of such a thing, sister? What is the world coming to?’

‘We live in troubled times, brother.’

‘The enemy is verily within the gates. The end days are nigh!’

‘How could anyone penetrate the secret treasury? There are guards everywhere. How is it possible?’ she asked.

‘With the help of the devil and his minions, surely. How else?’ The monk shook his head in mystification. Someone touched him on the sleeve and he bent his head to listen.

Everyone was leaving now. Litigants, lawmen, scribes, clerks. All those with a petition to present. Thwarted now. Pouring out through the great doors, pages jostling to force a pathway for their masters, sharp elbows being used to effect. Soon, flooding into the Great Tinel, the refectory, their voices rose from a murmur to an excited rumble as soon as they were able. Those who were vowed to silence looked with chagrin at their companions. One or two risked penitential punishment by speaking aloud their astonishment. Questions were asked about the treasury, about what was meant by the thief’s just reward. The devil was mentioned with prayers to assorted saints for belated protection. St Martial, the palace’s patronal saint, was called upon.

Hildegard allowed herself to be drifted into the Tinel with everyone else until she found an empty place at the long table reserved for nuns, lay sisters, and female guests. A storm of gossip soon took over making one or two high up in the chain of authority look down their noses at the avid interest others were showing in such material affairs. One of them, an abbess by the look of it, chose to make a comment.

‘We cannot know anything at this stage, dear sisters. We must leave it for his holiness to scry forth the identity of this thief. Eschew gossip, I beg you. The thief is apprehended. There let the matter rest.’

‘And his just reward?’ murmured Hildegard. ‘What do you imagine that can be?’

‘Our Holy Father decides how sinners shall be rewarded,’ the nun replied with complaisant finality.

Preserve me. Hildegard bent her head, hiding her contempt as best she could and as soon as her morsel of bread was eaten and the watered wine was swallowed, she got up and made her way to the guest hall.

**

It was no different here. The buzz of excitement where townspeople, secular petitioners as well as clergy mixed was feverish. Rumours flew. One thing everyone seemed agreed on. By just reward, Clement meant one thing: death.

‘Blood everywhere,’ opined a merchant who could not have had first-hand knowledge of such a thing unless he’d been present and wished to incriminate himself. Nobody pulled him up. Everyone could predict death from Clement’s words and with death came blood. Lots of it.

‘They say an angel struck the thief down at the very moment he touched one of the blessed gold crucifixes his holiness keeps in there,’ said another.

‘I heard there was a fight with the devil and out of malice he killed the thief by sucking his blood,’ said another.

‘Who was this thief?’

Opinions came thick and fast: it was the pope’s own chaplain, turned mad, or, it was a stable lad, thieving, or no, said others, it was the pope’s food-taster, disgruntled because of his poor pay, and on. Stories, embroidered and plain, passed rapidly about the crowded chamber.

The sooner the pope’s inner circle announce a few facts the better, Hildegard thought. Glad to leave them to their speculations she made her way to the exit.

**

Her duties in return for her bed and board in the palace were light. They involved presence at prayers in the visitors’ chapel to lend piety to the lay members’ devotions, a few domestic tasks quickly done, and attendance on an old monk who had so far slept most of the time in his small cell and had only asked her to prop a heavy book or two onto his reading stand.

So far she knew little about him. It was the house steward who had assigned her to him and he pretended a difficulty in the language that prevented him telling her more.

Now she made her way to the monk’s cell where he was still, no doubt, sleeping away his final years.

She was wrong.

He was sitting upright at his reading stand and glanced up with an alert expression when she appeared in the doorway.

‘I have heard the news, domina.’

For a moment she was confused. ‘Already? You’ve heard about the theft?’

‘Theft? No, I’ve heard nothing of any theft. I mean about the arrivals from England. I understand a retainer to Prince Thomas of Woodstock arrived shortly before dawn?’

‘Indeed. A Sir John Fitzjohn.’

‘After a hard ride through enemy territory?’ The old man gave her a piercing glance. ‘What can bring him to face such dangers, might one ask?’

Hildegard had scant idea where his sympathies lay. He would be a Clementist, obviously, but did he regard Clement’s warmongering with sympathy? Until she knew more she would remain non-committal.

‘This Thomas of Woodstock, we are led to believe, is familiar with the rivalries between the French King and his dukes. I understand he campaigned on behalf of the duke of Brittany not long ago. What do you imagine his representative is doing here?’

Hildegard shook her head. ‘I was surprised to see him arrive. I have no idea what he wants.’

‘He wants something. We agree on that?’

‘Such is the way of things, magister.’

He gave a thin smile. ‘Maybe he seeks to further an alliance with his holiness Pope Clement on behalf of his old companion in arms, the duke of Brittany?’

Hildegard showed no emotion. Was that all it meant? Woodstock in alliance with Brittany? A feeling of relief seeped through her. That was old news and the alliance had led nowhere. Could it be as the old monk suggested and be no plot against King Richard after all?

‘Ha!’ He exclaimed with satisfaction. ‘No surprise, domina? What other reason can he have of presenting himself to Our Holy Father?’

‘I can’t think of anything, magister.’

Athanasius gave her a sceptical glance. ‘Really? You can’t think of anything? Well, well.’

Hildegard waited but the old man said nothing more and she was left in as much uncertainty as before.

‘Tell me then about this theft. What was stolen and from whom?’

‘I’ve no idea what was stolen. The news concerns an interloper inside the pope’s treasury.’

He managed to look mildly astonished. ‘Inside? What was he doing there? Did he give an account of himself?’

‘I hasten to say this is only rumour, but when pope Clement announced that the thief had received his just desserts, it was assumed that he was killed, probably by the guards.’

‘Did he kill to get inside?’

‘Was killed, before getting outside, so the story goes.’

The monk crossed himself. ‘Is there more?’ Sharp eyes scrutinising her face.

‘Wild rumours but nothing known for certain yet.’

‘Then, domina, make it your business to know. I’m too ancient and infirm to traipse about the palace listening to gossip and unfounded speculation. By the way have the Cistercians arrived from England?’

‘From England?’

Head on one side he regarded her steadily. ‘Come now.’

‘There are many Cistercians attending His Holiness. Our Order is widespread. Are there some expected from England?’

‘Three of them. Englishmen are quite distinctive are they not? Three tall men together?’

‘Maybe so.’ She recalled the three who had entered the papal chamber just before Fitzjohn and his page came in. She mentioned them.

The old man sank his chin into the folds at the neck of his robe and appeared to fall asleep and while Hildegard waited to make sure, she wondered who he was - just a holy innocent with an insatiable curiosity? Something about his manner made her feel wrong-footed.

Suddenly raising his head he snapped open his eyes and looked straight into hers. ‘Go then, domina. Pray do as I ask. Find out what you can. Brook no delay.’

* *

It suited her to find out more. She had chance to think over what the old man had said about Fitzjohn’s presence. Maybe she was too quick to see plots against the king. It wasn’t surprising after last year in Westminster when Richard had almost been deposed by Woodstock and the council and now, after confirmation of the recent impeachments of his closest advisors, was in danger again. But this was Avignon, far from England. Woodstock and Brittany made much more sense.

First, though, to satisfy the old monk’s curiosity about the theft. The obvious place to pick up any news about the break-in and possible death of the thief was in the kitchens. The servants at table always managed to overhear what was intended to be secret. She made her way there without hurry.

Under a soaring conical roof of grey brick that served to draw the fumes and smoke from the massive tiered fire place were dozens of work benches and chopping tables with kitchen workers swarming round. When she walked in the place was buzzing with gossip. Settling on a bench where she could help slice vegetables, she was soon ignored. True, much of the conversation was lost on her as the kitcheners spoke the language of Oc but because of the many regions the monastics came from it followed that other tongues were spoken by the servants of visiting churchmen overseeing food for their masters and she listened carefully.

With a little difficulty she was able to pick out the French of Paris and the language of Brittany, the Florentine of Italy, familiar since her time there searching for the ancient Cross of Constantine. She also heard the dialect of Bruges and the Castilian familiar from her pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, as well as the more ubiquitous Galician from that region. Little Latin was spoken and she was having difficulty in understanding what the fervour of the verbal exchanges meant until a youth she recognised as one of Fitzjohn’s retinue entered.

Freckle-faced and cheerful, at first he could not make himself understood at all. Then someone took pity on him and one or two managed a version of Norman French the lad could grasp.

‘This young fellow, he wants bread for ’is master,’ one of the kitcheners announced in triumph after a brief conversation with him.

‘And ’oo is ’is master?’

‘The English knight Sir Jean Fitzjean.’

‘Give ’im bread. Take it.’ Bread was thrust into the page’s eager hands.

‘Want wine?’

He nodded,

‘Go to cellar.’ An empty flagon was handed over.

The page was by no means interested in being bustled away to complete his errand. Clutching the bread and the empty flagon he sat down on a bench adjacent to Hildegard and grinned round at everybody. In passable Norman French he asked what all the fuss was about.

‘This death. You not want to know.’

‘I certainly do,’ said the boy. ‘Somebody got their gizzard cut, they say. I certainly want to know about that.’

Hildegard listened intently. Was death, in fact, the thief’s just desserts, or was it yet more rumour-mongering?

Translation into one or two dialects followed. A variety of theories were put forward. Then one of the cooks with his ladle in his hand stepped forward. Unconsciously, he echoed Hildegard’s opinion. ‘None of you devils knows a pig’s pistle about it.’ He flourished the ladle. ‘It was one of the ’orse boys got himself caught. Bribed to go thieving in the treasury. That’s the long and short of it.’

‘I didn’t know we even had a treasury,’ piped up an untidy barefoot scullion.

‘You know nothing.’ The cook slapped the side of the child’s head in disgust. ‘The greatest hoard of gold in Christendom is stored in this very palace.’

The boy’s mouth dropped open.

‘It’s to show Urban in Rome that we ’ave the means to buy the best Genoese crossbow men in the world. That should stop ’im in ’is tracks.’

Men, fighting again, thought Hildegard wearily.

‘So who was this fellow and who put the horse boy up to it?’ asked the English page with a surprising focus while the scullion was still goggling.

‘That we shall never know,’ intoned the cook.

‘Not unless the dead speak,’ somebody added

‘Fools, then, if it was the guards cut his throat.’ The English page gave a superior glance round the circle of faces. ‘Otherwise he might have told us himself.’

Glances were exchanged. The boy had grasped the essential fact that nobody had wanted to question. But he hadn’t finished. ‘So why do you think he was bribed?’

‘Nobody said he was bribed,’ somebody murmured unconvincingly.

‘You’d ’ave to be bribed to set foot in that place,’ said one of the cooks. ‘They’ve got all kinds of man traps and springs set up in there to keep their treasure safe.’

Poisonous snakes were mentioned. A magic spell that at a touch would curse the family of a thief for a thousand generations. A bat that could eat your heart out and then bring you to life and start again while you watched.

The page left soon after that, clutching a full flagon and looking pleased. Eventually Hildegard followed.

Magic aside, a more measured opinion was that the guards on duty outside the treasury had slit the thief's throat when he resisted an invitation to the guard room before being handed over to the Council of the inquisition. The man who bribed him - if he existed - must be offering up prayers of thanks that his accomplice had been silenced.

**

Imagining that the old monk feigning sleep in his cell would now expect her to go and find the guard in order to discover who had wielded the murder weapon, if, indeed, this was the truth of the matter, Hildegard crossed the Great Court to the guard room at the side of the Porte des Champeaux.

A surly looking fellow, armed to the teeth, a broad sword swinging at his hip, was lounging in the entrance. He gave her a dismissive glance when she approached but, undeterred by a mere look, she gave him a pleasant greeting, adding at once, ‘We sisters will be afraid to sleep in our beds at night, captain, now that we know a thief was inside the palace. And we’re all wondering whether he was in fact killed when the guards tried to take him into custody, as everybody seems to think?’

‘The thief’s dead,’ he confirmed. ‘That’s all you and your sisters need to know, domina. He won’t be bothering you any.’ He gave her plain woollen habit an up and down look.

‘But another story says he had an accomplice,’ she persisted, inventing a little. ‘Where is he now? Did the guards catch him?’

‘Take my word for it, the thieving young blaggard was alone in there, filling his pockets. There is no accomplice.’

‘But what an extraordinary thing,’ she continued, lowering her voice, ‘to have the audacity to steal from his holiness. Surely the treasury is guarded night and day? Would he not know this? Surely he would fear to be caught?’

‘Some men are fools, sister, as I’m sure you know. He got himself by deceit into the private apartments of the Holy Father, cunningly avoiding the attention of the guard on duty.’

‘Is that a fact?’

‘It is.’

‘That’s no mean feat,’ she murmured.

As if to discount this the guard sniffed. ‘Once inside the chambre du pape any fool could conceal themselves behind a tapestry or a piece of furniture. All he had to do then was show patience until the pope went into his chapel for the night office.’

‘But is the treasury in the very chamber of the pope himself?’ she asked.

‘It was thought to be the safest place. Where could be safer, you might think. There is only one entrance to the vault and that itself is under a paving slab in his chamber. The thief could remain concealed until the pope was sound asleep then simply haul open the paver and sneak down the steps in amongst the treasures. It was getting out again that was his undoing. A chink of sound, a guard more alert than the dumb wit who took first duty and that was the end of him.’

‘So it’s true, it was a guard who stabbed him?’

‘I’m not saying that at all. I’m simply explaining how it could have been done. To my certain knowledge none of us had a hand in it. I should know, I was one of them that found him.’

‘And he was dead when you found him?’

‘As a door nail.’

‘A most frightening experience for you,’ Hildegard replied, her curiosity apparently satisfied. She turned to go then hesitated. ‘But, master, who on earth was this thief? I hear he was a stable lad.’

‘They’ll say anything, folks. Nobody knows anything and them that say they do are lying.’

The guard resumed his surly expression and she knew she could not push him further. ‘Greed,’ she observed. ‘It drives men to acts of utter madness.’

**

‘This is something to whet my appetite,’ mused the old monk when she returned. His name was Athanasius. More than that she had still not learned. The cuff of his thick brown robe was black with ink stains. He had been sitting on a bench with his writing table on his lap when she entered.

He glanced up with a shrewd glance after she finished her story. ‘A mixture of rumour and fact,’ she apologised.

‘A fake stable lad. And a fake pope.’ He gave her a flashing smile that was strangely cold. ‘So, what do you think to that, domina?’

Aware of a trap she merely looked beyond him at the wall. The burning place in the market square swam in her imagination. Of course Clement was a fake pope but she wasn’t going to say such a thing to one of his monks.

When she didn’t reply he gave an ironic shrug. ‘The fake stable boy you cannot deny. Why a stable boy?’

‘I have no opinion, magister. I am surprised to hear that anyone could penetrate such a carefully contrived stronghold in which to hold the fortune of his holiness and his followers.’

‘Ah, I see.’ The old monk’s eyes gleamed. ‘And?’

‘I’m also somewhat surprised that a guard would cut a man’s throat without first questioning him.’

‘Most ill-judged,’ he nodded. ‘And?’

‘Also that he is said to have used a knife, more like a street cut-throat than a professional guard.’

‘Which to me, dear lady, suggests that the rumour you mentioned, of a dispute with an accomplice, may be correct?’

‘It’s hardly the time and place for two thieves working together to have an argument.’

‘Quite so. And are you prepared to leave matters as they are? Or shall we winkle out the identity of this thief, his disputable accomplice and the events surrounding his unfortunate demise?’

‘I’m curious to hear what the other guards say.’

‘So am I.’ He steepled his fingers. ‘Will the thief come to be seen as a martyr or a miscreant?’ He gave her a sharp glance. ‘A many sided question, you will agree?’

She supposed a view could be taken on the thief - depending on what you thought about the pope having a treasure vault in the first place. Some might see it as violating the vow of poverty, and as ill-gotten. Not all would see it as the necessary means by which to further the interests of the Faith. Unwilling to get into a discussion that might lead to her undoing she preserved a careful silence.

There was another thing that puzzled her. It was minor, however. It was why Fitzjohn had bothered to send his page to nose out the truth. Like the magister, was he merely driven by curiosity? She had no doubt that the boy had been sent to find out what he could.

Athanasius swiftly changed the subject, almost taking her off guard. ‘I hear you come from the priory at Swyne in the East Riding of Yorkshire?’

Surprised he had heard of the place, she raised her head. ‘In my early days as a novice and for some little time later, yes, I was at Swyne.’

‘Then we have a mutual acquaintance of some distinction.’ He said no more but became deeply interested in the writing on his tablet.

Unhurriedly he inscribed a few more words, replaced his quill in its holder after wiping the nib, stoppered his ink horn, folded the single piece of parchment into four, heated a lump of wax over a candle, smeared a thick blob onto the fold and pressed the seal of his ring into it.

When it had hardened he handed the missive to her. A glance at the intended recipient showed it was to a prior somewhere near Paris. The name meant nothing to Hildegard.

‘This can go by general courier. Take it down there for me, if you will. You may need to make yourself familiar with the routines of the couriers here. Anything of a private nature may require a different route about which you may wish to question me some time?’ A slanted glance. The question hung in the air as he placed his writing tablet on the bench, folded his hands into his sleeves and seemed to settle to sleep.

Hildegard stuffed the letter into her own sleeve and went out.

Who could he know at Swyne? The only person of distinction was the prioress herself. He might have heard of her. They could be old colleagues, survivors of ancient church battles. The prioress had spent a litigious early life, at one time even prompted to visit the pope in Rome to press some suit.

Now Hildegard considered what she would tell her when she wrote to her. With probably little interest in the drama of the treasury thief, the prioress would certainly be interested in the presence of a vassal of Prince Thomas of Woodstock at the court of Pope Clement.

**

Rumours about whether the thief had an accomplice began to take shape. Whether this unknown accomplice had turned on his, at this stage, equally unknown companion was an opinion that vied with suspicions about the story now being given out by the guards. They were adamant they had seen no accomplice. There was no second thief.

For some, this put their honesty into question. There was even speculation about the reason for them not being taken into custody themselves. Of course, said the pundits, they denied that they had killed the thief. They would, wouldn’t they? But, it was also argued, to kill him would not have been a shrewd move on their part. They weren’t sotwits, were they? Yet if it were true that there was no second thief, who was to blame for the murder?

The rumours told Hildegard one thing: nobody knew anything. For some reason the papal officials was keeping a tight hold on what facts they must have.

**

She got a chance to seek out the second guard involved sooner than expected. On her way to the couriers’ office she had to go past the guard room, as it was in the same block of buildings, and the guard she had spoken to before happened to be standing outside. When she asked if she could speak to the other guard who had found the body, he reluctantly nodded towards a fellow sitting inside polishing a knife.

‘That’s ’im.’ He called through, ‘The domina is on business for the magister.’

She ducked her head under the lintel. ‘May I crave your indulgence, captain?’

The man rose slowly and somewhat deferentially to his feet.

‘The reverend brother has sent me on a little quest,’ she smiled. ‘Sadly, he is confined to his chamber and has asked me to find out what I can from the guard who had the misfortune to discover the body of the thief.’

His eyes were hard. ‘It was his holiness himself who found him, tell the magister that,’ adding, surprisingly, ‘that is, if he doesn’t already know it. When Pope Clement returned from lauds the trapdoor into the vault was gaping open and inside was the thief, caught red-handed and as dead as a stone.’

‘That seems clear.’

‘It is clear.’

‘And, pray, can you tell me, was the thief one of the stable lads as it’s rumoured?’

‘No.’

‘May one ask who it was?’

‘You may but you won’t get an answer from me. However, you can put all the rumour-mongers to shame domina, for you have the full truth of all that is available to be known at this moment.’

‘My most profound thanks for the privilege, captain.’

She went back to Athanasius and told him word for word what had been said. When she came to the part about Athanasius probably knowing that the pope himself had found the body, he shook his head slightly, although whether to deny his knowledge of it or to deny the guard’s assertion she could not tell.

‘And that is all?’

‘All he would say.’

‘No rumoured name for the victim?’

‘No name.’

**

It had not escaped her notice that many of the cardinals had brought their mistresses with them while they conducted business at the palace. Some even had children with them against all the vows of celibacy they must have at one time professed.

Now, one of these children, a cardinal’s child judging by her expensive velvet gown, was skipping across the yard towards her. She was carrying a pet squirrel and as Hildegard drew near the creature jumped from the child’s arms and ran a little way along then stopped, looking back with head on one side, paws lifted.

The child gave a cry of alarm and ran after the squirrel which, taking it for a game, ran on further, then stopped, then ran and stopped again.

Failing to catch her pet the child burst into helpless tears.

Hildegard put a hand on the little girl’s shoulder. ‘Let him come to us, child. Look, he’ll like a taste of this.’ She pulled a piece of bread from her sleeve. Not knowing whether the child understood her words or not, she said, ‘Take it. Offer it to him.’

Words were not needed after all. The girl took the morsel, crouched down to hold it out to the squirrel. Cautiously it returned, nose snuffling, paws ready to reach out.

Before it did so Hildegard scooped it up and stroked it until it lost all resistance and she could hand it back to its owner.

‘Many thanks, domina,’ said a pleasant voice behind her. When she turned she found she was being addressed by a handsome, youngish-looking cardinal. He had spoken to her in Latin and she replied in like mode.

He smiled. ‘You’ve saved me from my Flora’s tears, domina. Most grateful.’ He bowed slightly before lifting the child and the squirrel into his arms and walking on.

Judge not, she reminded herself. He seemed kind but then, that was a judgement in itself.

**

‘Come,’ Athanasius beckoned. ‘This is a very great privilege. I am summoned and you are my necessary help-mate.’

Leaning heavily on her arm, he guided her towards a flight of stairs at the end of the passage. At the top was a small ante chamber leading into the Jesus Hall where the cardinals usually waited for the pope on business. At this time of day only one or two servants were busy, one sweeping the floor with a besom, another polishing a brass candelabra.

A figure in red stepped from out of the shadows as they approached.

A thick set man of middle height, not young but with the presence of long-held authority stood before them. With a modest crucifix glinting on a chain round his neck, he was plainly attired compared to other cardinals she had so far seen about the place. He looked vaguely familiar and she realised it was one of those who had greeted Sir John Fitzjohn on his arrival in the early hours. Athanasius greeted him with little more than a nod and they continued through the chamberlains’ quarters towards a flight of steps. The cardinal followed them up without speaking.

At the top an usher stepped forward. He was wielding a large bunch of keys. They jangled as he inserted one of them into the lock of an iron-studded door. Then he stepped aside so they could go through into a lobby leading to a further chamber. It had a sumptuous look and a faint smell of perfumed oil from Outremer. Furnished with an altar, fireplace and several candelabras the main feature was a platform with an embroidered baldaquin topping another chair for the pope. The tiles were highly polished and squeaked underfoot as they crossed. A door of a similar heavy construction to the other one faced them and the keys rattled again as the lock ground open.

A vestibule was revealed on the other side. Two guards sitting on wooden stools, looking sheepish. They sprang to attention when the clapped eyes on Athanasius and the cardinal.

More stairs. A short flight, not well-worn, new work by the mason perhaps. At the top, a further door.

When they stepped through this one Hildegard looked round in wonder. It was a small, intimate chamber with a high stone ceiling disappearing into shadows but on the walls at eye level were the most stunning frescoes she had ever seen. Foliage so lifelike she could almost smell the leaves, formed a backdrop to a series of elegant hunting scenes continuing around all four walls.

‘Beautiful work,’ murmured Athanasius with a casual glance. ‘We have nothing like this in England yet.’

So he was English? His use of Latin was spoken with the purest accent making it difficult to glean any hint of his mother tongue. She turned to him, testing alliances. ‘King Richard would relish this. He has an eye for beauty and skill.’

The old monk nodded. ‘May he prosper in his love of beauty.’

Without wasting time he climbed with difficulty up a short flight of steps to a small, richly furnished bed chamber. A capacious wooden four-poster had been hauled to one side. The guard who now accompanied them stuck his lantern into the wall rack and bent to heave open a paving slab in the floor with both hands.

Athanasius went to peer down into the vault and Hildegard heard him give a growl of interest.

‘More light,’ he commanded.

The guard lifted the lantern and brought it over. Hildegard and the cardinal joined Athanasius while the guard allowed his light to play over the treasures stacked below. It picked out the sparkle of gems and worked silver, the gleam of gold chalices, crucifixes, coronets, salvers, plate and medals. It shone over innumerable gold ingots piled like softly glowing bricks from floor to ceiling.

‘We are going down. Show us where the body is.’ Athanasius stepped to one side to allow the cardinal to be the first to descend into the treasury.

**

Hildegard leaned in to have a look.

Under the blazing light of the cresset the body, clearly visible between the towers of gold, was lying stiff and awkward on a heap of coins. It was a young man, little older than King Richard himself. Jewels winked all round him from every part of the vault as the cresset flooded the stronghold with light. It flickered and flared over a priceless hoard. Briefly something glimmered in the corpse’s grip.

Athanasius was descending with painful slowness after the more nimble cardinal then he reached the bottom and the two churchmen moved deeper into the treasury, blocking the light, dark to light. When the guard followed them down his light revealed Athanasius beside the body, crouching on a mound of gold coins and peering into the dead youth’s face. With a swift gesture he indicated the light to be brought closer. The guard crunched over scattered gold and raised the torch aloft. In the cone of light they could all see the fatal wound, a single gash from ear to ear, dried blood gleaming like a string of black pearls around his throat.

In one hand he held a small dagger. The hilt was studded with balas rubies and amethysts. It was locked with the fierce rigor of death between the dead man’s fingers. His dilated pupils were set in a fixed stare at something he could no longer see.

Despite all this, Athanasius felt for a heart-beat and inside the dead man’s shirt found a small crucifix on a thin chain. He inspected the finger nails. He glanced at the feet in soft-soled night boots. He noted the silk hose and short jacket of expensive brocade. Hildegard felt her eyes prick at the sadness of it. Amidst such wealth of treasure the body was bereft of what is most precious of all.

‘Certainly dead,’ grunted Athanasius with a swift glance at the cardinal. ‘Four hours or more. Note the rigor of the limbs?’

With the ceiling low the old monk could not stand to his full height. Tall for a man of advanced years, he had to creep crouch-backed over scattered ingots to the wooden steps where he climbed back up, breathing hard, into the pope’s bed-chamber. He growled to Hildegard, ‘Go down, domina, if you’ve the stomach for it. Tell me what you observe.’

Hildegard let herself into the vault. The guard stoically held the light for her and she looked at what the monk had seen. What else was there? What did he expect her to find that he had not already noticed? She stared at the youth. He was probably no more than eighteen or so. A pleasant face, recently shaven. Reddish hair sprouting from his head with a vitality that made his death seem the more unreal. Did he have the features of a thief? Is larceny written across the human face? Is that what Athanasius expected her to discern?

Blood was caked on the coins underneath his head, a king’s ransom to be cleaned in lye by a trusted servant before they could circulate again.

The cardinal, on his knees, was mumbling a blessing with the desperation of a man who thinks words can return the dead to life. Hildegard climbed out and reached the upper chamber with a sense of relief.

After a few moments the cardinal climbed back after her into his lord’s chamber. He put a hand over his face as if the light dazzled him.

‘Come.’ Athanasius ushered Hildegard across the chamber towards the door.

In parting, he touched the cardinal lightly on the sleeve.

**

‘How was my lady prioress of Swyne when you left England?’

So it was the prioress he had referred to earlier. ‘She was recovering from an ague but otherwise in good spirits, I’m pleased to say.’

‘She gives little away, that one.’ Athanasius lifted his head as an invitation to agree. When nothing was forthcoming he added, ‘Recent events in England cannot please her?’

‘I expect she’s in great distress. Alexander Neville is not only her brother in Christ, but her blood brother too.’

‘Send her my warmest remembrances when you write to her, domina. Meanwhile,’ Athanasius continued, ‘we have the interesting conundrum of why the body of one of our fellow countrymen has been found in Clement’s treasury.’

‘You recognised him?’

‘Cardinal Grizac identified him. He is, or I should say, was, one of his acolytes.’

‘What do you think he was doing inside the treasury?’ Hildegard asked.

‘Allow me to tell you a little about the cardinal who accompanied us, domina. Although now past his prime, he is a younger brother of the old pope who died some while ago, Urban V, last pope before the second Great Schism that has rent the Christian world. Our cardinal is the son of the lord of Bellegarde, Count of Grizac. As you will understand, with these connections, he is a man of some power. In the past he had many significant roles in the papacy. At one time he was even Dean to the Chapter in York and wrote some impressive music for them.’

‘So he would have met Archbishop Neville while in York?’ Later she would ponder this interesting fact and try to make sense of what it might mean, if anything.

Athanasius was smiling. ‘Quite so. But, far more interesting is that he was expected to become pope.’

Hildegard was startled. ‘So he was passed over?’

‘Yes, and entirely because of the exploits of Clement on the battlefield at Cesena while defending the Papal States.’

‘And that event gave the triple crown to Clement instead.’

Athanasius was watching her carefully. ‘To everyone’s surprise, our Cardinal Grizac declared for him. As a consequence the English threw poor Grizac out as an enemy and he lost his preferment in York. He returned to Avignon and was made bishop here, small compensation, one might think, for his earlier brilliance.’

‘Is he content?’

Athanasius gave her a meaningful look that could have meant anything. ‘Since then,’ he continued, ‘apart from a short spell in Rome, he has resided here in the papal palace or across the river on his estate at Villeneuve. The dead youth was brought by him from England as his acolyte. He renamed him Maurice.’ He pronounced it in the French way. ‘Maurice is - was - noted for his singing,’ he added.

That touch on the sleeve. Sharing the cardinal’s grief. It made sense. Athanasius, against appearances, must have a heart.

**

With just a pull at one or two threads, a secret order was beginning to show itself.

Maurice had been recruited in York from the song school in the Minster. He came over with the cardinal to Avignon when the latter was thrown out of England. The cardinal was Anglic of Grizac. He was the bishop of Avignon. Maurice had been about the same age as King Richard and, like him, was a child born into a courtly world of ambition and intrigue. In order to survive he would have had to make his way through a myriad of unseen dangers. Plots and counter plots. The intrigues of the papal court.

And now he was dead.

She wrote a letter to the prioress, using the cipher they had agreed on. There was enough to tell the prioress, although it could be of no more than parochial interest in Swyne.

She put down her quill. Archbishop Neville. It was he who could have had Cardinal Grizac thrown out of England. She wondered whether he would be able to outface and outwit his own accusers now.

**

Because of the continuing enmity between England and France and despite the international trade in the busy port, it was a rarity to find anyone who spoke English within the palace walls. It was a fortress, standing like an island surrounded by the French and Burgundian territory on the other side of the Rhone. With its many fortified towers of unscalable height and its well-guarded gates, it was a small citadel within the larger walled city of Avignon itself.

It was a surprise, then, to hear English voices, and ones from the north at that, inside the palace enclave. Hildegard was rounding a corner into a short passage between the stable yard and the kitchens in an attempt to find a short cut to the couriers’ post, when she heard the familiar accents above the rumble of cart wheels.

She stopped abruptly and turned her head.

A couple of scruffy, travel stained fellows were huddled on a parapet that ran under the high pointed arches of the inner wall. They continued to talk without giving her any attention, like travellers who did not expect to be understood by those around them.

She went over to them. ‘Greetings, fellows. You must be Sir John Fitzjohn’s men?’

They gaped in astonishment at being addressed.

‘You English?’

An affirmative seemed superfluous. ‘I take it you’ve just arrived?’

One of them nodded with his mouth half open. Both of them looked dazed. One of them swept off his cap and scrambled to his feet. ‘Aye, we got here last night.’

‘And you come originally from my part of the world, I’d guess?’ They looked blank. ‘I’m from the Abbey of Meaux in the East Riding.’

‘Southeren!’ one of them chuckled, recovering first. ‘We hail from further north, sister, up by Guisborough way.’

‘I’ve visited the priory there,’ she told him. ‘And I know that Kilton Castle area quite well.’ She felt a shadow pass over her as the memory of what had happened there at nearby Handale Priory last year.

Looking puzzled, the other man rose to his feet. ‘Who’s this Fitzjohn when he’s at home, sister?’

‘Sir John Fitzjohn?’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘So whose retinue did you come over with?’

‘Retinue?’ He gave her a considering look then leaned closer. ‘Is this Prague?’

‘What?’ Now she was the one with her mouth dropping open. ‘Don’t you know where you are?’

‘It is Prague, isn’t it?’ the more silent one insisted.

Just then there was a shout.

The two northerners rose as one and made off down the passage without looking back but a guard was already blocking the exit that way. Heavily armed, he was a big, bruising type.

Undeterred, the northerners launched themselves against him and if another posse of guards had not at that moment turned up behind him they would have no doubt made their escape into the next courtyard. It was their bad luck that a vicious brawl was inevitable. Hildegard shouted ineffectually for them to calm down but neither side was listening.

The northerners, the beginnings of black eyes and one bloodied nose evident, were soon beaten down then they were trussed and marched roughly off between the guards down the slype and into the main courtyard. Hildegard followed in their wake. The guards ignored her when she tried to find out where they were being taken.

One of the Englishmen shouted back over his shoulder, ‘Where the hell are we then if it’s not Prague?’

‘You’re in Avignon,’ she called after him, ‘at the Palace of Pope Clement.’

Strong oaths expressing disbelief followed this news. Her last glimpse of them were as they were hustled through a door into one of the towers. The door slammed shut behind them with unequivocal finality. A guard took up a belligerent stance in front of it with folded arms. How on earth could the men imagine they were in Prague?

**

Making a detour past the guard house door she noticed the same fellow who had been on duty earlier standing outside again. He gave her a non-committal grunt as she passed.

Two octagonal towers flanked the gate where the English contingent of Sir John Fitzjohn had driven in. Armed men were going in and out.

A third tower defending the corner of the palace overlooked the river. It would have a view over the roofs of the town cathedral at the top of wide and substantial open steps leading up from the town’s main thoroughfare. With little chance of getting inside the tower itself, she turned back across the Great Courtyard and strolled towards the main building.

It was bustling with the activities of servants and administrators going about the daily business of the palace. The sprawling empire of the pope employed an army of scribes, clerks, messengers, advisors, ambassadors and lawmen. A constant stream of petitioners, often with their own large retinues of servants and attendants, increased the numbers of inhabitants in the enclave. From the top of the steps she could see out over the entire yard.

To add to the constant bustle of activity, beside the gate house was the stone chamber where the couriers sent and delivered messages from every part of the papal empire.

Horses champed in their harness outside while messengers came and went. Not all couriers travelled long distances. A lot of palace correspondence was conducted locally with merchants and suppliers in the town. Provisioning, for instance, made up a huge part of activities here with a large permanent, as well as itinerant, number of mouths to feed. Even so, riders who had obviously travelled from distant parts clattered constantly in and out of the courtyard to register their documents.

A babble of foreign voices surrounded her when she entered this hub of communication. Over behind a trestle stacked with parchments stood a smart looking lay clerk wearing a yellow capuchon. He was writing in a ledger and when she handed over her own letter he took it without a word, glanced at the intended destination, copied the details onto a roll, placed it on a pile of other correspondence, and nodded his dismissal.

‘Do I get a receipt?’ she asked in French.

Pursing his lips at being checked, he scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it over. As she slipped the receipt into her sleeve she was aware of the suspicion in his glance.

She did not doubt that within moments of leaving the premises he would tear off her seal and read the contents. Much good will it do him, she thought. If he can read English, good for him, but he won’t be able to make head nor tail of the cipher. Her private message to the prioress was safe, unless, of course, he considered it important enough to hand over to the official code-breaker employed by the pope.

A vast army of administrators worked here and somewhere in the papal fortress would be a back office with a few clerks sitting among the rolls, making and breaking the codes and ciphers in use.

Frowning, she ran through the contents of her letter. There was nothing in it that could possibly give rise to suspicion about her allegiance to an enemy pope.

**

The plight of the two northerners preyed on her mind. She could not help but be interested in them. Who had brought them here, and why? And how had they been so fooled as to imagine they were in another country entirely? Reluctantly she had to admit that they had probably been abducted.

She went up to see Athanasius. Little by little she was beginning to realise he was probably just an inquisitive and crusty old corrodian, living out his last years under the protection of the papal court. He might have some ideas about the two northerners. She would find out.

He was sitting on his bed when he invited her to enter. She was shocked to see that his face was flushed, burning with some kind of fever. A concoction of herbs was held in a cup between his palms and now and then, he took a sip and grimaced.

‘Any news to take my mind off this infernal fever?’ he asked in a hoarse voice.

‘I do have news, magister, but not about the cardinal’s acolyte.’

He peered up inquisitively through the steam rising from the cup. ‘Tell me, then.’

‘I’ve just had an unexpected encounter with two young Englishmen recently arrived in Avignon. The astonishing thing is, they imagine they’re in Prague.’ She went on to tell him the rest of it without mentioning the word kidnapping.

‘And you feel concern for these two dolts, do you?’

‘I’m not sure they are dolts.’

He gave her an ambiguous smile. ‘How forgiving of you, domina. In that case, why don’t you go and offer consolation to them? I’m sure they’re in need of it and their guards will look on you as fitted to the task of reconciling them to their confinement.’

‘As easy as that? But what about the guards?’

He smiled. ‘They all know you come from me.’

**

Before she could put this plan to the test she had to break her night fast. The first meal of the day was served after tierce and continued in several sitting until shortly before noon in order to satisfy so many people. The enormous banqueting hall where it was eaten was known as the Tinel and was an echoing chamber with a coffered ceiling and imposing Sienese frescoes on the walls.

Designed to seat over five hundred diners at a time it was a daunting endeavour to find an empty seat among the crowd. As Hildegard threaded her way towards the long table where the women dined she was conscious of the babble of voices of the many guests from outside the monastic orders here on business.

Merchants with their wives and daughters to question the legality of their papal taxes, knights in attendance on behalf of their lords. Pilgrims. Artisans. Musicians and entertainers. Hangers-on of every kind. They filled the benches and added to the hubbub. Eventually she found a quiet corner at the end of the table and, when her portion was set before her, chewed thoughtfully while she looked around.

The friars occupied one of the long trestles and a group of Benedictines another. Different colours denoting the different orders made it easy to pick out the separate groups. Her glance searched for a particular distinctive colour and soon alighted upon it.

Bleached robes drew the eye even without the fanciful urge to find one particular face among them. He could not be here, of course, it was wishful thinking. He was too much on her mind, as always. Earlier this morning she had even imagined a glimpse of Abbot Hubert de Courcy among the crowd milling about in the Great Courtyard. By the time she reached the bottom of the stairway, of course, he had disappeared into the crowd. It could not have been him. She knew that. He was leagues away in London. When she left Meaux he had been engaged on some business at the Cistercian headquarters at St Mary Graces near the Tower of London.

Now, when she glanced across at the two Cistercians who might be the English ones Athanasius had mentioned, she was unsurprised when they turned out to be strangers.

She looked round the rest of the hall again. Men everywhere. What she noticed apart from the tonsures and the scarlet hats was a confusion of beards of different lengths among the clean-shaven faces. There were young and old, smooth faces with the bloom of youth, others with skin wrinkled with the passing years, some faces among the crowd outstandingly handsome, some tightly pious, or red-faced gluttons, shovelling food into their mouths as fast as they could.

A group of angelic looking choristers sat giggling together over some private naughtiness.

A few cardinals, drawing glances by the glamour of expensive robes, were dining here before going onto more spiritual matters. Elegantly attired esquires darted in and out of the crowd on errands for their lords, and pages too, everywhere.

As she had already noticed there was a great display of wealth on show, exotic, often foreign, a group from Byzantium, for instance, in shimmering gold court dress, but Westerners no less adorned with flashing rings and sumptuous robes. Others more austerely kept their vow of poverty, wearing rags with nonchalance or pride, or looking genuinely unaware of their tatters and lice. Her glance slid back towards the group in white.

The two she assumed were English were deep in conversation and had not looked up for some time. Others in the same Cistercian habits talked and ate, finished, rose from the bench and left, or sat for a few moments, at ease before the duties of the day. Three of them had entered the Great Audience chamber just before Clement gave out his astonishing news. The third man might be fasting, praying, or otherwise involved in duties to his Order. Vaguely she wondered where they were from. It wouldn’t be done to approach them first.

Rising to her feet she happened to glance across the hall then sat down as her knees gave way. She couldn’t believe her eyes. There, at the farthest corner near the entrance doors, was the third man.

In his white robes with his cowl thrown back he was unmistakable. She blinked. It could not be. She stared. It was.

It was Hubert de Courcy. Weeks ago he had ridden out from the Abbey of Meaux to take the road to London on official business. She looked again.

He had his back to her now and she waited for him to turn again to speak to the person beside him. That profile was unmistakable. It was Hubert. No doubt about it. Hubert de Courcy. As large as life.

Her mind in turmoil, she gripped the edge of the table. She had wanted him to be here, or at least to be near, but now he was all the old suspicions about his allegiance came flooding back. Had the Prioress known he intended to travel down to Avignon? Not a murmur had reached her own ears about it. The decision must have been made when he reached St Mary Graces, the Cistercian headquarters in London.

She watched him now, half expecting him to turn into somebody quite different and her mistake would be laughable. But he turned his head again and she saw him clearly. There was no doubt of it. He was here.

Sitting opposite, at a table apparently reserved for lay visitors, was a wealthy merchant’s wife by the look of her. Oblivious to the noise around them, she and Hubert were conducting an animated private conversation.

In confusion all Hildegard wanted was to get out without being seen. Her only hope was that Hubert would leave first. What was she to say to him that wouldn’t sound like an accusation? What are you doing here? What are you doing here? She could not meet him just yet. What would she say? It suddenly dawned on her why the prioress had sent her to Avignon. It was to keep an eye on him. To find out what he was up to, attending Pope Clement, indeed. Is that where his allegiance truly lay? Was this what the prioress had secretly intended? Because his loyalty was still in doubt?

Her glance dragged back and forth. She must leave. She had to. He was still talking to the merchant’s wife, if that was what she was, with no apparent sign of wanting to leave.

Hildegard tried to convince herself that it could not be him. It must be his double.

She forced herself to her feet and began to push her way through the crowd until she was close enough to see him clearly between the servers with their loaded trays, close enough to hear the familiar voice.

He was speaking French. The sound of his voice, like velvet, like silk, was still capable of sending a thrill through her. Used to seeing him around the abbey at Meaux, conversing in English to the inhabitants, she had learned to forget his origins, about his father, a French ambassador at the court of Edward III, the love affair with an English lady-in-waiting, and how Hubert was their eldest son, half French therefore, her prioress had warned. Never forget that.

As she stared the words of the prioress echoed over and over in her mind.

We must always ask ourselves, Hildegard, where does our abbot’s allegiance truly lie? With Pope Urban and we English, or with the anti-pope and the French, our sworn enemies?

It seemed that, over the last year or two, Hubert had shown that his allegiance lay with King Richard, but why had she assumed that it was so? Where was the hard evidence for it? His presence here could surely mean only one thing. He had accepted Clement’s illegal rule.

He must have been sent by the Prior of St Mary Graces, she realised. The mother-house of the Cistercian Order was in Meaux in northern France, close to Paris, and he would be expected to attend the French pope on behalf of the English Chapter. He could not have been sent, as she had been sent, to bring back information useful to King Richard. Quite the contrary.

And his conversation with the merchant’s wife? She reminded herself that the English abbey at Meaux owed its existence to the wool trade. Wool quotas were essential for the upkeep of the abbey. Here was the perfect place to meet French importers wishing to do business. Natural to meet the wife. Natural that he would not want to slight her, would want to give her his undivided attention. As he was now doing.

But her thoughts were in turmoil. She knew she was making excuses. It didn’t look as if he was talking about wool quotas, anything but, especially when the woman, in reply to something he said, threw her head back and with a languid smile ran her bejewelled fingers down her long, white throat as if by chance drawing attention to her cleavage.

I should get out, thought Hildegard, aghast at a sudden heat of feeling against him. But she could not move. She was immobilised by conflicting emotions.

‘Excuse me, domina, may I - ?’ A servant was trying to get past and she stepped hurriedly to one side. ‘My pardon, m’sieur.’

With an effort she forced herself towards the door, to escape to safety as it seemed, until, at the last minute, she couldn’t help glancing back over her shoulder just as Hubert turned his head and caught sight of her. His dark eyes seemed to turn to needles. He did not move. His expression froze. He did not greet her. He merely stared.

Someone came between them and blocked her view. She took it as a reprieve and a chance to escape. She was not ready yet. Not ready to counter his cool manner and find she was right for being suspicious.

He would dash her suspicions aside, of course, cleverly, forensically choosing his words, but he could not deny his presence here. And Pope Clement was the enemy of the English. Hubert’s presence was all the evidence against him she needed.

**

The sentry on duty at the door of the tower steps was impassive. ‘What makes you think there’s any prisoners like that in here?’ he growled in a thick regional dialect.

‘Because I was present when you guards arrested them in the slype passage.’

He looked uncertain.

She pressed her advantage. ‘I believe they would be less inclined to try another escape if I could talk to them and bring the spiritual consolation that might resign them to their present condition.’

This persuaded him to kick open the door behind him and call to someone inside.

A second guard appeared with a mug of ale in his paw. ‘What?’

‘She wants to pray with the prisoners.’

‘Let her then.’ This only after a brief, critical look that assumed a complete knowledge of Hildegard and everything she stood for. ‘Let her quieten them down with tales of hell fire. That’ll do us.’

The first guard, responsibility safely taken off his shoulders, stepped aside, asking for form’s sake, ‘No knives, swords or other weapons about your person?’

Shaking her head, Hildegard entered the tower.

**

It was dank inside. A spiral wound all the way to a holding cell at the top. When she pushed open the door the two Englishmen were sitting on a pile of straw playing dice.

‘Oh it’s you again. How did you cozen your way in here?’ It was not an unfriendly greeting, merely northern bluntness.

She took it as such and explained that as their countrywoman she was worried about them and had an interest in their predicament.

‘By, you’ve got some neck, stepping in here. Have you come to get us out?’

‘I might have. Why were you brought to Avignon anyway?’

‘It is Avignon, then?’

‘It is.’

‘That’s what that sotwit guard tried to tell us in his devilish lingo.’

‘It’s like this, we’re miners, see?’ the other one interrupted.

‘All right.’ She staunched her puzzlement for the moment.

‘We work underground. Specialists, like.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘We have the knowledge. They want the knowledge. Ergo, as you nuns might say, we are valuable assets to them what wants to make profit.’

‘What do you mine?’ she asked.

‘Anything that lies a way underground. We’re not your open-cast fellas. We dig deep. No point in having the roof cascade in on your head burying your men and your silver, is there?’

‘Hence, us.’

They spoke alternately.

‘By the way, I’m Jack of Tyndale.’ A strong hand was extended. ‘And this here gormless idiot is Peter Beckwith.’

They shook hands.

‘I’m Hildegard of Meaux.’

Her interest was quickened further when one of them offered the greeting used by the White Hart rebels who were prominent in the ill-fated Peasant’s Revolt seven years ago. Pockets of resistance still continued in many parts of the country by men loyal to King Richard whom they revered. Their loyalties were usually given to the ideas of the late lamented John Wyclif too. It was a test, she could tell. Anyone who didn’t sympathise would fail to give the proper response.

To his God save King Richard she replied, ‘And the true Commons.’ Hands were once more shaken all round.

‘So now, tell me, why did you think you were in Prague?’

**

It was a convoluted story, at least in the manner in which Jack and Peter told it. They worked in Northumberland, mining for coal, they worked in Wales, after silver, and they had worked in Devon at the silver mines in Combe Martin and Bere Ferrers and also down in Cornwall trying to extract still more tin from the ancient mines down there.

‘Didn’t understand a word they said to us. Especially in Wales. But it never mattered. We all got on. One miner respecting another, like, each with his own ways and willing to share what skills he had.’

‘That’s why we didn’t balk at being asked to go to Bohemia. We thought we’d pick up the lingo quick enough and find out how they did things.’

‘And the money, that was a great enticement.’

‘Who asked you to go all that way?’

Glances were exchanged. ‘It was shifty-shifty,’ admitted Peter. ‘First this fella comes to us after a word with the master. Friendly, like. Wanted to know how we were getting on. Interested in the workings.’

He exchanged a quick look with his companion and Hildegard guessed there was more to the story than she was being told. ‘Well, we take him down, shows him round, he rides off and that’s that. Or so we think.’

‘We hear nothing more - ’

‘Until he comes back a few weeks later. “Come up and meet my lord,” says he. Thinking it was one of the earl of Northumberland’s vassals we agreed. Then he sends militia to fetch us. Armed escort. “He’s down south now,” he says. “And I’ll tell you who my lord is. You can trust him to hell and back. It’s a Hull lad. Now he’s Chancellor of England.”’

‘”What?” says we, “Michael de la Pole?”’

‘”No less!” he answers.’

‘What did you think to that?’ she queried.

‘Nowt at this point. It explained the rewards and we thought it likely to do with the Cornish mines, mebbe. They were wanting to dig deeper but struck a problem with drainage, like. And we knew we were the men to solve it.’

‘So you went down to Westminster?’

‘Took ship out of Hedon on the Humber.’

‘Quickest way, barring sudden weather, but we were blessed by good fortune, us. We got there in short time. Things were looking good.’

‘We were met at Three Cranes quay by some men-at-arms who knew the same fella who’d brought us down. Then we were being lauded in the City. Best Rhenish. Good lodgings. Nothing too much trouble.’

‘Met them city guildsmen. Mayor Brembre was one. “Lads,” he said, “I want you to know we are all King Richard’s men here and there’s something afoot and you might be the lads to help us.” Then he explained.’

‘After, he says, “Name your price.”’

‘So we did.’

‘So what did he explain to you?’

‘That he wanted us to go on a special mission to Prague to do some work for the Emperor. Hush-hush, like.’

Hildegard considered they knew more by another of their complicit looks but it was clear they were going to go no further by the way they both clamped their mouths shut. She tried a shot in the dark, based on the merest whisper of something she had heard in Westminster last autumn. ‘Tyndale,’ she said, ‘where you come from, Jack. I believe there’s a rumour they found silver there. It is a silver mine, is it not?’

His glance dropped to the floor. ‘So what of it?’ He raised his head. ‘To be honest, domina, it’s not much of one. You might already have heard that it’s on the verge of being mined out.’

‘So you were being asked to transfer yourselves to the silver mines in Bohemia at Kutna Hora, famous for the silver ore they produce.’ It wasn’t a question and they did not treat it as such.

John merely murmured, ‘I see we understand each other.’

‘That explains Prague,’ she replied. ‘It does not in any way explain Avignon.’

**

Peter adopted a fighting stance. ‘You won’t believe this next bit, domina. After we’d been feasted and feted we were given instructions to report to the Steel Yard to pick up a Hansa ship into the Baltic.’

‘Best way over to Prague, cutting out the duke of Burgundy and all his cursed armies.’

‘But before we could get near the gates a fella rides up to us, ermine, plume in his cap, a couple of armed guards riding beside him, a convincing type, looked just like one of them guildsmen we’d met. “My good men,” says he, “our plans are askew. You must now take ship to Calais instead. Welcome on board.” He points to a neat looking cog at the dock side.’

‘Then he showed us letters of safe passage with our names on them.’ John looked a tad sheepish and Hildegard wondered how much he could read, if at all. It would not be impossible to do the job he did and be to all intents illiterate. She did not pursue the matter but merely nodded with understanding. ‘So you went on board?’

‘We did. How could we know it was a trick? It was only when the lines were cast off that we began to feel something was up. The crew, for a start, not an Englishman among them. We assumed they were Bohemians until we picked out a few words that were definitely a sort of French.’

‘Nobody spoke to us. Nobody looked us in the eye.’

‘We were treated all right. Vitteled, given plenty of good strong wine. Slept. It was when we came into harbour just before the anchor went down, a group of ruffians surrounded us - ’

‘And forced us to go ashore in barrels. Big ones. Not your usual ale tuns.’

‘We thought it was to avoid customs. Fair enough.’

‘Like washing barrels they were,’ Peter explained in outraged tones. ‘I could stand up in mine.’

‘And then it was onto carts and the journey began. Every so often the lid would be opened and food shoved inside with flagons of ale to follow.’

‘Pittle water it was, not like our stuff.’

‘But better than nowt.’

‘And then you arrived here and were let out of your barrels and took it for granted you were in Prague?’

‘You'll be thinking we’re a couple of sotwits but I tell you, domina, we were held in darkness and lost count of the days and nights, couldn’t tell them apart, nobody spoke to us in English, we had no way of knowing where we were. Or whether we’d get out alive,’ Jack gave a grimace.

‘We were blindfolded and let out to piss now and then. Didn’t even see each other until we got here.’

‘By, I don’t mind saying this but I was right glad to see his ugly mug gawping at me when they let me out.’ Jack cuffed Peter on the shoulder. ‘A right mess you’ve got us into, Beckwith.’

‘Me? I like that! Who said it was a good idea from the first? Make our fortunes in one fell swoop, you said.’

Hildegard listened to them bickering amiably then she asked what they hoped to do next.

‘Get back to England as quick as we can. Sod Bohemia.’

Peter gave their prison a miserable glance. He held up his wrists in their manacles. ‘They’re not going to let us go without a fight, are they?’

Unsure how she could help them or what other ramifications would have to be taken into consideration Hildegard tried to rally their spirits. ‘Given that you arrived in barrels I’m sure you won’t object if you have to leave by the same means?’

‘We are in your hands, domina. You’re our only hope and saviour.’

**

The questions Hildegard had not asked them was who had brought them here and why. Were there hopes that silver deposits would be found among the marshes of the Provencale coastline? What little she knew of such matters did not suggest the likelihood of that. So why here?

If their meeting had not been cut short by the guard, who deemed that their prisoners had been prayed over long enough, she would have gone on to ask them. But she had to leave in a hurry, with time only to tell the guards that she would regard it an honour to be allowed to return and offer her services to the English prisoners again.

‘Fine by me, domina. That’s your job. So long as you let us do ours.’

If the question why the miners had been brought here was unclear, the question of who had abducted them was not.

**

Athanasius was still sipping his evil-smelling concoction of herbs against his fever when Hildegard entered his cell. He was not alone. The cardinal who had visited the pope’s treasury with them was sitting expansively on the only bench. His face was a perfect picture of grief and she caught the end of a phrase, something like, ‘and to see him nevermore…’

He rose to his feet in a disarray of brocade and velvet, great bell sleeves billowing as he returned her greeting and at once offered her his place. ‘I’ll perch on the end of the magister’s bed, if I may.’

He settled himself inside his robes with a rheumatic sigh.

‘Well, domina?’ Athanasius croaked through the fumes. ‘What news?’

‘I followed your suggestion.’ She gave a hasty glance at the cardinal.

‘Cardinal Grizac has no interest in our affairs,’ cut in Athanasius as he read her meaning. ‘I take it you want to tell me something about the two dolts?’

‘You’re harsh, magister. They’re skilled in their own craft by the sound of it, their expertise being the chief cause of their current plight which is not unconnected to a pair of barrels and a group of well-armed militia.’

‘They wish to be conveyed elsewhere?’

‘Home. As quickly as possible.’

‘Transportation often puts a strain on the resources at Avignon,’ he replied cryptically.

‘Indeed?’

‘This is a fortress. Yet every day many barrels convey goods in as well as out.’ He sighed and sipped more of the concoction. ‘I would not, however, advocate any interference in this matter. Clearly Sir John Fitzjohn intends them as a gift for our Holy Father.’

‘But against their will, magister?’

‘Pope Clement moves in a mysterious way, domina, ever watchful for our best interests.’

He couldn’t have sounded more like an out and out Clementist and she wondered if it was a show to appease the cardinal, Clement’s man.

Warned off for the moment she could only say lamely, ‘I feel sorry for them. Let’s hope he makes his decision soon.’

‘What do you think to the manner in which our Holy Father is conducting inquiries into the attack on his treasury, my friend?’ He turned to the cardinal.

‘It behoves us to give him every assistance. Pool our thoughts on the matter.’

‘He is ever discrete,’ Athanasius observed. ‘I wonder if he has had a proper look at the unfortunate young fellow?’

‘I would expect it.’

‘So would I.’

A look was exchanged.

‘The matter is still being gossiped about as attempted theft.’

‘Yet nothing was taken.’

‘No sack for the pickings,’ agreed the cardinal.

‘Nothing with him but a little jewelled dagger such as you or I might possess.’ Athanasius gave Grizac a piercing glance which the cardinal acknowledged with a shrug.

‘I’m told the dagger still lies with the body in the mortuary.’ The cardinal raised his head to gaze mournfully at the magister. ‘I would like to have it. A memento, shall we say?’

‘Have you had chance to explore the palace yet?’ Athanasius turned to Hildegard. ‘You’ll find our chapel next to the mortuary a place of wondrous beauty and most skilful craftsmanship. Your admiration for such craft skill will be amply rewarded should you care to visit St Martial’s chapel. The frescoes are very fine.’

‘I’ll make time to see them, magister, when duties permit.’

‘Your first duty might be this. See if the cardinal’s dagger is still there and bring it back for him? The second duty is that I would like you to go down to the apothecary and fetch me some elecampane. Will you do that kindness for me, domina?’

‘Certainly, magister.’

‘I would consider it a boon. You may have to find the master apothecary to advise you. There’s a tall fellow in there, often to be discovered mixing his mysterious potions. He’s the one you should speak to. He’ll give you what you need. I find he has some most efficacious cures. Elecampane, I think, in this instance, with a few leaves of horehound, the white variety, if you will, then I’ll be back on my feet in no time. But first, St Martial’s chapel, I suggest.’

‘My pleasure, magister.’ She got up to go. ‘Excuse me, your eminence.’ With an inclination of the head to the cardinal heaped on the end of the monks’ bed she went to the door. ‘Our Bohemian friends are many leagues distant,’ the cardinal murmured before she opened the door, ‘but no doubt we shall hear from them soon enough. They wish to free themselves from the Cistercian monopoly on their silver. It happens to be their greatest natural resource. They seek allies. Such conflict, everywhere we look.’

**

‘Extraordinary,’ she murmured to herself as she set off on her errand. So the cardinal did know something. It made Fitzjohn’s abduction of the miners even more suspect. Grizac even knew about the Cistercian control of silver at the mines of Kutna Hora.

As she was nearer to the kitchen quarters than the chapel she decided to make her first errand elecampane and horehound - and then a little jewelled dagger.

She headed towards the apothecary’s across the yard adjoining the kitchen wing. Plenty of people were scurrying about at their many different tasks and she attracted little notice. She found the apothecary but even without being told she would have found it by the scent of dried lavender and the mingled aromas of other herbs and plants that swirled through the open door.

Another nun was in there already, discussing cures with a man standing at a chopping board as he laid out several herbs for her inspection.

‘Try this,’ Hildegard heard him suggest. ‘Steeped in a little wine and honey, it should clear the matter up to your lady’s satisfaction.’

When the nun left Hildegard approached but she was unsure how to proceed. Was this the apothecary the magister had recommended? She decided to mention Athanasius straightaway. The man glanced covertly round the chamber at the name then beckoned her to follow him, leading the way behind a curtain of drying herbs suspended over a doorway that gave onto a smaller, windowless storeroom beyond. Peering at her, he asked, ‘The magister is still unwell?’

Hildegard nodded.

He reached for a bundle of dried leaves. ‘Elecampane. And white horehound.’ He smiled faintly. ‘I have both.’ He thrust a few long stalks into her hands. ‘He knows how to prepare it. Anything else?’

She shook her head.

‘Then give him this.’ He went to a table chest set against the wall, took a small key from inside his shirt, unlocked the box and removed something before quickly relocking it. He placed the object in the palm of her hand and closed her fingers round it. ‘Something I obtained with him in mind. A charm against the ague. Keep it safe. He may return it as he wishes.’ With that he gave her a meaningful look and returned to his next customer waiting in the main chamber.

When she got outside into the passage she peered at the object cupped in her hand. A figurine was revealed. It was shaped like a female saint with a staff and something like a sack or loaf of bread in one hand. It was the colour of lead. She rubbed it on her sleeve until it gleamed with a subdued lustre. Silver.

**

Next, to the chapel of St Martial. Adjoining it, the mortuary.

A choir was singing in the chancel when she entered. Sweet trebles spiralled ethereal melodies into the bright vault of the roof. It was not yet nones. The office of the ninth hour would not begin until later.

The chapel was on the highest level of the tower, the windows unimpeded by any other buildings. Light swam in through panes of green glass, sufficient to illuminate the frescoes Athanasius had mentioned, the excuse for her presence here, if an excuse were needed. An air of sanctity prevailed.

None of the officials paid any heed. One or two figures knelt in front of the gilded altar, lost in their meditations, a sacristan attended to the candles, intently scraping bees-wax from their ornate gold supports. Hildegard paced along the side wall with her attention on the frescoes depicting the miracles Martial was supposed to have wrought - here was the saint taking ship for the east, here he was with an anchor rope round his neck, and here he was under the sea with the white marble halls of a palace rising around him. When she came to the door into the mortuary she slipped inside.

On each side of the body two black robed nuns were mumbling prayers for the soul of the dead youth and did not raise their heads.

He was as she had last seen him. Now lying on a byre but still clothed. His fingers gripped the hilt of the dagger she had noticed earlier. Impossible to believe that less than twenty four hours ago he must have been as blithe as any living being.

She trod softly over the tiles. Neither nun paid any attention. Coming to a halt within the circle of candlelight she gazed down at the corpse for a few moments until she felt they were used to her presence, or, indeed, as it seemed, oblivious to it then, gathering her courage, she reached forward. Something made her take her eyes off the dagger for a moment and a glance across the body into the gloom on the other side showed two beady eyes watching intently from the confines of a cruelly tight wimple. It distorted the nun’s features so much she looked like a weasel. Even her nose twitched when she spoke.

‘A waste of time, domina. You will not take anything from him yet. The rigor of death still holds him tight. Soon you’ll be able to retrieve what is of value to you.’

Hildegard straightened a crease in one of his cuffs. ‘It is not for myself. It is my errand to retrieve the dagger for its owner.’

The woman gave her a derisory smile. ‘If you say so, sister.’

She lowered her head in a gesture that told Hildegard she was an interloper.

Cardinal Grizac could reclaim the dagger later, if it was his, she decided. She supposed she had been sent to get it to save him the bother. He looked in no fit state to do anything in his present state of grief. But something had seemed wrong about the request.

She withdrew her hand. The jewels on the hilt glittered. There was no sign of blood on the blade. It seemed to have significance for its decoration - and for the value the cardinal attached to it..

**

While on her errand to the apothecary, with the plight of the two miners on her mind, Hildegard had briefly entered the kitchen wing. Now she returned to have a proper look.

The wine store must be somewhere close by. The unloading bay where supplies were transferred from the sumpter wagons into the storehouses would also be close to where they were needed.

First, the kitchen. It was a circular stone built chamber with a high conical roof through which the smoke from the enormous fire could escape. It seethed with heat and noise. When she looked in earlier a whole hog was being manhandled onto a spit and now it had been roasting for an hour or so. The little barefoot spit boy, sweating and cursing, was turning the great iron handle, and fat was dripping out of the carcase into a pan underneath to be later left to set before being spread on hunks of bread. The logs roared and spat sparks and another boy went around sweeping them up with a besom and now and then beating out the flames with the back of an old black skillet.

Across the middle of the chamber several long trestles were lined up and on both sides kitcheners were standing up at the endless task of preparing the food to be served later that day. Some cleaned, some chopped, some scraped, some sliced and yet others grated ingredients onto the board. Utensils flashed. Sharp knives sliced. Wielded with deadly skill.

No-one spoke. The master of this seething cavern sat on a wooden dais so he could oversee the activities of his minions, while a clerk at his side checked off ingredients and cooking methods on parchment rolls stacked on a lectern.

One or two overseers seemed to control the work of the more menial staff, the cutters and parers. Others, boys mostly, came in and out with fresh provisions. She watched a puny boy stagger in with a pole swinging with dead geese. Others followed carrying birds from the morning’s shoot, snipe, teal, duck, larks from the nets and many other birds which they threw down in a heap onto the trestles. Someone else hefted a wide reed platter loaded with duck eggs. A hen, still squawking, was dumped on a table, its neck wrung, and almost before it had stopped struggling, its feathers were being plucked by someone else. Fish, wriggling and glistening with life, were brought in from the town ponds. The innards of wild boar slithered over the chopping board.

On a back wall were ranged the ovens, massive things, large enough to bake the enormous amount of bread that was eaten, their suddenly opened wooden doors blasting heat into the already sweltering kitchen.

Baskets of vegetables - beans, cabbages, onions, carrots - were carried in by pairs of staggering lads who gripped the looped handles of the baskets and thumped the loads onto the flagstones only to be shouted at by a servant who stepped back and nearly tripped over one.

Honey was poured in a golden viscid stream from massive stone jars. A mound of almonds were burned on a skillet, a servant pounded more in a pestle and mortar. Dried fruits, dates and raisins were emptied onto a huge set of scales while two scullions lifted the heavy weights to balance them.

It was quieter next door but not much. A few stolid fellows moved knowledgeably between the wine casks in the semi-darkness while one of the monks followed, a tasting cup in one hand, pointing with the other to the different casks he wanted to taste. A servant opened a spigot and filled up a flagon with a wine that lit up like an arc of rubies as it caught the light from the open door.

Two men were rolling a barrel of ale into a nearby alcove. Beyond them, steps led down into the cellar where wine was allowed to settle. She watched as a barrel, obviously empty, was brought out and hoisted onto one of the men’s shoulders and taken out.

She had seen enough.

Out in the main yard she made her way past the tower where the two miners were imprisoned and turned the corner into another smaller yard. It was where the wagon had disappeared in the thin light before dawn the previous day, when John Fitzjohn, flaunting the arms of Thomas of Woodstock had arrived in such triumph.

Now a few wagons were lined up, shafts propped on the ground, and further into the yard a stone archway gave onto the stables. A row of horses leaned their heads over the tops of their doors and snuffled for the stable lads’ attentions. If she craned her neck she could see into the yard from where she stood. As she watched, one of the horses was led out under the arch into the wagon yard where it was backed up between the shafts of a cart. The servant she had seen in the ale cellar appeared at a door and wedged an empty barrel against the wall, glanced round, then ducked back inside.

The brewhouse, she decided, might be inside the palace walls or outside in the town. It would not matter. The brewer might be missing two of his barrels again if the plan hinted at by Athanasius was carried out.

She considered how she could persuade any of the dray masters to help smuggle two prisoners onto the first stage of their journey back to England, and reluctantly concluded it could not be done without a hefty bribe. Had Athanasius thought of that?

**

The little jewelled dagger. One such as you or I might carry.

Really?

Finding the bed chamber empty for once, she sat on her mattress and considered the purpose of daggers.

Why would an old monk confined to his cell need to carry a dagger? Why would a cardinal need one?

Hildegard’s attention moved to the cardinal.

Clearly the pope’s man. It would be almost impossible to be appointed to his position without convincing the Conclave that he was loyal to Pope Urban’s opponent.

She considered the interesting fact of his residence in England. Specifically in York, not far from Meaux. His apparent affection for the dead acolyte seemed unequivocal. To see him, nevermore. She had little reason to believe he had been referring to the murdered youth, it was merely supposition and the bewildered grief on his face that made her think so.

As for a dagger again. Such were the times, men of every description and most women carried such things concealed in their clothes. She carried a dagger herself. Why should Athanasius and Grizac be an exception?

Thankful she was alone in the bed chamber, she went over to her leather travel bag and rummaged inside. Here it was, nicely honed, more or less unused except for skinning the odd rabbit now and then and hacking through the meat she rarely ate. It had got her out of one or two difficult situations, more by the surprise of its appearance than her skill in using it in self-defence. That had yet to be tested. She wondered if many nuns thought to carry such weapons these days. Maybe her cell sister had one. Morose, she had barely managed to exchange a single word with Hildegard since her arrival. Now she glanced over at the scrip lying on the mattress on the other side of the chamber.

There might well be a knife concealed in there. She gave it a distant though careful look.

**

‘Hildegard!’

At the sound of her name she swivelled in surprise. ‘My lord abbot.’ Suddenly cold, she dropped to her knees.

‘Get up. We need to talk. Come to me in the little garden with the fountain before vespers.’

‘The garden with - ?’

‘You know the one. Why didn’t you speak to me in the Tinel earlier? I thought I was dreaming.’

‘I – ’ Unable to finish, she merely shrugged.

‘Just a glimpse, then you vanished. I also thought I saw you in the audience chamber soon after we arrived but put it down to an hallucination caused by exhaustion after the journey.’ When she was still unable to speak he said, ‘I heard you might be down here but I must say I’m amazed you arrived first. I can scarcely believe it. You made very good time.’

‘From England?’

‘Of course from England.’ He gave her a searching glance. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I didn’t know you were coming to Avignon.’ She was in a daze but pulled herself together. ‘If I’d known it was a race I’d have put on a little more speed.’ She couldn't help smiling.

He peered into her face again. ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You’re very pale.’

‘I’m tired from the journey I expect – and from everything that’s happened since.’

‘We had hellish problems with Burgundy’s militia.’ He gave that sudden boyish smile she knew that showed whatever the problems a skirmish with the enemy presented he had relished every moment.

Now his gaze had lifted from her face and was fixed on something behind her. She saw him make a sign of greeting then turn abruptly, pacing away along the corridor with a measured tread unlike his usual brisk walk.

When she turned she found the cardinal whose little daughter had nearly lost her pet squirrel standing behind her. It was difficult to tell how long he had been there. Hubert’s attention had not shifted from her face until just before he turned away.

‘Domina, we meet again,’ the cardinal now said. He was affable and full of smiles.

‘And how is the squirrel today?’ she asked.

‘As beloved as yesterday.’

He stood contemplating her for a moment then bowed and passed on.

For some reason Hildegard felt a chill strike through her.

**

After helping the nuns to prepare Maurice’s body for burial Hildegard went to keep her assignation with Hubert.

They met in a corner of the walled garden underneath the battlements. Faintly the sounds of water striking the sides of a marble fountain intensified the silence that precedes vespers. Sunset, later here than in England, slanted a pale, frigid shaft onto the path but the wall close to where they were standing was already deep in mauve shadow.

Hubert greeted her warmly but then straightaway started to question her about Athanasius.

Surprised that he even knew of him she admitted, ‘He sees me as a pair of useful hands. Someone to run errands for him. Going into places he cannot enter. The prioress merely told me to inform the guest master if my arrival and it was he who assigned me to him. What can you tell me about him?’

It was a test. Hubert’s answer would reveal as much about himself and his allegiance as it would about Athanasius.

Hubert took both her hands in his. ‘I am glad to see you safe. When we didn’t catch up with you on the journey I feared the worst. Then after we arrived and I caught sight of you, a sight so fleeting - ’ His voice thickened. ‘I was relieved to find you safe and well. Hildegard -’ he tightened his grip, ‘you saw me once or twice in the crowd, I’m sure of it, but you looked straight through me.’

‘Where was that?’

‘Soon after we arrived. We entered the audience chamber shortly before Woodstock’s man.’

‘So it was you.’

‘You were standing near a pillar.’

‘And you were near the door.’

He smiled with something like satisfaction. ‘We recognised each other in all that sea of people.’

‘You know about Fitzjohn then? That he’s Woodstock’s vassal.’

‘That’s why we’re here.’

He looked at her in silence to allow her to come to the right conclusion. She felt cornered. Like a stag being forced into the killing zone. So far, he had failed to answer her question about Athanasius.

Scarcely able to frame the words, she forced herself to ask, ‘What have you to do with Woodstock’s faction?’

Hubert answered promptly but she noticed that he did not meet her eye when he said, ‘Some say he may not be such an enemy to King Richard as we are led to believe.’

‘I can’t believe you can say such a thing!’ Her heart began to thump.

‘They have a point,’ he continued, looking into her face. ‘What do we know about the intentions of other people, least of all a member of the King’s Council?’

‘Is this a philosophical question?’

His lips quivered in a smile. ‘Maybe we’ll have time to tease it out later?’

‘I notice you haven’t attempted to answer either of my questions.’

‘Which were?’

‘Are you being deliberately obtuse?’

His eyes flashed. ‘Is that what you think?’

‘As you say, we cannot know the intentions of others.’

‘You think I’m trying to fob you off?’ He still held her hands but his tone had sharpened to match her own.

This time she did not bother to answer.

He said, ‘To return to your question. I probably know less about Athanasius than you do. What else can I say?’

She avoided his glance. ‘I hate you when you’re like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘You know!’

‘I swear, I don’t!’

‘Evasive, Hubert. Answering a question with a question or in such a way that it does not quite constitute an outright lie.’

She wanted desperately to know why he was here and if it had anything to do with the Cistercian silver mines in Bohemia and whether he was complicit in the kidnapping of the miners. Above all she longed to know what his feelings were about Holy Clement. Instead all she could say was, ‘What are you hiding, Hubert?’

Abruptly he let her hands drop. His voice was tight and he spoke rapidly. ‘You know that’s a pointless question and it’s unworthy of you. If I were hiding anything I would hardly be likely to tell you. And if I were not then you’re unlikely to believe me, given that you’ve thought to ask such a question of me in the first place. Why this sudden distrust? I assume it’s sudden,’ his expression hardened, ‘or have you always mistrusted me?’

‘We live in dangerous times. I’m sure you’ll be the first to agree that a little healthy scepticism is no bad thing in a place like this?’

‘Now you’re doing what you’ve accused me of, answering a question with a question.’

‘This place is seething with secrets, Hubert. Everyone jostling for preferment, working only for their own advantage -’

‘This is how the world turns.’

‘It’s nothing to do with our true purpose! It’s pure politics. The motives of most of those who come here are based on blatant self-interest. Greed tops the list, followed by pride, love of luxury, lust, exploitation of the poor - Is there ever an open and honest intention from sun rise to sun set in this entire place?’

‘And at night?’ His eyes, darkening, looked deep into her own.

‘Don’t talk to me about the night. Even more swinish, no doubt, given the activities of the day. These men bring their concubines here. To the heart of the papal palace! What does Clement do about it? Nothing. And then, of course, there’s the murder which is being hushed up. Why was that boy inside the treasury? Who persuaded him to break in? Who killed him in cold blood?’

Hubert looked bewildered.

‘You heard the pope make his announcement?’ she questiond.

He slowly nodded his head. ‘Obviously I heard what Clement said and later the story seemed to be about a thief and how he’d resisted arrest by the guards. It happened just before we arrived and was one of the first things we heard. A thief. After gold. Motivated by the greed you were just talking about.’

‘So that’s it? End of story? But who sent him there, Hubert? Why is nobody asking that question? Athanasius showed a little interest, on the level of a provoking conundrum as he called it. But now he’s losing interest. The boy was from York, Hubert. You might even know his family. The cardinal whose acolyte he was is only interested in retrieving a dagger the boy was holding. And nobody else seems to give a jot. I went to help lay out the body in the mortuary before meeting you here - ’

‘You’re still shaken, I see that. It’s understandable. It must be distressing to see - to see a human body with its wounds - ’

‘Don’t patronise me, Hubert.’

He drew back. ‘It seems I can’t say anything that doesn’t displease you.’

They looked at each other with open antagonism. Hildegard felt her secret self dissolve in tears. She wanted to reach out across the chasm that had suddenly opened between them but Hubert’s expression was cold. And anyway, she could not trust him. The realisation was unbearable.

‘You’re here as part of Fitzjohn’s contingent, then?’ Her words seemed to creak forth. It was a shot in the dark and Hubert did not deny any involvement with Fitzjohn, vassal of King Richard’s most vociferous and dangerous enemy.

Instead, he offered what Hildegard saw as an excuse, when he said, ‘I am here because I was recently called to our headquarters in London, as you know. While there I was instructed to attend his Holiness. Like you, I have no choice but to obey my superior. I’m obliged to carry out the commands of our Order.’ He paused before adding heavily, ‘Which so happens to owe allegiance to Pope Clement.’

‘The Butcher of Cesena?’ she blurted, unable to stop herself.

Hubert’s lips tightened. ‘If you were heard to utter a phrase like that by anyone else you’d be excommunicated.’

‘There are worse punishments meted out to those who stand against Clement. I suppose you didn’t have time to notice the place in the town square where they burn heretics?’

‘Be thankful we do not have judicial burnings in England.’

‘I am, indeed. But the fact that they have them here in France makes me shudder for the future of us all.’

‘This conversation has gone far enough.’ He stepped back.

‘If the king’s enemies get their way we shall soon be paying allegiance to King Charles and this false pope here!’

‘Say nothing more!’

She raised her voice. ‘Does the truth hurt? Where do we go from here, Hubert?’

He gave a black scowl. ‘I cannot believe you wish to go anywhere except, perhaps, to perdition.’

With that, he stalked off towards the garden door. In a moment he had gone from sight leaving an immense solitude behind.

The bell for vespers started to chime from the campanile, its plangent tones emphasising her feeling of desolation.

**

One of the things she had been unable to tell Hubert was that when she went to help lay out the body of the murdered youth just now, something was missing that should have been there. It was the small dagger he had been holding as he died.

It had been in his hand before noon. But, four hours later when the death rigour had abated, it had gone.

The fact that the crucifix he wore was still there on its gold chain suggested that the absence of the dagger was not a random pillaging of the body but a purposeful theft. Unless Cardinal Grizac had lost patience and gone into the mortuary to fetch it himself, there was another thief at large.

She would have to tell Athanasius and see what he made of it.

**

Sitting with the monk when she entered was Cardinal Grizac himself. Among his illustrious forefathers was the Lord of Bellegarde, a man, Hildegard assumed, with a strong fighting spirit. It had not been passed down. Cardinal Grizac was a pale and shaking wreck of a man. The bed on which he sat shook with his trembling.

Athanasius was speaking to him softly, as to a spooked hound, but even the presence of a nun failed to rouse the cardinal’s pride and give him the courage to stop shaking.

‘I am undone,’ he whimpered. ‘I am forever undone, cast out, destined to burn in hell’s fires. I have no hope left. This is my undoing.’

‘Go to confession. Confess all. That is your hope. You will be saved. You have done nothing to be ashamed of. Come now,’ the monk’s tone sharpened. ‘Pull yourself together, Anglic. You have no reason to send a servant on a thieving spree into the pope’s treasury. What have you to do with that? No-one will make that link. How could anyone of right mind believe it?’

‘But the proof, brother. His Holiness will regard Maurice as proof. How else will his presence there be judged? He was in my retinue. I am responsible. Clement will take it as evidence of my guilt.’

‘No-one but a few people in authority need know anything about him. Clement will keep it quiet.’

‘Why should he? And anyway, what difference will it make? I will be the scapegoat. Even now the news is spreading to every corner of the palace. Every cook and kitchener is whispering about it.’

Hildegard, aware that she was the bearer of ill news murmured a greeting and begged the cardinal’s forgiveness for interrupting. ‘I’m afraid I have something to tell you.’

Both men turned to listen.

‘When I went to help lay out the body before vespers, the dagger was nowhere to be found. Someone had already taken it.’

‘What?’ Grizac rose to his feet. With a sudden horrified glance at Athanasius he sat down again. The monk looked at him curiously.

‘You seem excessively perturbed, my friend.’

‘No,’ Grizac mumbled. ‘It’s the thought of someone stealing from a corpse. It -’ he hesitated. ‘It repels me.’

‘Worse things happen on the battlefield.’

‘That doesn’t make it right,’ he replied in the tone of one forcing his feelings down. Turning to Hildegard he asked, ‘Who was present in the mortuary when you were there, may I ask?’

‘The two Benedictines who had kept vigil in the chapel earlier.’

‘Anyone else?’

She shook her head.

Grizac frowned.

Athanasius was eyeing first one then the other with his hard, sharp eyes. ‘Come now, my old friend, these things happen. Light-fingered servants. Who can control them?’ He gave a wolfish smile. ‘Let’s find out who this petty thief is. Doubtless he will lead us to the one who persuaded your Maurice that a major theft from the treasury would be a good idea.’ He laughed softly. ‘Don’t you agree? Set a thief to catch a thief, yes?’

Grizac became strangely silent. His face was white as paste.

Athanasius reached for his cup of herbs again. The fumes were noxious. If they did not kill any ailment within a mile of the palace Hildegard would be astonished.

Grizac said slowly, ‘I may as well have stolen the dagger from the treasury myself. Clement will believe I am behind it. His inquisitors will show no mercy.’

‘If he believed such gallimaufry you’d already be in irons.’ Athanasius gave a mirthless chuckle. ‘Believe me, they would lose no time in arresting you for setting foot in that place without a warrant. But it was your acolyte and you can safely argue that what he does he does of his own will and you are not responsible. Imagine if every monarch was responsible for the actions of every serf? We would have no monarchs left,’ he chuckled, ‘and no serfs either.’

‘Leaving only churchmen?’ asked Hildegard.

‘Entirely theoretical, domina. I’m merely trying to point out that our dear friend will not be held responsible for the actions of one of his retainers. If you harbour feelings of guilt, dear friend,’ he turned back to Grizac, ‘then you must surely be aware of what a charmed life you lead - you are yet free, for do we hear the clank of mailed boots in the passage?’

Grizac jerked upright, ears straining.

‘No, we do not.’ Athanasius seemed to be enjoying himself. ‘So let us try to imagine who would want to steal this infernal dagger, shall we?’


Hildegard was irritated by Grizac’s reaction in the silence that followed. If he was responsible for sending Maurice into the treasury, for whatever reason, then he must have realised the danger of such an order. And it was the acolyte who had paid the price. She saw the scene as the sisters washed him and anointed him. A youth in all the glitter of young manhood, his path through life with its joys and sorrows cut short by a single, venal act.

And yet the cardinal seemed more anxious about his own skin and his ability to stay in Clement’s good favour than in finding out the truth. It was despicable. He showed no remorse. But maybe he was telling the truth when he claimed he knew nothing about Maurice’s fatal decision.

To bring their conversation back to the point, she asked, ‘Why would Maurice steal the dagger in the first place? What on earth got into the boy? With all the wealth which surrounded him, isn’t it strange the dagger was all he wanted?’

Athanasius gave her an ingratiating smile. ‘That is the question, indeed, how clear-sighted you are, domina. Come, Grizac, use your brains to suggest an answer, my dear old friend. You must have known the boy as well as anyone. What was going on in his mind? Tell us that and then we’ll be led to his killer.’ He put an arm round the cardinal but there was something chilling about the action and Hildegard had a fleeting thought of Judas. Where was the betrayal though? It made no sense.

‘Think,’ Athanasius insisted. ‘For what reason would Maurice want such a thing when he could have stolen anything ten times its value?’

Grizac looked defeated and said, ‘It has me beaten. What can I say?’

Like a cat with a mouse, Athanasius asked playfully, ‘Are we looking for two thieves or three?’

‘Three?’ Grizac eyed him warily.

‘The one who sent Maurice into the treasury, a thief in essence, Maurice we know, a thief in practice, and thirdly the one who has just stolen this paltry dagger, a thief after the fact. Three,’ he repeated in a complacent tone. ‘Or, if you prefer, only two, Maurice’s theft and the theft from Maurice’s body in the chapel. No third party involved, no brains behind the scene. Just two random acts of greed. Yes?’

He suddenly sat bolt upright and gave a smile of brilliant coldness at Grizac. ‘I would prefer another theory. It is this. The man who corrupted Maurice enough to persuade him to commit the first heinous offence then returned for a second more successful attempt.’

He looked delighted with himself and eyed Grizac as if to challenge him. ‘Again, only two thieves to be counted. Or maybe only one, if we discount Maurice as not being a free agent in the matter?’

He’s like one of the old Schoolmen who endlessly discuss how many angels can dance on a pinhead, decided Hildegard. Where was his compassion?

Now he tapped Grizac on the arm. ‘Can you come up with a better theory, my friend? Who was Maurice’s master in all this? Come on, let’s hear it!’

Grizac pulled at his lower lip, the large blue stone on his ring flashing as it caught the light. His face had gone a paler shade of grey. ‘It was valuable enough - the dagger, I mean. Encrusted with rubies and pearls and many other precious stones. Anyone would desire it if they knew about it.’

‘Maurice, then, driven by greed and working alone, would you say?’

‘Never greed!’ Grizac exclaimed in a broken voice. ‘He was an unworldly youth, pure in spirit.’

‘Leaving that aside, what do you think to my theory that the master plotter behind Maurice’s ill-judged actions killed him then, for some reason failing to take the dagger at the time of the murder, returned later to make good his theft? Come, tell me what you think.’

‘I wouldn’t know.’ Grizac wiped a hand across his eyes and turned away.

‘Don't distress yourself. This is a mere playful theory to try to shed light on these rather obscure events. I ask again, what could Maurice have been doing in there?’

‘Nobody knows. Why torment me? It could not have been Maurice’s intention to steal. No - this is to vilify the dead.’ He put up a hand as if to ward off the accusation then let it drop.

Athanasius started to laugh. ‘You’re right, my friend. Nobody knows. And Maurice gave the appearance of being a devout youth. Maybe he broke into the treasury merely to look around? Why not? Maybe he followed someone up there, someone he suspected of being a possible thief, but being foolhardy, instead of calling the guard, he tackled the thief himself? But what about the second theft? Maybe it was committed by as unlikely a thief as your Maurice? The sisters, perhaps, who supervised the laying out of the body? Maybe in their poverty they are not as content as we imagine?’

Grizac waved the latter suggestion aside. ‘I am undone and my life is as nought should an accusation against me be brought before our holy Clement.’ Then he added with the desperation of a drowning man clutching at straws, ‘It cannot have been the guards, can it? Both times?’

‘The two of them in collusion? It would be hard to make that stick for long,’ Athanasius objected at once. ‘They will be vibrantly aware that all we would have to do would be to tell either of them that their companion had confessed and the truth would come tumbling out before we could even lay our hands on the thumbscrews.’

Hildegard saw he was used to the methods of the Inquisition.

He went on, ‘They were the first ones to come under suspicion but theft would have been an act of stupidity beyond their capabilities.’ He smiled like a cat with the cream. ‘Now the nuns, I believe, are not unintelligent.’

‘The value of the dagger, as you’ve just described, could lure the guards to risk torture,’ interrupted Hildegard, ‘or are they as content as the nuns in their poverty?’ How dare Athanasius blithely try to lay the blame on a couple of undefended nuns? In her opinion the guards were more than likely to have a motive for stealing the dagger, thumbscrews or not, as they had never made any vow of poverty. There was nothing to stop them except fear or their own sense of decency.

Athanasius dismissed any accusation against the guards with a wave of his hand. ‘Why would they do something that so obviously incriminates themselves? Even now they’re walking barefoot on hot stones.’

‘Who then?’ Grizac challenged. ‘Do you have anyone other than the nuns in mind?’

**

The discussion meandered to an end with the wish that Hildegard would put a few questions to the nuns, something that the men felt they could not do themselves.

‘In the circumstances,’ she replied, ‘I’m sure my prioress would expect me to offer what help I can. I’ll search them out to see if they can shed any light on the matter.’ She turned to the cardinal, ‘That is if I have your authority to do so, your eminence?’

‘You have, you have, dear lady. You have it ten times over. Anything you can do to discover the identity of this corrupted soul who was willing to steal from the sanctified body of my acolyte will earn you my everlasting gratitude.’

‘Magister?’ Hildegard turned to Athanasius. ‘Is it your will that I should become involved in this matter?’

‘I believe your prioress, whom I knew well in earlier years, would expect no less of you, domina. You have my authority to seek out whomsoever you wish in order to retrieve the missing dagger. Go forth with our blessing.’

Wondering how much a blessing by these two was worth, Hildegard left them to their alternate wailings and reassurances, and went in search of the Benedictine sisters.

**

They were found easily enough, two black robed women, one young and one old, in the warming room in the kitchen tower. Hildegard sat down beside them. She stretched her legs, gave a yawn and followed it by a heavy sigh. ‘So sad,’ she murmured. ‘That poor murdered boy.’ Real tears pricked her eyes.

‘So young,’ agreed one of the nuns, putting out a hand to console her. ‘We thank you for your help in our task, domina.’

‘Are you called upon to do this service often?’ Hildegard asked.

‘We do whatever our superiors bid us do. In times of war - ’ her hand circled to include the idea of many dead, ‘who else but us can lay out the bodies with any decency and pray for them?’

A silence followed while the three of them sat in as companionable a fashion as the subject would allow.

One of them eventually got up and went to the flagon on a nearby serving table, poured out a mug of wine for Hildegard, refilled her own mug and that of her companion then returned to her seat. It was a sign that conversation would be welcome.

Hildegard explained she was from the Abbey of Meaux in the north of England. Speaking French, she told them that she had only been in Avignon for a few days and yet already it seemed like months. So much had happened. It was very confusing. She did not know what to make of it all.

The nuns were sympathetic. Even the younger one with the cruelly tight wimple seemed kinder now as if by sharing their gruesome task Hildegard had passed a test and could be accepted as one of them.

They were both from a priory in Burgundy, they explained, where there was much fighting, not only with the English chevauchees, incessantly raiding the countryside and reducing the peasants to starvation, but by the Flemish who believed they had a right to defend their Ghent weavers from coercion by the Duke of Burgundy.

‘We’re caught in the middle, there to clean up after them. There to bury the bodies.’

Slowly Hildegard got round to the question of the dagger.

Both women looked blank. ‘It was certainly in his hand when he was lying in the mortuary,’ one of them agreed, ‘but when we came to lay out the body, after the rigor had passed, it had gone. We assumed someone in authority had taken it away.’

‘It looked quite valuable,’ the other nun said. ‘Why do you ask about it? Are you saying it was stolen?’

‘It has disappeared, I can say no more than that.’

‘When you first came in to look at him,’ the younger nun said, ‘your eyes were on the dagger and for a moment, forgive me, domina, I thought it was something you desired for yourself.’

Hildegard gave a rueful grimace. ‘I was sent to fetch it and I admit I did stare at it but my look didn’t spring from personal desire for such a thing but from a wish to carry out the errand given me. I saw it’d be impossible to remove it from his grasp at that point and so decided to return later.’

‘And when you returned to fetch it, it had gone, and now you have to account to someone for its disappearance. I see.’ The nun frowned. ‘This is a mystery then.’

‘I understand that the poor young fellow was an acolyte of one of the cardinals?’ the second nun observed, her attention on Hildegard.

‘That is so.’ It seemed that the truth was becoming generally known by now.

The nun asked bluntly ‘Was it the cardinal’s own dagger?’

Hildegard felt a look of uncertainty pass over her face. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted, ‘but I suspect not. He only said it was very like one he might have.’

‘Did he think his acolyte might have stolen it from him and decided he wanted a closer look at it?’

‘I don’t think that was in his mind.’

‘So why did he send you to fetch it?’ she persisted, adding, ‘if, indeed, it was the cardinal who sent you.’

Hildegard was silent for a moment. It was a good question but she could hardly admit to these two strangers that the cardinal feared it might lead him to be accused of sending his acolyte on a thieving jaunt. It will lead to me. Besides, it didn’t make sense. As far as she could see there was no reason for anybody to link him with the dagger. Why should they? Wasn’t it part of the papal treasures?

The nun was quick to interpret her silence and stared, horrified. Lowering her voice, she asked, ‘You mean to say it might have been stolen from the treasury and belonged to his holiness?’

‘I’m given to believe so. The task of fetching it came from Brother Athanasius and Cardinal Grizac. They seem to have an interest in the matter.’

‘One would think so. The magister is a power, we’re told.’

Both nuns exchanged wary glances. One of them leaned forward. ‘We understand that you are one of his - ’

‘We have said nothing,’ the elder one broke in. Her tone was colder now. She put a hand on her companion’s arm. ‘We saw nothing. We know nothing. It’s only a few days since we arrived here. We simply do as we’re asked as is our duty.’

‘The magister,’ Hildegard bit her lip, ‘what were you about to say? You believe I am one of his - ?’

‘Nothing,’ the nun shook her head with emphasis. The two women stared at her with hard eyes.

‘I’m in the same situation as you,’ Hildegard told them, lowering her voice. ‘I arrived here only a couple of days ago. I hadn’t met nor even heard of Brother Athanasius before I arrived. I can’t see him having any sort of power, trapped by old age and infirmity in his cell as he is. Surely his influence is exaggerated?’

The younger nun gave her an ironic smile, much like the one she had worn when she thought Hildegard was about to steal the dagger from Maurice. ‘Forgive me, domina, but you would say that, wouldn’t you?’

‘I feel contrite to find you have so deeply misunderstood my motive for wanting information from you. All I know is I was asked to fetch the dagger for Cardinal Grizac only to discover that it was missing. I thought you two were best placed to help me find out what might have happened. You could tell me, for instance, if anyone came in to see the body on a pretext of paying their respects.’ She held her tongue on the matter of the two men suggesting that the nuns themselves were thieves. ‘I wonder, was it, perhaps, taken while he was still in the mortuary after the rigour had left him, that would be, say around mid-day or shortly after?’

‘The rigour had left him about an hour after sext,’ the elder one confirmed. ‘You can tell the magister that.’

‘I feel like telling him nothing, given that he appears to be keeping me in the dark about what’s really going on. I can’t see how I’ve become implicated in the matter at all. My own concerns are far from Avignon, I can tell you.’

The older nun laughed. ‘I believe you, domina, even if my more sceptical sister does not. I believe we nuns are seen as useful and nothing else. We are not credited with intelligence by the men who run things. I’ve seen enough of it to suspect them all of constant duplicity.’

‘Me too,’ her companion reproached her, as if she wanted to affirm her agreement on the matter. ‘We have to support each other and get on with what we believe to be the essential work of our calling, feeding the poor, educating the young, honouring the dead, preserving the teachings of our Order.’

‘St Benedict be blessed,’ her companion murmured, crossing herself.

‘I wonder then, as we’re in agreement, whether you can tell me exactly what happened from the time when you first saw the body until the time you finished your duties. Who brought him into the mortuary?’

‘The same two guards who found him. They’ll tell you that.’

‘They’re under a cloud themselves, I gather. Some are assuming they must have killed Maurice as soon as they discovered him.’ Hildegard glanced from one to the other.

‘Pointless. They may be stupid, but not to that degree,’ she said, echoing the common sense opinion of the magister.

‘The rumour that one of them had stabbed the thief was vigorously refuted.’ She turned to her companion for confirmation.

‘Emphatically denied. Why would they knife him before finding out what he was doing there? It’s patent nonsense. “We’re in the clear,” they told us and we believe them. They left us to our duties as soon as they brought his body down. They didn’t take the dagger. It was there when one or two people such as yourself came in afterwards.’

‘Can you name the ones who came?’

The nun shook her head. ‘Servants, a cardinal, half a dozen fellow choristers in tears. We don’t know their names and of course did not ask out of respect for their grief.’

‘They left after a short while. The dagger was there when the last one went out but it had gone by the time we returned with the necessities for our trade.’

‘So you had to leave the body for a while?’

‘Briefly.’

‘How long were you absent?’

‘Only a short time. We had to find the sacristy for the oil but he was busy with the service for sext so we decided to take part in the tail-end of that.’

Leaving enough time for someone to enter and remove the dagger from Maurice’s softened grasp?

‘Would you have noticed anyone going from the chapel into the mortuary adjoining it?’

‘With our eyes shut?’

**

The elder nun got up and refilled their beakers. The fact that she included Hildegard showed that her ill-judged connection with Athanasius was no bar to their feeling of sisterhood.

‘The cardinal who came in, did you know who he was?’ Hildegard asked.

They shook their heads. ‘A fine looking fellow, quite elderly but as we said, we didn’t ask anybody their names, naturally.’

It could have been, in fact almost certainly was, Grizac. He must have noticed whether the dagger was there or not and yet he had said nothing on the matter. After a moment Hildegard asked, ‘Do you think it impossible that the guards might have found out from Maurice what he was doing in the treasury - and then killed him to silence him?’

‘Acting on behalf of whom?’

‘That I cannot imagine.’

**

Before they got up to go the elder nun leaned forward and touched Hildegard on the arm. ‘What you asked just now about the guards is theoretically not impossible, domina, but we still think it unlikely. Isn’t that so?’ she turned to her companion who nodded.

‘Those two were as shocked as you might expect the innocent to be at what they found. I cannot believe they were simulating. I’ve seen enough guilty men in my lifetime to know what they look and sound like.’

‘I accept what you’re saying, sister. Thank you. I wonder if I may ask one or two more questions about Maurice himself?’

‘Anything we can tell you we will.’

‘He seemed well-liked if as you say so many came in tears to pay their respects. I wonder if you’d noticed him earlier?’

‘Never. I must say I haven’t paid heed to the youths running about the palace. Of course,’ the older nun added, ‘with so many young men attending our superiors, we can’t be expected to recognise them all.’

‘And like you, domina,’ the younger nun answered, ‘we’ve been here only a matter of days ourselves. We’re still trying to find out who’s who.’

No-one better than strangers, then, to take things at face value? Hildegard included herself in this easily duped crew.

‘As newcomers it was an honour to be chosen to lay out the body,’ she said finally, ‘so can you tell me who asked you to do that?’

‘One of the pope’s house stewards. As is usual.’

They got up to go, murmuring something about prayers and when Hildegard was alone she refilled her beaker and continued to sit there for some time.

What little she had gleaned was enough to add to the puzzle.

The timing of the thief was interesting. He had evidently gone into the mortuary while everyone was at mid-day prayers. If he wanted to prise the dagger from Maurice’s fingers he would have had to know about the effects of rigor mortis. He would also have had to be somebody who was likely to be seen around the chapel without arousing comment, someone who could take his chance when it arose.

None of the chapel officials could have done it because they were involved very publicly in the ritual of the mid-day office. Those who had sufficient knowledge about the time the body was found and hence the best time to be able to remove the dagger from the corpse were few. There was herself, of course, then Athanasius and Grizac. There was probably also the house steward. Others in the Curia. And the guards. The latter would know the time they found Maurice but would they know exactly when they could pluck the dagger from his hand? It was debatable. Anyway, the nuns were adamant that they had left straightaway and would have mentioned if one of them had returned.

One other knew the time when the body was discovered. In English Saxon law he would be called the first-finder. It was Clement himself. The realisation of what this might mean took her breath away. She struggled to make sense of it.

So far she had no idea why she had been included in the initial inspection in the treasury. As a witness of some kind? The innocent observer whose word, should it come to it, would be taken on trust? But why? Who was acting for whom?

The cardinal was the one called on to make the official identification of the body. He had presumably been informed by the papal officials that it might be Maurice. Then he had come to Athanasius. That fact implied something about the nature of their relationship. It was an odd one, not friendship exactly, not with Athanasius’s alternate soothing and bullying of Grizac. But, like many relationships, it seemed to be based on a disparity of power.

And what had the nun said? Athanasius was a power.

Was that why he had been informed of the murder from the beginning? What sort of power could he wield from his small, bare cell? The nuns had clammed up and become distinctly chilly when his name was mentioned. Maybe some rumour had been picked up by them, a rumour spread by one of Athanasius’s rivals maybe. But how could a harmless old corrodian have rivals?

Frowning, she sipped her wine. The tormenting question she asked herself was whether the murderer knew Maurice before he drew his dagger on him, or whether it was a case of strike first, think later, an act committed in the heat of the moment. He might have come across him accidentally during the break-in. Did that make his death no more than an accident? Maurice caught in the wrong place at the wrong time? The sense that there was a sinister, planned aspect to his death would not leave her. Someone, other than the guards, had discovered that Maurice had broken into the treasury. It seemed to lead once more to Clement.

By now, the presence of an accomplice had been somewhat discounted and if it wasn’t an accomplice and a mere thieves’ quarrel, was it fanciful to suspect that the killer had acted with the definite purpose of silencing Maurice? It was an alarming thought. But what could the acolyte know that made it necessary to shut him up? Grizac had been distraught just now. Was it because he knew why Maurice had been silenced?

She found herself weaving back again to the old question which had still not been resolved, namely, what was Maurice doing in the treasury at all?

Everyone she had spoken to had jumped to the conclusion that he was after filling his pockets, for why else, they reasoned, would a servant be found in amongst a golden hoard more spectacular than a king’s ransom? In every sense it was certainly the wrong place whatever his excuse for being there.

With nothing to grasp hold of, no clues, no obvious beneficiary, no sense of a motive, it was as shifting shadows, like the echoing fortress-palace itself, shrouded in darkness, with its secret chambers and ill-lit corridors. Worst of all, there was no-one she could trust to help shed light.

**

The tower. The sentry. The same deferral to somebody inside.

‘That English nun again, captain.’

‘Let her in.’ Then came something barely audible about her wasting her time.

The sentry returned. ‘Trying to turn them into priests, domina?’

‘My greatest hope, captain.’ To deter him from thinking otherwise.

She climbed the same dank staircase.

‘Well, boys,’ she said when she opened the door and saw them playing dice again. Shackled. Throwing quite deftly now, after practice.

‘Are we out of here then?’

‘Patience is a virtue.’

‘So we’re told, domina, but we are less than virtuous, us, praise St Benet.’

‘I’ve had a look at the sumpter yard and feel that is not the way. But despair not. We refuse to be daunted.’

‘This John Fitzjohn,’ asked Peter. ‘Should we know him?’

‘Not especially. He’s a northerner born but bred in one of the houses given over to Gaunt’s mistresses somewhere down in Lincolnshire. He has a younger brother you’d not want to meet on a dark night. A fellow by the name of Escrick Fitzjohn. I’ve been unfortunate to encounter him twice before.’

‘To your triumph?’

‘I’m pleased to say so, otherwise I doubt whether I’d be able to say anything.’

‘Lethal, then?’

‘Very. He has the advantage of being extremely plausible such that even with a knife at your throat you can feel you’re in the wrong and he, with his mortal ambitions, has right on his side.’

‘I can’t see any smooth talker pulling the wool over your eyes, domina.’

‘He didn’t, but I felt a gobbet of compassion every time I met him.’

‘Compassion?’

‘At how life, or the devil, has made him so desperate he can willingly and defiantly put his soul in jeopardy by his actions. I was gullible when we first met. Softer. Younger. Now, however - ’

‘Hard as nails? Battle-hardened?’

‘You might say so.’

He chuckled. ‘For our sake I hope it’s true.’

‘Well, that’s Escrick. His brother may be the same for all I know, or he might well be a saint. I’ve never met him before now. He’s had more worldly success, I believe, a fact which may have added to Escrick’s ill-wishing on anyone and everyone.’

‘Where is this lethal fellow now, did you say?’

‘I didn’t because I don’t know. I imagine he’s far away. He was outlawed but did not stay the three tides. He absconded to join one of the white companies under Hawkwood, got bested in Florence then went I know not where.’

A chill came over her. His was a name she had not allowed into her thoughts for some time.

‘I brought you something to cheer you up,’ she shook off her feeling of foreboding that always returned at the mention of Escrick’s name and placed a flagon of very passable Rhenish on the floor beside them. ‘And this meat. Enjoy it. It’s the last you’ll get before Lent, I expect.’

‘Angels do exist. I always hoped they did.’

**

As she walked away her thoughts returned to the problem of Maurice’s murderer and she wondered how much Clement himself really knew about the matter. The story seemed simple enough: after lauds he found the treasury broken open and called his guards.

Did he at that point venture into the stronghold to view the body for himself? Or had he taken the advice of his advisors and left it for them to deal with? If he had seen and recognised Maurice that would be sufficient for Cardinal Grizac to be fearful. Very fearful indeed. But then, why the delay in taking him into custody?

She remembered how Athanasius had consoled him with the thought that the inquisitors had not yet sent the palace guards for him.

Grizac’s prime concern seemed to be to save his own skin. Above all he expressed a palpable fear of being implicated in a plot against the pope. He seemed to imagine he would be accused as the mastermind behind the attempted theft. But why would a man as obviously wealthy as Grizac be suspected of stealing, despite the involvement of one of his acolytes? It was preposterous.

Hildegard frowned. Could his greed be so unbridled as to lead him to such an act? Every instinct made her doubt it.

She returned to the question of what Clement himself knew of the matter. He made his announcement to the packed Audience Chamber just before prime. Yet the body was apparently discovered shortly after lauds. The delay in making the announcement suggested confusion. And later, was he present when the body was brought out of the narrow space of the treasury and up into his bedchamber? He would know then, at the latest, that the dead youth was Grizac’s acolyte so why the lies, or more charitably, the rumours surrounding the identity of the victim?

I’m going round in circles, she thought, but she could not stop herself. None of it made sense.

How, for instance, had the cardinal managed to evade the inquisitors if Clement knew who the boy was? Did Grizac have an even more powerful protector than that afforded by his own eminence? The guards must have recognised Maurice and informed him as soon as the body was discovered. And yet no-one had formally identified Maurice before Athanasius conducted Grizac to the treasury. If his identity had been known by others lower down the pecking order the information would have been impossible to keep secret and would have spread like wild fire round the palace. It was only now that the details were beginning to seep out. So who had kept a cap on things, and why?

She couldn’t escape the feeling that Grizac and Athanasius knew more than they admitted. She felt they saw her as just a useful fool. Someone to go about asking questions so that it appeared as if something was being done. The secret, whatever it was, shared between the two men, remained. Except that now something had gone wrong. Someone had stolen the dagger and they didn’t know who…and one of them, at least, was worried.

Again and again she came back to the same questions. Why? Who? Who gains?

When she reached her guest chamber she halted before opening the door. From within came the sound of a high Scottish voice at prayer. With a sudden change of mind she set off for the Chapel of St Martial instead, slipping into an empty place against the wall just as the priest began his oration.

**

The Holy Office of nones. She knew it backwards, made the expected responses on cue, knelt, prayed, stood, sang, chanted the words learned by rote many years ago in the haven of goodness at Swyne.

On leaving she found Abbot Hubert de Courcy by her side. He paced along for a moment or two then, apparently thinking better of it, and without exchanging a single word, increased his pace and disappeared up a flight of stairs to the consistory.

Had he wanted to say something? If so it was an odd experience to find him at a loss for words. It was more likely he was waiting for her to make some sign of contrition. She had probably spoken out of turn as usual the last time they met. She sighed, thinking, I’m wearied by all this - the currents and cross-currents of the place - then as she glanced up she saw him leaning over one of the window arches on the staircase of honour. He was looking down at her. When he saw her glance up he hesitated then moved back without acknowledging her and she saw a flash of white as he rapidly ascended the staircase. His intention, whatever it was, only added to her irritation. What, she asked herself, does this place have to do with me? I can’t be drawn into other people’s plots and contrivances to no purpose. I have my own interests to consider and they’re not dependent on the favour of anyone here.

She considered leaving Avignon altogether. Why not? Only the disapproving look of the prioress and her own sense of failure as she trailed home with only the barest information about Fitzjohn made her hesitate.

She thought of Westminster again and the momentous events that were taking place there. The fate of the king and his allies was far more important than the death, nasty though it was, of one unknown young man and the theft of an unimportant little dagger.

Transcending everything was the threat to King Richard. The security of the Plantagenet dynasty determined the fate of England. If King Richard fell, England fell.

For the first time she began to believe that the Prioress had made a grave mistake in sending her here. She must have lost her grip on events. It was obvious that she had been unaware of the great calamity about to befall her brother, the Archbishop of York, and his fellow advisors to the king. Usually so astute, and sitting at the centre of a network of informers, she had for once, it seemed, made a huge error of judgement.

Resigned for the moment to the futility of her sojourn here, Hildegard dutifully made her way to Athanasius’s cell to find out if his apothecary’s cure was taking effect.

**

The weather, fairly mild until now, changed abruptly when a strong wind brought great, bruising clouds rolling in from the north, with a deluge of rain that dropped indiscriminately onto the Great Courtyard. It cleared it in an instant the prelates, servants, and everyone in between, as they hurried to find shelter. Lightning flashed over the purple hills and thunder rolled around the valley, fading only in a series of distant reverberations.

Hildegard had chosen that morning to venture outside the palace to see if a walk by the river would reconcile her to a few more days here. When the rain started to fall in slanting arrows, kicking up the mud around her feet, she was standing on the bank looking at the swollen river where it had burst its banks. The water meadows were flooded, leaving animals stranded on little mounds of grass. The rain must have been torrential upstream to burst the banks of the river overnight. It had changed colour. Instead of the usual dark green it had become a swift-moving, murky yellow.

A little to her left it sluiced with an endless roar between the twenty or so arches of the bridge of St Benezet, the bridge of Avignon, hurling broken branches and other debris down river at great speed and where the water swirled past the wooden landing stage below it shook its supports, snatched at them and turned and eddied back on itself. In mid-river frothing shoals covered the sandbanks that had been visible only the day before.

I wouldn’t give much for the chances of anyone who fell in there, she thought, keeping safely to the higher ground at the top of the bank. The first drops of rain had begun to give way to a torrent. She pulled up her hood.

A small ferry boat was tied to a post below where she stood and the force of the current was making it buck and turn on its painter, almost tearing it free. She watched it crash again and again against the wooden pilings. The ferryman must have thought it best to risk losing his boat and keep himself dry inside his house because a stream of smoke flew above the thatch although there was no sign of him.

It was too late to run back to the palace. She would be soaked before she reached it. Tightening her grasp of her hood and looking for somewhere to shelter along the path, she resigned herself to a thorough drenching by the time she was half way back. Then a shout came from the depths of a thicket beside the track.

‘Here, sister!’

When she turned, a gloved hand beckoned from a hide of evergreens and she saw a flash of red and gold. Guessing it was someone from the palace she changed direction, skittering round the puddles that lay in the way, and lifting her hood just enough to make out several figures huddled out of the rain under a thick canopy of laurels. With a feeling of relief she hurried into this unexpected refuge.

A group of pages were huddled inside.

‘My thanks, masters. I wouldn’t have noticed this if you hadn’t called out.’

‘We aim to please, sister.’ To her surprise a tall youth, no more than fifteen or sixteen, standing eye to eye, rose up out of the bushes. She realised he was scarcely old enough to shave, nor were the others, as a swift glance showed. They wore the colours she had recognised the other night when Fitzjohn arrived from England, the red, blue and gold worn by Woodstock’s retainers. She had already noticed them about the palace.

‘English, God be thanked!’ The boys gaped as she threw back her hood. She had pulled off her coif earlier and her damp hair fell in a blonde sheen to her shoulders.

‘Forgive me,’ she murmured at their astonishment. ‘I expected to be alone when I set off just now and I get so sick of wearing this on my head.’ She pulled out the damp linen coif from her sleeve, put it on and stuffed her hair out of sight.

The tall youth said, ‘And so are you, sister. English, I mean. We guessed you were. Well met.’ He gave a cramped bow in the crowded den. ‘I am Edmund, squire to Sir Jack Fitzjohn. This is Peterkin,’ he indicated a sandy-haired Saxon youth with a thin, intelligent face covered in freckles. ‘And this miscreant is Bertram of Stowe.’ A thickset, dependable looking boy ducked his head in a bow. He was dark haired, confident, and might be a merchant’s son.

‘And I’m Simon Lorimer,’ piped up the youngest of the boys, no more than ten or so, and already growing out of his tunic.

‘Greetings. I’m Hildegard of Meaux.’

‘Of the Abbey there?’

‘Indeed.’

‘Should we know where it is?’ asked Edmund.

‘Only if you’re Yorkshire born,’ she replied. ‘It’s close to Beverley and only a day’s ride from York.’

They asked what she was doing so far from home. She explained her presence at Avignon as ‘being on church business.’ It was as far as she could go. They told her about themselves with, she suspected, equivalent reticence.

‘The only one of us who’s missing is Elfric. He’s from your part of the world, a place called Pocklington. It’s near York, he tells us. At present he’s running errands in the dry.’

‘I saw you arrive,’ she told them. ‘I guessed you were English by the blazons on your tunics. I’m pleased to find I’m not alone here.’ Except for Hubert de Courcy and his brother monks, she added to herself. ‘Do you know why you’ve been sent so far south?’

‘We simply follow our lord as he commands. We get to see foreign parts.’ It was the first youth again, the one called Edmund. He gave an ironic shrug. ‘We broaden our minds, domina, at his expense.’

‘I noticed a companion of yours in the chapel,’ she ventured. ‘He seemed upset.’

Silence followed her words while everyone watched the rain pelting down. It was falling with such venom it turned to mist as it smacked the ground then threw up clods of mud and ran in separate streams down the bank to join at the bottom in one expanding puddle that was quickly turning into a quagmire as they looked on.

The silence of the boys lengthened until eventually Bertram gave a sigh. ‘The companion you mentioned would be poor little Elfric. His brother died and he won’t believe it. He’s mad with grief.’

‘We told him he’d get over it but he said never, as long as he lives,’ added Peterkin.

‘I’m truly sorry to hear that. Only time can soften the sharp grief of losing someone we love.’ Rivera sprang to mind.

To her relief the boys began to argue in the courtly fashion they had been taught on the topic of whether the death of a brother or a father was hardest to bear.

‘My old pa is the devil incarnate,’ Peterkin announced, ‘that’s what everybody says, so it’s not just my opinion. I was glad to get away from him.’ He frowned. ‘It might be unnatural but it’s true to say he might as well be dead. It makes no difference to me, either way. He’s ruined my life.’

‘Ruined it?’

‘You’ll never believe it, domina, but when I wanted to take holy orders he told me I had to serve as page to one of Jack Fitzjohn’s knights until I was old enough to know my own mind. Then he beat me because I objected. I couldn’t walk for a week.’

‘You’ll never know your own mind, Peterkin.’ A casual scuffle ensued but was soon broken up.

‘So was Elfric’s brother back home in England?’ she asked when things quietened down.

‘Not at all. He was here in Avignon.’

‘What, retained by your lord Fitzjohn too?’

‘No,’ Simon piped up. ‘He was whisked from York years ago to attend a foreign cardinal who’d taken a fancy to him on account of his voice and poor Elfric hadn't seen him since he was a babe in arms.’

‘Not quite that,’ corrected Peterkin, the erstwhile priest. ‘He would never remember him if he’d been a baby. He must have been at least five or six. He remembers being carried on his shoulders and playing in the mead with him.’

‘He said his brother used to send him messages by courier from Avignon to York.’ Simon, keen to put himself in the right, told Hildegard, ‘He lived to hear from him. When Fitzjohn told him he was coming down here he was in heaven, thinking he’d meet his brother in the flesh again. Then this.’

‘What ‘this’ exactly?’ asked Hildegard.

‘Done in,’ Peterkin crossed himself. ‘His brother, that is.’

‘Nobody knows yet who did it but we’ve all vowed to bring the murderer to justice,’ Edmund explained darkly. The others nodded in agreement.

‘I was the first to find out about it.’ Peterkin spoke again. ‘It was when I went down to the kitchens to fetch Sir Jack his bread and wine. You were there, domina.’

‘I knew I’d seen you somewhere before.’ Hildegard looked him up and down. So Elfric’s brother was the acolyte of Cardinal Grizac.

Peterkin gave her the same disarming smile he had bestowed on the kitcheners. ‘You were the nun sitting quietly by while they all pitched in with their crackpot opinions.’

Alarmed by their vow to find the murderer, Hildegard was moved to warn them. ‘You’re brave and loyal lads, without a doubt, but you must tread carefully. This place is full of danger, especially to us English. Under Clement’s rule we’re seen as the enemy here.’

‘I support Pope Urban,’ Bertram announced in an emphatic tone.

Instantly there was a small cheer.

‘I think that’s a view you must certainly keep to yourselves.’

‘What about you, domina? Where do your sympathies lie?’ probed Peterkin.

‘My Order, to my sadness, has come out in favour of the antipope Clement,’ she told them.

‘But what about your own secret view?’ Peterkin asked, with childlike persistence.

‘That is for me to know,’ she replied lightly. ‘Just remember to step carefully, I beg you.’

‘That means she’s on our side but can’t say so,’ Bertram announced with an air of solemnity.

The rain still howled over them, tugging at the bushes as if to uproot them. Despite that it felt strangely safe under their shelter. They were away from prying eyes for once. Hildegard realised how oppressive she found the atmosphere in the palace. It was not only the acolyte’s murder but the sense of being watched whatever she did, wherever she went. It was more than the natural claustrophobia of living in an enclosed community. It was enemy territory and there was no way of forgetting it. Perhaps the boys felt like this too, forming a little brotherhood in a nest of enemies.

The leaves rattled in the gusts of wind that now and then threw rain in their faces but they were sheltered well enough. Hildegard felt sorry for these lads, so close in age to her own son, an esquire in the Bishop of Norwich’s army and, like him, far from home, in a place among knights whose dangerous machinations they were too inexperienced to understand.

‘I shall remember Elfric,’ she told them, ‘and especially his brother.’ Remembering something Athanasius had told her she asked, ‘What was his real name?’

‘It was Hamo but they frenchified it to Maurice when he came over here.’

‘And he came here with Cardinal Grizac?’

‘You know the cardinal?’

‘I’ve met him.’

‘What’s he like? They say he was going to be made pope and then something happened and Clement was elected instead.’

‘Yes, so I believe.’

‘Something?’ mocked Edmund. ‘A massacre, that’s what happened. Fear made them follow Clement like sheep.’

She peered out from between the leaves. ‘The rain seems to be slowing down. We might take our chance and run for the gatehouse. Will Sir Jack be looking for you?’

‘He can’t blame us for having the sense to preserve our garments from the depredations of the weather.’ It was Peterkin. The others laughed.

‘You’ll always talk us out of trouble, won’t you, Peterkin?’

‘I’ll certainly have a good try or die in the attempt.’

‘Talk yourself out of that, then.’ Laughing, they bundled him out into the rain.

In a burst of energy they rest of them exploded from the shelter in a turmoil of movement and shouts and wet leaves.

More slowly Edmund courteously lifted aside the low-hanging branches for her. ‘Forgive them, sister. Bertram is a sound man in a fight as is Peterkin. He’s older than he looks and soon to be an esquire against his wishes, as you heard. The two pages are still learning how to conduct themselves in an adult world.’ He gave her a conspiring smile.

‘And Elfric used to receive letters from his brother?’

‘He reads well.’

A patch of blue sky had appeared although rain still fell in long, single streaks.

‘We would be honoured if you’d come and watch us tilting at the quintaine. We’ll demonstrate how we can trounce these Avignon weevils and make you proud to remember the glories of Crecy and Poitiers.’

‘I shall be honoured to accept. There’s much pleasure to be found in the joust.’

‘For now, sister, we shall accompany you back to the palace gatehouse.’

**

The guard looked through the grille and saw the soaking wet figures approaching up the muddy lane towards the palace. When he recognised Hildegard among them he grudgingly let them back in.

‘Sir John has been searching for them pages. Nothing but trouble, they are.’

‘We had to shelter from the squall,’ she told him.

He grunted. ‘You keep them under control, domina.’ He glowered at the boys as he unlocked the gate. His face disappeared for a moment as he stepped back to let them in and he was still scowling when he reappeared.

Ignoring him the boys accompanied her across the Great Courtyard. It was full of puddles and devoid of the usual bustle of folk attending to their duties and they arrived almost unnoticed. Before parting at the steps leading up into the first antechamber, Hildegard asked Edmund if he was the leader of the group.

‘I’m not the leader, only the tallest. We don’t believe in leaders. Peterkin is the strategist in our guild.’

‘Guild?’

‘We’ve seen how our elders organise themselves for protection and how the apprentice boys at the Great Rising were outwitted by their lack of efficient planning. We want to copy the best of what our elders do while keeping to the ideals of the apprentices. We’ve formed a guild of retainers the better to serve our interests - and to be prepared for any sudden changes.’ he added grimly.

‘I wonder what Sir Jack thinks?’

‘He won’t know until he steps over the line.’

‘The line - ?’

‘He often goes too far, cuffing me on the head, using a peremptory tone to me, continually carping over nothing. It puts me into such a boiling rage I could - ’ he bunched his fists.

‘And how will forming yourselves into a guild help you?’

He gave her a sudden innocent smile. ‘Forgive me, my lady. We are but wild boys who talk no sense.’ He bowed with such grace and formality he looked twice his age and she judged that he had been well-trained by Fitzjohn whether he liked it or not.

‘I must go. Don’t forget our invitation to watch us at the quintaine,’ he called over his shoulder as he sped after the others up the steps to where Fitzjohn was no doubt waiting with a hard question or two about where his attendants had been hiding.

The quintaine was the wooden target on a swivel that the boys practised riding at with short, wooden lances as a training in the skills required for the joust and later, of course, for the battle field. She imagined she might very well find her way down to the tilt yard to watch them one day.

Meanwhile, her excursion out of the purlieus of the palace had cleared her mind and raised her spirits, as well as providing a useful insight into the situation that most concerned the cardinal.

She wondered if he had known that Maurice corresponded with Elfric, the younger brother who lived in what had become enemy territory.

**

Athanasius was looking worse than ever. He waved her back when she appeared.

‘Approach not, domina, for fear of contagion.’

Hildegard regarded him dubiously. ‘I can’t recall a cure more effective than the one you’re already using.’

‘Not your concern. Anything to report?’

‘How is Cardinal Grizac this morning? Still at liberty, I trust?’

‘He has been appointed official searcher on the grounds that the victim was his own retainer. His spirits are consequently much lighter.’ Athanasius gave an ironic shrug. ‘He believes it shows he is trusted.’ He gave her one of his long, considering stares. ‘What do you think, domina? Would you feel trusted in similar circumstances?’

‘I can hardly have an opinion, magister. Are you hinting that they’re mistaken?’

‘Do not disappoint me, domina. Now we’re alone you can speak your mind. Tell me what you think about our absent friend.’

She decided to answer directly rather than feign ignorance. He was accusing Grizac of being behind Maurice’s treasury break-in. ‘I fail to see any motive for encouraging Maurice to commit a crime against his Holiness.’

There, it was said, the invitation issued, and she watched the old monk for his first unguarded response. His expression did not change, however. Instead, he remained wooden-faced and stared thoughtfully at her for a few moment before saying, ‘Come now, don’t fail me. We can’t ask who gains, because clearly anyone who gets their hands on Clement’s treasure gains a fortune. Better to ask who would imagine that was a sufficient motive to take such a risk?’

‘I imagine the cardinal is uninterested in acquiring even more wealth than he already has.’

‘Sometimes there’s no limit to greed, you would agree?’

‘Do you see your friend as someone driven by greed?’

‘Oh, now, you can’t ask me that. Think, there’s another question we need to ask but what is it?’

‘I’m at a loss, magister.’

He would have to be satisfied with that but he gave a scornful shake of his head. ‘Disappointing of you.’

She ignored that. ‘Tell me, magister, to return to your first question, is it your opinion that recognition by the concilium increases or decreases the likelihood of his eminence being taken into custody?’

‘You’re not as easily convinced as our dear friend by such an unexpected move by the concilium?’ he countered.

Hildegard hesitated. What might it imply about papal involvement in the murder if she answered no? Should Grizac bring any findings to them they did not like, she knew they could easily let them disappear into the depths of the archives. Grizac along with them. She was familiar with the methods of the inquisitors. They worked to a secret agenda which was often obscure until too late, and innocent and guilty alike had condemned themselves through lack of caution.

That they might be working towards such a conclusion with Grizac was too explosive a thought to utter to a man she did not know well and did not completely trust. She would also condemn herself if she accidentally showed she was getting close to the truth.

Instead, watching him, she said, ‘I wonder if his eminence is aware that the brother of his acolyte arrived in the entourage of Sir John Fitzjohn?’

The friar’s expression did not change and his eyes held the same unflickering expression whether he was considering a youth’s death or whether to take another sip of his cure.

He dabbed his clean-shaven upper lip with a napkin. ‘Are you telling me Maurice’s identity is now known by every pot-scourer and gong-master in the palace? The connection with our friend Grizac will be bruited from one side of the purlieu to the other. The rumour-mongers will be in paradise. I’ll make sure his eminence is informed to add to his burden.’ It was a careful reply. ‘And you, domina, do you believe this familial connection has any significance?’

‘I have no idea. I believe it might be merely geographical. These Yorkshiremen are a restless breed. They turn up everywhere.’ Working on the assumption that he knew more about it than she did she added, ‘It must surely be coincidence that the brother is in Jack Fitzjohn’s entourage.’

He was nodding his head.

She could not tell whether it had been news to him or not.

He gave her a sudden flashing smile. ‘Keep up the good work, domina. A word here, a word there, eh? I am confined to my bed for yet another day. You have been most helpful.’ He leaned forward. ‘I shall ensure that the appropriate examiners are aware of your assiduous work when the question of preferment at the Priory of Swyne comes up.’ He gave her a searching glance. ‘That is the reason your prioress sent you here, is it not? In order to further your personal ambition?’

A jolt passed through her while she was grappling with the unpleasant view of spying he had just drawn, and she quickly covered her aversion to what he said. ‘Most certainly, my holy mother is ever considerate for the welfare and benefit of her sisters as you will no doubt remember. I’m fortunate that she believes I might follow her precedent in time.’

She changed the subject to the rain and the floods it had brought and later, as she left, warned herself to be more guarded in future. Despite his conciliatory manner he had almost managed to make her say more than was wise. His eyes had needled into her face as if to extract secrets from her. It was easy to see him inviting some poor fool to confess more than was safe and then bring down the severest penalty of the inquisitors.

Her ignorance of any other motive than greed must have been convincing. It happened to be the truth. He could not suspect the prioress’s purpose in sending her here. She hardly knew it herself. Presumably, if he had known the prioress well he would have a good idea of her opinions. She was ever blunt about her superiors and unfailingly forthright in her views on those who ruled, took their helping of taxes and expected uncritical loyalty in return.

Her allegiance, as Hildegard knew, was unwavering, too, on the subject of the right to the English throne. Only one man had that right. Richard had been anointed with the holy chrism as King of England at the age of ten, an event witnessed in Westminster Abbey by all the prelates, nobles and shire knights of England when they gave their oath of fealty. That was enough to offer him her unstinting loyalty.

The prioress, like Hildegard herself, owed nothing to the Butcher of Cesena and his vassals.

**

There was something in the lining of her sleeve. She pressed it with her fingertips, decided she was not mistaken, and pushed her sleeve up to have a look inside. The thick seam was about an inch deep and when she worked inside it she discovered the small silver charm given her by the apothecary earlier. She had quite forgotten it. Now she wondered how Athanasius had managed to get on without it.

Sighing she thought about taking it along to him but could not summon up the enthusiasm to enter his foul-smelling lair so soon.

What if he had the plague, or something similar? She had managed a discrete look at his neck when she had attended him and had seen no buboes there. Hopeful that he would have warned everyone if he had been really sick she put his ailment down to his advanced years and the cold weather.

He had no heating whatsoever in his cell. Not even a hand warmer. He was like the prioress in that respect. She never seemed to feel the cold and perhaps the two elderly monastics were more similar than she realised. Both brought up under the same harsh discipline. Thriving on austerity. Given to a life of secret affinities. What little she was learning about Athanasius’s character told her that much. Alike. Yes. And yet in some way she had not fathomed, not alike in any profound way, in spirit deeply different.

In an ill-humour, she decided to go and watch the boys at the quintaine. It would be their exercise time about now, between tierce and mid-day. And besides, she needed some fresh air after the foulness in the magister’s cell.

**

On her way to the tilt yard she had to cross the Great Courtyard past the entrance to the tower where the miners were incarcerated so she cut briskly across and went up to the guard. He gave her an odd look with something she read as triumph in it but she ignored him as he nodded her through and she began the long climb to the top floor.

The fact that she had nothing to tell them yet would be a disappointment that could not be helped.

**

‘Where’s John?’

Peter looked up gloomily from his chains. He was huddled in a corner of his cell on a pile of straw with an empty mug upended beside him. The cell was dark and filthy. He himself looked lonely and utterly dejected.

He lifted a mournful face to meet her gaze. ‘They’ve separated us. It can only mean we’re about to be dragged before the officials of the inquisition.’

‘Are you accused?’ she asked in alarm.

He shook his head. ‘They’re being as nice as pie. They simply want to know our guild secrets.’ He spat into the straw. ‘No chance.’

‘You are vowed to maintain the secrets of your guild.’

‘Vowed before our guild brothers. These inquisitors can weedle all they like with their thumb-screws and pincers, they’ll get nothing from me.’

‘And what would they do anyway with the knowledge, should, heaven forfend, you ever yield to their persuasion?’

‘What can they do with it?’

‘They have mines of their own, do they not?’

‘Coal. That’s about it.’

‘They have mountains.’

‘Silver and gold in them? Who knows? We’ve never heard anything about it and you can be sure word would have leaked out one way or another if they had.’

‘So what use are you to them?’

Peter shrugged his shoulders.

Hildegard considered the matter for a moment. ‘Peter, tell me, why do you think they brought you here?’

He shook his head. ‘Pope’s men? A bunch of Burgundy’s militia? Who can unravel their weave?’ He sat up, suddenly alert. ‘Have you found out something?’

‘I was here the morning Woodstock’s man rode in with his retinue. It was still dark, in that time just before dawn. Moments after Fitzjohn arrived a wagon came storming into the Great Courtyard. By this time everybody was trailing inside the palace. The wagon didn’t stop but disappeared round the corner towards the sumpter yard. There were barrels in it. Large ones. I saw them clearly under the flap by the light of the torches his guards carried as it swept round the corner. It meant nothing to me at the time. But, given your description of how you got here, I believe they were the barrels you and John were carried in. Remember, we stumbled across each other the very next day?’

‘That was our first day here. Go on.’

‘You see what it means?’

He gave the matter no more than a moment’s thought. ‘Obviously Woodstock gave this Fitzjohn fella the order to have us abducted?’

‘Yes, and it coincides with the impeachment of the king’s closest advisors and the plot against de la Pole.’

‘That’s what it looks like. But Woodstock’s a member of the King’s Council. He’s a prince of the blood royal. It’d be the same as treason to go against his nephew. To have dealings with King Richard’s enemy?’ He looked alarmed. ‘I hope they won’t think we had anything to do with it. We were abducted, plain as a pikestaff.’ He struggled up onto his knees the better to see into her face. ‘Tell me, why would Woodstock want to bring us here?’

‘Maybe he wants to send a gift to Pope Clement.’

‘What for?’

‘In return for the funding of an army?’

Peter uttered a restrained oath. ‘Us?’ He looked mildly flattered. ‘Clement, without any mines of his own, is given a gift - of two miners? Experts in the extraction of gold and silver from base rock? That’s rich! Doesn’t Woodstock realise we’d be less use than a pair of wax daggers?’

**

The shield fixed on the swivelling prop of the quintaine banged again and again as the English boys galloped their New Forest ponies towards it and jabbed their short wooden lances into it. There was a hard incentive to get it right and hit the target in the middle because if they missed, the shield would slam back into them before they could gallop their ponies out of the way and they would finish up by being knocked humiliatingly to the ground in front of everybody.

They were doing well when Hildegard arrived to watch. Hitting the target with a sound as regular as a beating heart. How adept they were could mean the difference later between life and death. If they were knocked off their horses on the battle-field they would have a gruelling time of it. The skill to remain in the saddle and deal hard knocks was vital.

Their young faces were flushed with the excitement of competition. The French boys were no less skilled than their rivals. Between them the will to win was friendly if ferocious. Maybe later, if they were lucky, they would avoid the battlefield altogether and merely compete in jousts against each other and become the darlings of some fair maid whose colours they would carry in their helmets from one gilded royal tournament to another. With this possibly rosy future ahead of them, she could understand how their exertions might fill them with such open, youthful joy.

On the sidelines stood one, however, who was refusing to compete. It was the boy she had seen weeping in the chapel, whom she now knew was called Elfric. He was watching intently, by no means indifferent to what was going on. Hildegard could not understand why he remained on the sidelines. He had a short sword in the sheath on his belt and rubbed the palm of one hand over and over against the hilt as if itching to fight.

The boys eventually began to tire of the quintaine and she turned to go but it was then Elfric stepped forward. He marched up to the tallest of the French boys and with a fine gesture of defiance threw down his glove.

At a distance she could not hear what was said but the challenge was accepted, bringing cheers from the onlookers. She saw the two boys draw swords.

Suddenly Edmund was beside her. ‘Watch this, domina.’ She noted the change in the way he addressed her as if someone had corrected him. ‘Elfric is our best swordsman. Small though he is he’s very quick. This should be good.’

‘Are they properly protected?’ she asked. ‘Neither boy seems to be wearing mail.’

‘They have hauberks on under their tunics,’ he replied nonchalantly. Clearly protection was the least of his interests.

‘I must insist, Edmund. I know it’s not for me to instruct you but you seem to have no master present. I’m sure that if you had he would insist that those two wear the proper apparel.’

‘Oh leave them, domina. They must test themselves. Elfric feels he has just cause against the French boy.’

Hildegard frowned. She could not stand by and watch. They were really no more than children and they were obviously putting themselves in danger. Just then the tall, big-boned figure of Sir John Fitzjohn himself entered the yard. He took in at once what was happening and let out a bellow of rage. In a few long strides he crossed the yard and grabbed the two swordsmen by the scruff of their necks. His language showed that he was unaware of a nun’s presence.

Hildegard smiled with relief nevertheless. In her opinion he had appeared in the nick of time. The boys knew it too. Sheepish looks were exchanged. One or two bystanders began to sidle away, disowning their fellow miscreants.

The words ‘brawl’ and ‘like peasants’ was heard. She decided the rest of Fitzjohn’s language was best forgotten,

As the two were dragged off for punishment she noticed that Edmund was closely following them with his glance, never once taking his eyes off them. His fists were bunched at his sides. When she looked at his face his expression was as hard as stone.

**

Hildegard laid a pile of the local currency she had obtained from the money changer on the table between them.

‘So,’ she invited, filling his beaker of wine and pushing it towards him, ‘I’d like to ask you a few questions.’

‘You would, would you.’

‘Indeed I would. It’s about the murder of the young man in the treasury.’

‘What’s that got to do with me?’

‘I was told there were two guards on duty at the treasury. Now I hear there was three.’

The guard folded his arms across his chest.

‘Is that so?’ she prompted.

‘What if it is?’

‘Will you tell me about it?’

‘You’re a strange one to be asking questions. What’s it to do with you?’

‘I’m English.’

He seemed satisfied with that and nodded. Then his eyes narrowed. ‘Who’s putting you up to this?’

‘Nobody.’

‘Is it the magister?’

‘Who? Brother Athanasius?’

‘That’s ‘im.’

‘I understand the dead boy was English. I have an interest for that reason.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Well then?’

‘Well what?’

Curbing her irritation she asked, ‘So who was it found him?’

‘I did.’

‘The other guards said they found him.’

‘Only when they were given the alarm. By me.’

‘Where did you find him?’

‘Lying dead as you saw him when you came down with the magister and the cardinal.’

‘Was that you with the light?’

‘It was.’

‘Had anything been moved from the time when you found him and we came down?’

‘Not as far as I know.’

‘Was he dead when you found him in there?’

The guard gripped the edge of the table. ‘Now look here what are you suggesting? I told you - ’

‘I only ask for form’s sake. That wound didn’t look like one you professional fellows would inflict. It was more like the work of some back alley cut-throat. In fact, I doubt whether you would have inflicted any wound except what might naturally happen as you took him into custody.’

‘That’s right. I’m glad you see the situation with common sense.’

‘I do my best,’ she replied and before he could butt in again she asked, ‘So now, captain, can you remember what time you found the body?’

‘It was between matins and lauds. Nearer lauds.’

‘Is that as close as you can estimate?’

‘Lauds then. At the start of lauds.’

‘And where was his Holiness. Was he present?’

‘Not him. Of course not.’

‘Where was he?’

‘Where do you expect? In his chapel saying his prayers.’

‘Alone?’

‘With his priest and one or two others.’

‘How long was he there?’

‘He’s in for matins then stays there until after lauds.’

‘That’s a long time.’

‘It is.’

‘So the chamber was clear for anybody to enter for several hours?’

‘They’d have to get past us guards and the servants of the bedchamber first.’

She thought, which they did. Instead she said, ‘How on earth could anyone manage that?’ She widened her eyes to encourage him.

‘Look, I came on duty just before matins. I reckon the young devil was already down there, having lifted the trap door ready to do his filching.’

‘That trap door as you call it. It’s one great slab of stone. Could one man lift it by himself?’ He had done so earlier but he was a big brute of a man. Maurice by contrast was slight.

‘I guess he could if he was determined to do it.’

‘But he had to get into the pope’s privy chamber first - ?’

‘With his holiness out of the way all he had to do was get past the guards on duty.’

‘How on earth could he do that?’

‘We know how. He swopped places with the page of the bedchamber.’

‘How?’

‘Disguised himself.’

‘Is that a guess?’

‘We know it.’

‘How come?’

‘He came blabbing, didn’t he? Terrified out of his wits when he found what had happened.’

‘And who is he?’

‘A lad called Gaston.’

‘Paid to do it?’

‘I expect so.’

‘Didn’t you ask?’

‘Not my business. Look, I do my job - ’

‘Not in this case you didn’t, assuming your job is to guard the pope’s gold.’

‘I don’t like the way you say that.’

‘I mean nothing by it. It’s a fact somebody made a mistake by letting both a thief and a murderer inside the treasury.’

‘Well, it wasn’t me.’

‘I believe you.’

‘Why are you asking me all this?’

‘I told you why.’

‘You’d be better off asking Gaston. If you could.’

‘What do you mean if I could?’

‘He’s been sent back home to his village in disgrace. Back to cow herding which is all he’s good for.’

‘Where is his village?’

‘In the hills somewhere. Two houses and a pig sty.’

Hildegard filed this information away until later. ‘I don’t really understand how the murdered acolyte, the thief, if you will, could get inside without anyone stopping him. Surely somebody would notice it wasn’t Gaston?’

‘It isn’t like that. He goes up by himself to turn back the bed clothes after his Holiness has got out of bed to go to matins. Nobody would pay him heed. Why should they? They all look alike. A cap and cloak is all it would take.’

‘Did you see him?’

The guard was silent.

‘What did you see?’ she persisted with a pointed glance at the pile of coins on the table.

Reluctantly he admitted that he’d caught sight of somebody going up while he was sitting on the landing where the stairs separated, one up to the library and the other to the pope’s private chamber and the treasury. It was where they prepared to go on duty. He had assumed it was the usual page.

‘When me and Raymond, that’s the fella I was on duty with - when we changed places with the next roster,’ he looked uncomfortable, ‘well, to be absolutely honest, we came down early to have a bit of a game - ’

‘Of dice?’

He nodded. ‘We often did, once his holiness was out of the way. We all did it.’

‘Thereby leaving the treasury unguarded?’

‘We were sitting there!’

‘How long?’

‘Not for long.’

‘Long enough to have a game or two?’

‘That’s so.’

‘What happened next?’

‘We came down as I said.’

‘When? After the service for matins had started?’

‘That’s about it. Then eventually they took over and I went back with them. Raymond went off duty, back to his woman. I’d left my cap up there. And straightaway I saw the trap door in the floor was open. He must have got inside when his holiness went in the night office and after we guards came down. There’s no other explanation. After that it’d be simple. He opened the trap door, climbed down inside and - ’

‘And was knifed.’

‘That’s about it.’

He calls that simple, she registered with disbelief.

‘Look, I can’t account for it. He must’ve gone up with somebody. An accomplice. I don’t know! That’s enough!’

She looked at the coins and began to reach for them. ‘When did you go up?’

He shifted. Mumbled a bit. Hildegard leaned forward, ‘When did you say?’

‘During lauds,’ he admitted.

‘Not the start as you’ve just said?’

He mumbled again. ‘Just before the end, in fact.’

‘You call that not long?’

‘It’s the middle of the night. The night shift. None of us like it.’

‘What does Clement do between matins and lauds?’

‘He stays up there as I’ve already told you, listening to the singing.’

‘I thought the murdered acolyte was a chorister?’

‘They don’t have the full choir at that time. Maybe his Holiness talks among his friends? How would I know what they do? You imagine I’m allowed in there?’

‘All right. I was only asking. So, given that Gaston changed places with Maurice, how do you think the murderer got inside? You seem to have forgotten him. Who did he swop places with?’

‘You tell me.’

**

She failed to get any more out of him and was left with the question whether the murderer had been lying in wait when Maurice arrived and if so, who had tipped him off that an attempt was going to be made on the treasury, for why else would he be there?

**

‘Gaston, I understand you’re about to be sent back to your village?’ She had found him just in time.

He grunted an assent.

‘And I hear you changed places with Maurice on the night he was murdered? Did he pay you to do that?’

The page, pale, sullen, badly treated, knew better than to show insolence to add to his calamitous lack of judgement. He nodded. When Hildegard asked him how much he mentioned a pitifully small sum then tightened his lips in distaste at his own folly, as she assumed.

‘What did Maurice say to you? Did he give any reason for wanting to get inside?’

‘He didn’t need to. Why else would somebody break into a treasury but to steal as much gold as they could get their hands on?’ His tone was scornful.

‘Did he promise you more gold if he was successful?’

The boy gave a miserable nod. She could imagine what he was thinking: all this trouble and for what? The promised riches had not materialised. They were nothing but a chimera.

Some people live to be fooled and fooled again. And here was one, led into folly by the lure of a little stolen gold.

‘So what did he say exactly when he put this idea to you?’

‘I knew it was ‘cos of the gold. I’m not stupid. But he tried to tell me it was a dare. He said: “I want to see if I can outwit the gryphon.” A dare, I ask you! He said, “You’ll profit by it, you’ll get your reward.”’

‘And that convinced you?’

‘Of course it did.’

‘What did he mean by the gryphon?’

The boy shook his head.

‘A gryphon is a mythical beast set to guard treasure.’

‘It did a bad job then, didn’t it?’

**

Now things had been explained she saw how easy it had been to set up. Simple, as the guard claimed. He was right in so far as Maurice was concerned. All it took was a cap, a cloak and nerves of steel. Once inside all he had to do was fill his bags and lie in wait until the guards moved off. He would have been able to hear their mailed boots on the stone flags above his head and judge when they were out of the way. Then it was a short step to freedom. The mystery was how the murderer, whoever he was, had got inside without being seen by anyone. It was stretching credulity to imagine he had also bribed somebody to let him in. He must have entered at the same time as Maurice despite the guard claiming that he saw only one figure going up.

He might have even have been the one to give the would-be thief the idea in the first place, putting himself forward as a trusty accomplice, or maybe he was someone Maurice himself had confided in, boasting the way boys will, of what he intended to do, maybe inviting his friend along to witness his escapade.

Maybe the page of the bedchamber himself had tipped someone off, perhaps for another small reward. Or maybe the murderer had taunted Maurice that he hadn’t the nerve to face the gryphon and Maurice had brazened it out, taking the other along as a witness, later to help himself to enough trinkets to keep him in comfort for the rest of his life.

There were a hundred possible versions of what might have happened but they had one thing in common, the murderer must surely have known about the plan beforehand.

In despair at the lack of evidence she decided that the easiest solution was to lay the blame at the feet of the two guards on duty between matins and lauds. Have done with it, she told herself. Even then the question remained: why kill him?

**

No nearer an answer, she mingled with the rumour-mongers before going up to fulfil her duty towards Athanasius. There was nothing new to be heard. Everybody seemed to be losing interest already. The feeling seemed to be that it was only the death of a retainer, a sneak thief, better off dead. He was no-one of importance and was probably the victim of a personal tiff over some trivial rivalry.

The only thing she did discover was that the clerks were busy checking everything in the treasury against an inventory to find out what had actually been stolen. Their activities were unconcealed, in fact blatant, as if to frighten the thief into a public confession. Meanwhile everyone was watching his neighbour in the hope of detecting a sudden show of affluence, although it was unlikely that anyone would be so foolish as to betray themselves in that way.

When she went up to see Athanasius, Cardinal Grizac was already there, sitting on the bench gasping for breath and wiping his brow with his sleeve. ‘Those stairs,’ he greeted her.

She asked him if he would be gracious enough, once he had recovered his breath, to show her the stairs to the pope’s chamber again. It was at the centre of a labyrinth of stairs and passages. She would never find her own way.

Grizac was panting again as they climbed the steps to the vestibule where the guards waited when it was time to change duties with their comrades. Then two stone staircases led to the private chapel and library and the other into the pope’s privy chambers and the treasury. The guard would have seen anyone climbing up because the place where they sat and presumably played dice was on the landing where the stairs divided.

Without complaint Grizac led her up to have another look.

‘The idea,’ he explained, ‘is that in time of danger a wooden ladder on the lower floor can be drawn up inside the tower to prevent anyone getting in to attack the pope. Or to steal from the treasury,’ he added as an afterthought. ‘The builder who designed the tower took no chances. The palace is truly a fortress and although it might be besieged for months on end, it can never be taken. If it did succumb, the treasury itself could not be breached.’

‘Except by one daring youth with a very simple plan.’

‘Quite so.’

**

She tried to get back in to the tower to see the English prisoners and to find out what the inquisitors had wanted to ask John, but the guard refused.

‘They’re sleeping now.’

‘It’s mid-day.’

‘They’re having a piss then. Nobody enters, get it?’

**

Fearing for them she returned to Athanasius’s cell. He was looking slightly better after a dish of capons had been brought up by a kitchen servant but the evil smell of his herbal cure hung round the place as strong as ever. She held a kerchief soaked in lavender water which she now and then patted over her face.

The pope’s guard she had spoken to earlier was a little wealthier than when he had first met her, as was the sullen page, Gaston, who had been given a couple of groats for his help. Now she handed Athanasius a docket with the expenses on it. He did not look at it but merely pushed it under a book on his reading stand. Despite her efforts, she was no nearer the truth.

‘I confess I’ve reached an impasse,’ she apologised.

‘And the page you spoke to, the page of the bedchamber - this Gaston - he didn’t say who had dared Maurice to this foolhardy act?’ His eyes were like needle points again.

‘The question did not seem to have entered his head.’

‘It seems the whole matter has come down to a boyish prank. We shall leave it at that and find other things to amuse us. Disappointing that it turns out to have so little importance after all.’

‘Except for one thing,’ she reminded, ‘when the gryphon was disturbed it took a terrible revenge. Maurice’s death surely lifts the puzzle above the level of a prank?’

**

The jewelled dagger was still missing. Lost, presumed stolen. And it was not just one knife, she reminded herself, but two, because the murder weapon had not been found either. No doubt it hand been wiped clean and was hanging safely on somebody’s belt by now.

**

She waited until the guard outside the prison tower went off duty and a different one settled in then she went over. In her hands she carried a bowl of broth and a lump of wastel the kitcheners had been generous enough to provide.

The guard insisted on poking the point of his knife into the broth and swirling it about. He did the same thing with the bread, cutting it roughly into four pieces and looking disappointed when both exercises proved futile. He nodded her inside with a grunt.

When she reached the top of the stairs she opened the cell door and was about to call out to Peter when the name died on her lips. ‘Where is he?’

John, alone, was slumped in the straw and barely managed to raise his head.

She was across the floor in a moment. Crouching down beside him she asked, ‘What have they done to you?’

In reply he raised both hands.

Every nail had been ripped out. His face contorted in an attempt at bravado. ‘They got my nails but they got nowt else.’ He slumped back on the straw. ‘Not from me. Never. Do what they will.’

‘Let me attend to your fingers before they become infected.’

Placing the bread and broth on the floor she opened her scrip. She needed water first to clean up the bloody mess that had once been his finger tips. The flagon beside him was still nearly full so she tipped some onto a clean piece of linen. ‘This will hurt but I beg you, John, do not attempt to restrain your language. It will help to utter any imprecation you can think of. I don’t know why, but it does.’

She set to work. The ends of his fingers were a bloody pulp. The inquisitors had done a thorough job. Delicately she wiped away any loose skin, staunched the flow of blood that was started up again then applied a mixture of honey and a few other things taught secretly to her many years ago. Then she had to cut strips of cloth and bandage each of his fingers separately.

Afterwards he apologised for his oaths.

She smiled. ‘I’ve heard far worse. And from nuns too.’

A little life came back into his eyes. Unable to hold anything, he looked helplessly at the bread and broth. She told him to shut up and do as he was told, then to open his mouth to eat the broth she was about to feed him like the babe in arms he was and then, when he had polished off the last of the bread which she was also going to feed to him, gobbet by gobbet, she wanted to know everything that had happened.

He did as he was told, taking the bread soaked in broth from between her fingers with closed eyes. The strength began to seep back inside him.

‘You’d never do this if I had the use of my hands,’ he murmured.

‘I wouldn’t need to.’

‘True.’

His brown eyes flickered with a show of spirit as she urged him to eat it all.

‘Worse than my mam,’ he told her when she finished by brushing the crumbs off his tunic, ‘but twice as beautiful.’ He levered himself into a different position. ‘Tell me, domina, when will I be able to use my hands to lift my sword against those bastards?’

‘Soon enough.’

‘They wanted to know about our methods. Fancy that.’

‘What methods?’

‘How we took the mine down so deep. How we drained the water out at those kind of depths. That sort of thing. One daft fellow asked if we’d ever got down far enough to see the flames of hell. That’s one question I did answer. “Raging hot they are and as big as mountains.” He was excited about that. Wants to go down and see them for himself. They didn’t translate when I told him I hoped it’d be sooner than he thinks. Then they wanted to know what sort of deal the Emperor had made with Chancellor de la Pole.’

‘What did you tell them?’

‘I told them nothing. Anyway, how the hell would I know what Wenceslas offered de la Pole? We got Good Queen Anne in exchange for a go at their silver mines. Mother of the next king of England. I reckon that’s prize enough for us.’

He held up his bloodied bandages. ‘For every nail there was a question. For every question there was no answer.’ He shuddered in the aftermath of his ordeal and pretended it was the cold.

Hildegard wanted to hold him against her as if by doing so she could protect him from further violence. Instead she urged him to keep talking, as the best cure for shock she knew. ‘Tell me what’s happened to Peter.’

‘When they brought me back they made sure he had a good long look at my hands. He went as white as a sheet. I said, “Fear not, I told ‘em nothing. Stand firm for the brotherhood. “I will,” he said. He gave me the clenched fist. For King Richard and the true Commons, domina, as I know you understand.’

‘I do. You’re brave lads. England’s best.’

‘I gave them nothing. My only fear is, will he stand firm?’

‘He will. Trust him. He’s rock solid.’

‘I wouldn't blame him if they found a way to destroy him and make him talk.’ Tears came into his eyes but he could not brush them away because of the pain in his useless hands when they knocked against anything so he had to allow them to trickle down his cheeks into the bristles on his chin. Hildegard turned away so he would not know she had seen them and be shamed.

She left soon after that, saying she would return shortly with something else to sustain him and she hoped it would be more than food and wine.

‘What wine?’ he called after her. A cackling laugh followed.

**

When she reached the guest quarters where Sir John Fitzjohn was staying it was Bertram who greeted her. He conducted her to where Fitzjohn’s steward was sitting in a cramped ante chamber no bigger than a kennel for the hounds. He was a thin, dark, morose fellow and glowered when Bertram appeared. ‘What do you want?’

‘My lady of Meaux begs audience with her countryman Sir John,’ he announced.

‘She does, does she?’ The steward looked her up and down as if he was about to give a sniff of dismissal when he chanced to catch her eye. He shambled to his feet. ‘Domina, Sir John has nothing to do with nuns. He has his own chaplain.’

‘This is not a church matter. I beg only a little of his time on private business.’

Grudgingly he ordered Bertram to go inside and inquire if Sir John had any thoughts on the matter.

In a trice the boy was back. With a covert smile of triumph he announced, ‘Sir John will grant the holy sister a brief audience. Please follow me, domina.’

Hildegard turned to the steward. ‘Thank you, my lord steward, I am obliged to you.’

In the passageway Bertram turned a grinning face to her. ‘We got the better of that old goat, domina. He makes our lives hell. But be warned, Sir Jack is no better and he’s in a foul mood today.’

He opened the door into a fairly impressive chamber with a high ceiling covered in plaster mouldings displaying the papal insignia with windows down one side giving a distant view over the battlements towards the red roofs of Avignon.

At one end, turned towards the door, stood the imposing figure of Sir John. He was wearing body armour, a leather hauberk showing underneath a tunic of some heavy fabric, cambric or worsted, with the blazon of the earl of Woodstock embroidered finely upon it. His sword belt was lying on a bench next to him within reach but he wore a tooled leather belt low and wound twice round his hips in the latest style.

His blond hair was shoulder length and brushed straight back from his face to reveal strong bones and a confident expression. At some time his nose had been broken but it did not detract from his good looks, merely enhancing them and giving a ruggedness to features that might otherwise be thought too regular.

Edmund, the dutiful esquire, had already stepped from behind the door and, looking well-turned out himself, offered a deep and courtly flourish. ‘Domina, may I conduct you into the presence of my lord, Sir John Fitzjohn.’

Hildegard followed. Then Sir John was standing over her.

**

‘Anyone from England is welcome here, domina. Have you news from Westminster?’

‘None that you will not already know, my lord.’

He smiled faintly. ‘You overpraise my intelligencers.’

She noticed now that he had a thin line of carefully razored blond hair on his upper lip and a slight cast in one eye. He was still physically daunting. She was reminded of his younger brother, Escrick, also a bastard son of John of Gaunt, and thought how different they were in appearance, Escrick dark and brutish, with a chip on his shoulder that made him unpredictably dangerous, and this smiling fair-haired and courtly knight.

A few pleasantries were exchanged although he did not offer her a seat or anything to drink from the silver wine flagon on the table at his side.

Picking up his goblet he drank deeply, staring at her over the rim, before asking, ‘So what may I do for you, domina?’

‘I have some information. It is something of which you cannot be aware, given the honour in which you stand.’

A small scowl flickered over his face and he gestured impatiently for her to continue.

‘It has been brought to my notice that two men have been brought to Avignon against their will.’

A long pause followed until he drawled, ‘What’s that to me?’

‘I believe you are aware of these men and that perhaps they were brought as a gift from England for his Holiness?’

‘I brought several men in my retinue but as a gift?’ He feigned amused astonishment.

‘I believe so. A gift, yes, because of what they know.’

‘Go on.’ His initial charm was fading.

‘They are two miners. I have seen where they are being held. They are suffering the most abject conditions. One of them has already been tortured.’

His lips tightened. ‘I ask again, what has this to do with me?’

‘They are your countrymen, my lord. They arrived in your retinue.’

He glared at her and she saw the colour rise to his cheeks. He turned on Edmund who was obediently standing by and cuffed him sharply on the side of the head. ‘What are you gawping at, dolt? Go and find a job, you idle devil.’

Edmund bowed his head quickly but not before Hildegard saw the dart of rage in his eyes.

Before he reached the door, Fitzjohn called him back. ‘On second thoughts, stay here and learn something if you can get anything into that fat head of yours.’

Edmund came back and stood beside Fitzjohn with his glance fixed on the floor and his cheeks flaming in anger.

Fitzjohn turned to Hildegard. With an air of exaggerated politeness he said, ‘I am at a loss, domina. You come to me in order to inform me that two Englishmen have been abducted and are now being tortured by my host, his holiness Pope Clement?’

‘One tortured, so far,’ she corrected.

She did not want to add oil to fire but she needed to make things plain. ‘As an Englishwoman I find it a most heinous insult to our king that his subjects should be punished by a foreign power, one whose authority our king does not recognise. I understand that you are in ignorance of this treatment, of course, otherwise you would not countenance the stain on your own honour and that of your country.’

He pulled at his stripling moustache for a moment. Took another drink from his silver goblet. ‘Torture?’ he said at last. ‘No, that will not do. But you see the difficulty of my situation, domina?’

She waited for him to continue.

‘Let’s assume they were brought over here in my entourage somehow or other. As a woman, as a nun, you will not understand the delicate nature of our policy towards our host.’

Hildegard showed no sign of how she felt at his words.

He mistook her silence for encouragement. ‘What steps can I take that will not offend his Holiness? Can I go to him and say, “Clement, this will not do?” No, of course not. These men you mention, whoever they are, must have earned their punishment. We are now, I’m afraid to say, within the jurisdiction of the papal court of our most holy father, Pope Clement. Do you see that?’

‘I see my countrymen being tortured for no fault of their own. Your men, Sir John, ones you brought over here.’

‘They say that, do they?’ His eyes narrowed.

‘They have no idea who brought them here.’

‘So as I said before, what has this to do with me?’

Hildegard waited. They both knew the truth.

Fitzjohn’s expression hardened. ‘Understand this, I will not jeopardise the interests of my lord, earl Thomas of Woodstock, the Duke of Gloucester, no less, for the sake of a little discomfort suffered by two miners. They should tell the pope’s men what they want and then go free. This mulish resistance to a perfectly acceptable exchange of information is absurd. What is wrong with the men that they should refuse to cooperate? Are they traitors to England’s prince?’

Before she could summon an answer he ground on, ‘It seems like it. They deserve all they get! If they don’t want to serve the prince and his interests then I’ll send men down myself to see if our methods are more persuasive than those of the pope. Now, if you’ll excuse me, lady, I suggest you stop meddling in things that don’t concern you and get back to your prayers. I have pressing matters deserving my attention.’ He gave a dismissive bow.

Edmund, glance averted from his lord, stepped smartly in front of her, and indicating that she should follow, briskly marched from the chamber.

When the door closed behind them Edmund would not look at her but tried to lead her back down the corridor with his head averted.

‘Edmund, wait.’ She put out a hand to detain him before they turned the corner to where the steward’s dog kennel was. ‘Does that happen often?’

His eyes were glistening with rage. He nodded.

‘It was uncalled for.’

‘It can be worse.’

‘This is not ended. None of it. Trust me.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘I may need your help and that of your guild of pages. Is there somewhere private where we can meet?’

**

Hubert’s strong profile was visible between the banners held aloft by the pope’s retinue of clerks and choristers as they processed through the crowds of petitioners into the Great Audience Chamber. He was standing on the opposite side of the nave with the other Cistercians to witness the proceedings.

Hildegard had convinced herself that his coldness towards her was what she desired. She had no with to restart their little amour if that’s what it had been. It would be wrong on every level. She could not help recalling, however, Hubert’s declaration of desire two years ago under the soaring arches of Beverley Minster. That had been no trifling fancy. His words, vibrating with the intensity of his feelings, had left her in no doubt of the depth of his emotions. Now, it seemed as much a chimera as the page’s promise of riches. Put not thy trust in mortal things.

Well, fools might. She wouldn’t, she hadn’t, and Hubert could go to perdition as he had told her to. It was better this way. She had no right even to remember anything of that period of her life when her vows had been so shaken by the feeling of desire he aroused.

The chamber, large as it was, filled rapidly as more and more petitioners tried to enter. Soon it was crammed to the walls.

Most had been waiting since before dawn, some even feeling their way in the darkness straight from lauds. Patience, it seemed, was a virtue much practised.

Many Scots had arrived, she noticed, Clement being their chosen pope with preferment in his gift. A canon of Eglinton, for instance, lecturing in Paris, was one of the first to present his petition. It was for a benefice in the gift of the abbot of the convent of St Andrews. He excused the fact that he already received the profits from the priory of Blantyre by saying that he would resign it in favour of St Andrews, the richer one, she supposed.

She listened to the words droning on over the heads of the crowd but her thoughts were elsewhere. A plan had to be quickly made and it had to be foolproof. Lives were at stake.

The words of the petitioners drifted around her. The rich livings offered by Clement were dependent on the gifts of gold he received and the fealty he could expect in return. They were dependent on the sort of fidelity to him that would extend his empire.

The canon got his wish and must have been overjoyed to find he need never go short of the trappings of worldly wealth again.

Another petitioner followed, a priest seeking the benefit of a convent in Arbroath, and was less successful on the grounds that he already held the prebend of Dunkeld which he did not wish to relinquish. He left, chuntering to himself about injustice.

Then three Scots appeared together and put their pleas to the canons simultaneously. Clement intervened when he saw his influence diluted by their ambition. Better for him to spread his influence rather than concentrate it in the hands of one or two who might be seduced by the offer of richer pickings elsewhere and take a large chunk of his estate with them. She saw him bend his head and mutter something to one of the clerks who turned to his roll and began to scribble rapidly.

Hildegard could see John Fitzjohn among the crowd. His four men-at-arms were ranged about him. At least they were not trying their persuasion on the miners yet. Fitzjohn had not, to her knowledge, submitted his petition which he would have to do in public. It would be dependent on John and Peter being free with their trade secrets. It would be no good offering knowledge if it could not be laid hold of and used.

The purpose of such a gift was still a mystery. There must be new discoveries of silver or maybe even gold somewhere within the Papal States. The miners may not have heard about any new deposits, despite their confidence. As for what Woodstock wanted in return, it could only be the knowledge that he had a wealthy ally should it ever come to a military showdown with King Richard.

While her glance was ranging around the chamber she accidentally caught Hubert’s eye and quickly turned away.

The number of petitioners did not seem to dwindle. Half way through the morning another team of clerks took over, fresh and efficient, unstoppering their ink horns with relish while the others headed hungrily for the Tinel and the first sitting at dinner. Fitzjohn went out accompanied by one of his men, a big fellow, empty scabbard hanging like a broken arm. Both reappeared a few moments later looking relieved.

At least Fitzjohn had not yet sent his men to test the will of the miners.

An air of tedium began to settle over the onlookers. They stood stupefied listening to the petitioners as if comparing the gifts received by others with their own aspirations.

In this very hall, she thought, glancing round as she edged towards the doors, it is likely that the man who murdered Maurice is smiling and looking devout and maybe even scribbling down the details of some priest’s acquisitions or attending to his duties to his lord. He could be anyone here. He is going to get away with it. And there is nothing I can do.

She reached the door and was about to go through when a voice stopped her.

**

‘All right. Enough of the black looks. I didn’t mean what I said.’ A familiar voice in her ear. It was Hubert.

The scent of fresh mint and sandalwood swept over her as if to draw them together. She took a startled step back. Even then he seemed to be standing right over her.

She made to move away but he reached for her sleeve and gripped it so tightly she couldn’t escape without drawing attention to herself.

‘I don’t know what you mean, Hubert. Let me go,’ she demanded in a fierce whisper.

He held on. ‘Listen to me.’

‘Why should I if it’s to insult me again?’

‘Insult you?’

‘To tell me to go to hell, as you did not two days ago.’

‘I said no such thing.’

‘Oh no?’

‘Perdition. I said perdition. I swear, I only meant - ’

‘I have no interest in what you say you meant.’ She tried to prise his fingers open to free her sleeve to no avail.

‘I’m stronger than you.’

‘So, go ahead, take advantage of the fact. It just goes to show what you’re like.’

He moved closer, pulling her against him as he did so, murmuring, ‘And what am I like?’ He added in a deeper voice, ‘Hildegard? Answer me.’

‘Let me go, Hubert. Are you trying to cause a scene in public?’

‘Who cares about the public, if that’s what you call this mob. I don’t care what they think and I’m sure you don’t.’

‘I have to live here among these people, at least for a time.’

‘So do I.’

‘It’s up to you if you care so little for your reputation.’

‘It’ll make no difference to my reputation. They’ll assume you’re my concubine. It’ll give you more status.’

‘Get away from me!’

‘It’s the custom here, hadn’t you noticed?’

‘What is?’

‘Every churchman of standing has a lover, a handsome boy or a beautiful woman. It’s the necessary pass to gaining preferment. It demonstrates that they can be bought. Slack morals apply across the board. Would you deny me the chance to become a cardinal?’

‘This is monstrous! Let me go!’

‘We’ll soon be back at Meaux.’

‘And do you intend to make concubines the custom there?’

His teeth were very white when he smiled, face razor-boned, hawklike, skin tight, unlined. He murmured, ‘If we follow Pope Clement maybe he’ll insist?’

She tried to move away again but the crowd was surging into the next ante chamber taking them both with it and it was impossible to force a way out, especially with Hubert grasping her sleeve.

She turned back to him in fury but with her voice low. ‘Do you want to cause a scandal and get me dragged before the court?’

‘It would never come to that. Not here.’ Despite his words he slowly released her. ‘Is this really how it’s going to be?’

‘How else?’

She swivelled, bumped into someone, nearly stumbled, but managed to avoid the hand Hubert put out. In a moment the crowd had shuffled between them and she made her escape.

When she got out into the corridor she was trembling. ‘Damn him,’ she muttered. ‘Damn him, damn him to perdition and damn him to hell, both.’

**

She could not trust him. Despite that strange remark if we follow Pope Clement he seemed to have no doubt he was on the path to preferment. And she could help! She felt like spitting bolts of iron. It certainly explained his presence here as more than the conventional one of following orders. He had so far failed to mention the terrible events taking place at home. Burley. Neville. Tresilian and the rest, indicted on charges of treason. Beheading their possible punishment.

It showed his indifference to the fate of the king and of England itself if such men as these could be attacked and receive no comment from him.

He was here in Avignon, at the behest of Clement. He was what she had long suspected, a spy, and now he had returned to the heart of the secret network that spread throughout Europe with England as its target. He was about to climb to the next rung of the ladder in the pope’s hierarchy.

Obviously she could not trust him. It was futile even to think it.

**

And who could she trust now? She had to help the miners to safety. She could not sit by and let good, honest, loyal men be tortured for their innocent part in the games played by the enemies of King Richard. Beset by enemies, she could think of only one source where she might find allies.

A tug on her sleeve as she stood uncertainly in the ante chamber made her turn. As if summoned by her thoughts, it was Peterkin.

‘I’ve been trying to catch up with you since I saw you listening to the petitioners.’ He beamed. In a conspiratorial voice he added, ‘Come up to the next floor after tierce and wait at the top of the steps if you will.’

He drifted back into the crowd like a wraith.

**

Edmund and the guild of pages. She would listen to Edmund and see how she might help him against Fitzjohn. The least she could do was to counsel patience. His time as an esquire would soon be over. He would come of age. Then men like Fitzjohn would have no power over him. She would do what she could although she did not hold out much hope that Fitzjohn could be persuaded to treat Edmund more reasonably. He was not so different as at first appeared to his younger brother, Escrick Fitzjohn. Chips off the old block. As like their father John of Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster, as made no difference.

She made her way up the spiral stair that led to the friar’s cell, thinking how the attendants were able to get in anywhere, they were so much part of the busy daily scene.

They could ask questions among the other members of the retinues. Find out who had been where and when. No-one bothered much about them. She had already seen Peterkin obtaining information for Fitzjohn in the kitchens. She did not doubt that he had been sent there on purpose now she had seen more of what went on.

They could certainly find out a few things for her too if she asked them. From the French pages, perhaps, who were here at the time of Maurice’s murder. And maybe it was even one of them who had issued what might have been a dare to Maurice. Maybe he was now in fear that he would be found out and accused of murder.

With the lavender-soaked cloth pressed to her face she made her way along the passage at the top of the steps until she came to the nail-studded door.

The stink of fox. That was what came suddenly to mind. But it was a gryphon that had brought death, not a fox.

**

The old monk was reading at his lectern, peering myopically with a polished glass that enlarged the letters on the page.

‘And so the mystery remains,’ he murmured, half to himself but audibly enough. ‘Like a book forever closed to us. So be it.’ He raised his glance and looked across the chamber. ‘We are told that so far everything in the treasury has been accounted for. Is that not good news, domina?’

‘If it was a dare to get inside the treasury then it is only to be expected that nothing was taken.’

‘And that is now your considered view?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You sound uncertain?’

‘It is a great sorrow to me that a young life should be thrown away on a dare.’

‘Ah, yes, mortality, that most transient of states, how lightly we hold it. It is like playing with a bird, sometimes it quickly flies away and is gone forever.’

He spoke in the tones of one who could not see himself in the role of the bird but only and always as the one with the power to play.

This was such a sudden insight into his character that it broke over her like shattering glass: his indifference to the death of a young man with his life before him. Maybe he did not know what it was to lose someone close to his heart.

Maurice must have kin, a mother wondering how her boy fared away from home, a father perhaps, sisters whose thoughts embraced him. She had seen his brother Elfric and his grief-stricken face and could not forget it.

She realised she was staring at Athanasius as she tried to understand the workings of his heart when she heard him saying, ‘…but our search for the pretty little dagger must still go on, of course.’

She gazed at him in confusion before she properly understood. ‘Yes,’ she replied belatedly, ‘I suppose it is a costly thing. Clement would not want to lose such an item as that.’

‘Quite so. You will do what you can to find it.’

**

He takes a lot on himself to be giving me orders, Hildegard grumbled to herself as she reached the fresh air outside his chamber. I’ve come across arrogance before, she thought bitterly, Hubert de Courcy for instance, but Athanasius is more deeply dyed in his own superiority, less given to self-doubts than Hubert.

It made her reconsider the old man’s role here. Was he simply a corrodian, living out his last days on a papal pension as she was led to believe?

Most corrodians offered something in return for their bed and board. If not money, then service. What did Athanasius offer?

**

Before keeping her meeting with Edmund she wanted to look in on the prisoners to find out if Peter was back from his visit to the office of the inquisition. The guards, she was pleased to note, had been reduced to one. It was the fellow on duty earlier. He was beginning to accept her, even though he put on a suspicious face when he examined the bread, cheese and flagon of wine she was carrying.

‘Go on in, then,’ he growled gesturing up the stairway.

Fearing what she would find she climbed the familiar steps and pushed open the door at the top. To her relief Peter was sitting up in the straw and seemed unharmed.

‘What did they do?’ she asked.

‘Gave me a thorough questioning but without any of the business with the finger nails. Mebbe they think I’m the soft one.’ He grinned. ‘That’s how I’m playing it. They’re getting nowt from me but stories.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘They think I’m an addle wit.’

John, still clearly in pain, asked, ‘So when do we get out of here, domina?’

‘I have a plan,’ she whispered with a glance towards the door. She was aware that the guard had followed her up. She put a finger to her lips.

The guard poked his head into the cell. ‘You lucky lads,’ he observed when he saw Hildegard pouring out two beakers of wine. ‘Better treatment than I get at home.’

Hildegard lifted her head. ‘Would you like to share a beaker with us, captain?’

He wasn’t a captain but he blossomed and sidled into the cell. One hand came out to take the clay pot. ‘Merci. A Dieu!’ He gulped it back in one as if fearing to be caught, and returned the empty pot.

‘You’re welcome,’ she told him. ‘I know I can trust you to look after these two poor fellows for me.’

He said something she translated along the lines of ‘you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours,’ and leered in a way perhaps intended to be friendly.

After a moment or two he sidled out again.

‘This, what you just mentioned,’ murmured John with a glance towards the door. ‘What does it entail?’

‘Liberty. I can tell you no more. It depends on several factors. Trust me though.’

‘We need only to get out of the palace. We can find our own way after that.’

‘You’ll need to get out through the town walls as well. The quay lies only a short distance from the river gate to the North. If you make your way there you’ll be able to buy passage on a wine boat or some such. I’ll see what I can fix up.’

‘It’s how we get out of here that’s the problem. How many guards are on?’

‘Only the one now. They’re beginning to feel you’ll cause no more trouble.’

Peter growled something and John said, ‘Don’t fret, old son. Once we’re out of here we’re as good as home.’

‘How do you work that out?’

‘We’ll head up to Aquitaine, of course. Good old English soil. Then we’re home and dry.’

**


The young retainers, pages and esquires alike, were expected to bed down close to their lord to be on hand should he require anything, at any time of the night. Edmund and his guild, however, had their secret places where they could keep out of everyone’s notice, meet their fellows, or simply have some time when they were free from being at everybody’s beck and call.

One of these hidden places was in the lee of a buttress high up under the carved stone ceiling of the Great Audience Chamber.

‘Audacious. How did you find such a niche?’ she asked when Peterkin conducted her there shortly after she left the prisoners.

‘The French pages showed us. We meet here to compare our respective situations.’ Peterkin, despite his sometimes impish manner, spoke with the gravitas of a churchman. She could easily see him taking holy orders.

He showed her a gap between the stone carvings. It was like the squint in a church where the priest could spy on his congregation. She looked down. It gave a view into the Great Audience Chamber but the observers, like a priest at the squint, were out of sight. It was a strange experience to be able to see the tops of the heads far below, tonsures, coloured hoods, hair flowing loose or cropped in punishing strictness.

She sought out Hubert de Courcy and found him, broad-shouldered in his white robes, flanked by his two companions, standing near the dais. ‘His supporters’ he had called them, one thick-set and alert, the other, tall and supple with, intriguingly, the strange watchfulness of a swordsman.

‘Very good,’ she remarked, filing her impressions away.

The floor of the secret hide was covered in straw and she imagined some of the boys would bed down here when they got the chance of a decent sleep.

‘This is the only place we will not be seen or overheard, domina. It’s important for us all that we are not known to be allies. I beg you listen to us.’

‘Are we allies?’ she asked.

Peterkin nodded. ‘I fervently hope so. We’re mightily troubled by the death of Maurice. We’re vowed to find his killer.’

‘How can I help?’

‘We know you attend Lord Athanasius. He has eyes and ears throughout the palace of course.’

‘Of course?’

Peterkin looked surprised. ‘But you must know that? We hear he’s master of the foreign intelligencers which is why we’re somewhat puzzled that you show us some sympathy.’

A stillness came over the group.

‘Unless she’s a spy as well,’ interrupted a boy she had not noticed until now. He rose from his nest among the straw and stepped forward into the drizzle of light through the squint. He was a tall, handsome French boy, the one she had noticed tilting at the quintaine earlier. The one who had accepted Elfric’s challenge with such alacrity.

He gave her an adult and rather ironic shrug of the shoulders. ‘We know nothing about you, domina. These English innocents are driven by sentimentality.’

‘I doubt that. You should already know they can’t be taken in.’

‘If you mean their feints in the tilt yard I grant you, they’re shrewd enough, but this is a matter of deep cunning and we know nothing of you.’

‘And I know nothing of you. Sometimes trust is all we have.’

He nodded at this. ‘But we risk putting our lives in your hands if we admit too much. Even by inviting you here we’re in for serious punishment should our lords find out.’

‘I promise no word of this shall ever pass my lips,’ she told him, ‘nor find its way onto the written page either,’ she added when she saw him about to pick her words apart.

She glanced round. ‘Where is Edmund?’

‘He’s delayed by Sir Jack, told to redo some piddling task as usual.’

‘Shall we wait for him?’

‘He won’t be long.’

‘In return for any help I can offer you I would ask your help in return.’ She bit her lip. It was maybe going too far to put such a burden on young shoulders after all.

Just then a shadow slipped in through the opening into the secret niche and Edmund flung himself on to the straw with a groan of frustration. His hand went automatically to his cheek as he looked round at the others and Hildegard saw a bruise already beginning to appear.

He noticed her and at once got to his feet and made a courtly flourish. His smile was grave. ‘Welcome, domina. Forgive my abrupt entrance. That man continues to enrage me.’

‘I’m honoured to be invited. I hope we may assuage your anger somehow.’

‘Your lady nun has offered her services in return for our help in some matter of her own,’ said the French boy.

‘Taillefer, may I remind you that the Cistercian Order is French and that we English find their presence in our country problematical?’ Peterkin went over and stretched up to push him on the shoulder in reproof. ‘If anyone should have doubts about a Cistercian nun, it should be us. But I pray you remember, not all monastics are painted in the same colours.’

‘Bien sur.’ Taillefer grinned, not at all contrite, and gave another of his expressive shrugs.

‘Boys, listen to me. Let’s not pick fights. What I can tell you is that Athanasius is determined to find the dagger that was in Maurice’s hand when he died. He believes it was stolen by the murderer and its whereabouts will lead us to him.’ She paused for a moment before adding, ‘I believe it’s the dagger that really concerns him.’

‘Valuable is it?’

‘So he suggests.’

‘Whether it is or not, he will not want the murderer’s identity broadcast around the palace,’ exclaimed Taillefer. ‘He’ll want to deal with the man himself in private.’

The English boys looked at him in alarm.

‘That’s the way things are done here,’ he warned them. ‘The old fellow will search him out and have him assassinated. All that will show he ever existed will be an empty space at table. And someone else will soon fill that.’

‘We’ll set out to find this dagger, then,’ said Edmnd.

‘And we’ll get to it first.’ Taillefer spoke with great firmness. ‘If it leads us to the murderer of our beloved friend Maurice we’ll emulate our lords and show the killer no mercy.’

Hildegard murmured something about the rule of law but Edmund was already affirming what Taillefer had said. ‘Why the magister wants it so desperately is nothing to us. We should definitely be the ones to find it and bring Maurice’s killer to justice.’

‘Consider it done, domina.’ This was Taillefer again. ‘We’ll assume the dagger has been stolen by the murderer. We’ll track it down and thus identify him. Then we’ll make him pay for his crime against us. So I make my vow.’

The boys gripped each other’s wrists, murmuring, I vow it.

‘Now,’ statesmanlike Taillefer turned to Hildegard. ‘What is the boon you ask of us?’

‘Again, it’s a matter of life and death.’

They gathered closer. Peterkin, Edmund, Taillefer, and Bertram with young Simon and Elfric beside him, all listened intently while she told them about the miners and unfolded her plan to set them free. Afterwards she warned them that they were at liberty to reject what she was asking of them and she would not lodge any blame with them. But even before the words were out they were offering their support.

‘For King Richard and the true commons!’ exclaimed Bertram. The others, including Taillefer, echoed him.

**

Before she left she stood at the squint with Edmund and looked down into the Great Audience Chamber, at Clement, in his malign magnificence. It was easy to see from this height how the dull-witted, the penitential and the superstitious could wish to hand over their moral destiny to such a figure.

Robed in scarlet velvet, gold encrusted, his triple crown on his head, and with powerful features, he looked convincingly omniscient. He seemed more than human, as if he could easily take all the crimes and petty sins his adherents had committed and absolve them of any need to make reparation.

They would be forgiven with the lift of one of his beringed fingers. He would smile on them, his faithful servants, and with that haughty disdain it would be like god himself taking them into his embrace.

Hildegard could not forget Cesena and the thousands slaughtered.

**

Edmund walked alongside her down the passage towards the guest quarters. ‘You have doubts about our ability to carry out the plan,’ he observed.

‘Is it obvious?’

‘A wisp of smoke, no more. I praise Sir Jack for making me sensitive to the slightest change in someone’s demeanour. Danger. My thumbs prick.’ He turned to her. ‘Tell me?’

‘My qualms are this. You are all so young. I know you will not see that as a problem. Indeed, you probably think the weak link is me, because I’m so old.’

He laughed. ‘Age, time. It’s natural for us to see anyone not of our years as either a baby whose babble is not worth considering, or as so old their ears are clogged with the world’s filth and their vision turned to fog. We stand between the two.’

‘Edmund, I am neither old nor clogged with filth or fog.’

‘I beg your pardon, domina. I would except you from that judgement. I meant only men like Sir Jack. It was the worst of sweeping judgments, the sort we make without thinking - until we think.’

Edmund had clearly spent a lot of time at the royal court. It made him both too world wise and somehow too innocently idealistic.

‘I see the need to free those two prisoners clearly enough, whether I’m fogged up or not,’ Hildegard continued. ‘But I fear I’m asking too much of you. I fear for you. I cannot promise that this will not be a dangerous undertaking. Things can so easily go wrong. You could suffer.’

‘We’re eager to engage. And besides, what alternative do you have but to include us? Where else can you find help in a place like this? And, like you, we cannot sit by and let Englishmen suffer the agony of torture at the hands of Clement’s inquisitors. And remember also,’ he continued before she could interrupt, ‘we have the guiding star of immortal Prince Edward ever before us.’

‘Prince Edward?’

‘Our king’s illustrious war lord father who took his first command at the age of fourteen during the glorious battle of Crecy. Fourteen! I’m nearly seventeen,’ he added.

‘Still young.’

Ignoring that as superfluous he said, ‘When his father, old King Edward, saw his eldest son, England’s hope as he was then, surrounded by French foot soldiers keen to take him hostage, when the king’s own men begged to go to his aid, what did King Edward do? He turned to them and said, “He lives or dies by his own skill and courage. I will not intervene.” And the prince showed his bravery then, and won his spurs.’

‘I’m aware of all this.’

‘At fourteen,’ repeated Edmund with envy in his voice.

‘You speak with such longing for battle, Edmund. It is not the glorious contest you imagine. It’s brutal, merciless, and drags men down to the level of beasts. The worst of it is, you may get your wish before long. If the King’s Council has its way we shall be at war as soon as King Richard’s peace with France expires, and if not that, we’ll have civil war throughout our own land if Woodstock tries to take the throne.’

‘I fear it and long for it. The sword is clean and decisive. It has no ambiguities. I long for it personally,’ he added. ‘It will mean a quick end to my servitude to Fitzjohn when I get my spurs.’

‘That time will come. You know it.’

**

What Edmund said was true. Prince Edward, known to some as the Black Prince, had led his men to victory at Crecy. From there he had gone on to become the most famous commander in Europe. Only the tragedy of his premature death from a wasting disease had defeated him and left the crown to his ten year old son, Richard.

**

The seemingly endless waiting period before their plan could be put into action was the time between nones and vespers. Every second dragged. Hildegard went over the plan again in her head and tried to find loopholes. There were plenty of those. The whole thing seemed to be a folly based on the word ‘if.’

If the boys managed to get hold of the two hooded garments that would allow the prisoners to pass themselves off as mendicant friars, if the guards fell for the ruse planned for them, if John and Peter did not betray themselves by word or deed until they were safely outside papal jurisdiction. If the ferryman was as bribable as Taillefer suggested. If.

**

In the courtyard a gang of men had gathered in the waning light of the winter afternoon. Everyone, it seemed, who had been present in the petitioning sessions had poured out of the grim fortress of the papal palace to see what the excitement was about.

They stopped by on their way to vespers, on their way to the kitchens, to the sumpter yards, to whatever task was usually assigned to this part of the day, games of dice set aside, cards thrown down, and servants and guests and prelates, all came together with one aim, to see why the pages were causing such a commotion. A cardinal with a retinue of attendants even stopped for a moment on his way out of the palace to cross the bridge of Avignon to his estate in Villeneuve.

The excitement was caused by a pig’s bladder that had been inflated. Hildegard professed ignorance to her neighbour in the crowd and was told that the boys were having a battle with it, choristers against secularists.

It had started when a little freckled English boy had made some mocking remark about being able to sing better than any of these braying papal donkeys. As it could not be resolved in a singing contest, too dull, they had decided to have a kicking match with the pig’s bladder. Whoever managed to kick it against the walls most times would win and so prove or disprove the challenger’s point.

So far so good, thought Hildegard as she watched the match begin. In the milling crowd Edmund had been able to make his way over to the prison tower without drawing attention to himself. He was carrying a small though important looking scroll.

If he keeps to the plan he will now tell the guard that he has orders from Sir John Fitzjohn, the English knight, guest of his holiness, to obtain the signatures of his two prisoners. For what reason, he will say, he is sadly in ignorance, but it is hardly our concern is it? She imagined the exchange of confidential smiles.

The guard would not be able to read, or, if he could, it would only be with shaming slowness. He would wave Edmund through without a qualm.

From her vantage point across the yard, Hildegard saw Edmund speak to the guard as planned. He entered the tower. The guard positioned himself across the threshold with arms folded, his attention on the two yelling factions. The pig’s bladder rose in the air then disappeared under a scrum of bodies. The onlookers began to take sides.

A few moments later the guard went back into the tower as if called by duty.

The to-ing and fro-ing of the players pulled the crowd along with them, now swarming to one end of the yard, now to the other. The bladder smashed against the wall and Taillefer, the tallest of the secularists raised both fists with a roar of triumph. The game continued with even more spirit.

Eventually, three figures came out separately from the tower, quietly, with no sign of fuss or bother, and melted into the crowd over by the postern gate. Hildegard could see the helmets of the two guards on duty above the heads of the spectators. They were as avidly watching the match as everyone else. Excitement was whipped up by the violence of the two teams. They became locked in ever bloodier confrontation, neither side willing to yield. Pale choristers kicked and bit and punched with as much fervour as the pages. The crowd egged them on to draw blood. She saw the guards roaring encouragement to the choristers. Another faction cursed them and bawled advice to the pages and esquires. Threats were made.

In the commotion a shadowy figure slipped towards the postern and in a moment had vanished through the gate. Then she held her breath. One of the guards had turned back towards the guard house. Had he heard the gate open? He didn’t even glance at it but went inside the guard house instead, returning a moment later with two stoups. He handed one to his companion and their shouts to the players resumed.

Then she saw Edmund approach and say something to them. He was making a bet with them, she realised, as coins changed hands.

The nerve of the boy!

Now the men were more eagerly involved in the outcome than ever and with relief she spied another hooded mendicant peel away from the spectators and slip quickly through the gate.

She gave a sigh of relief. The first stage had been accomplished.

How long would it be before the prison guard was discovered? The plan had been to gag him so that his shouts would not be heard and he would not be found until the office after vespers when the night guard came on duty. That would give several hours in which Peter and John could get well away from the palace.

The bribable ferryman was a weak link but they had to trust that he would see them safely across the river and into French territory on the other bank.

The shouts of the players and the roar of the onlookers rang in her ears.

It had been almost too easy.

Her main fear had been that the guard would insist on searching Edmund and would have discovered the two long knives he carried, the bundle of robes stuffed under his tunic and the coil of twine wrapped round his wrists.

Another danger had been that the guard would notice when Edmund snatched the keys to the prisoner’s manacles from the hook on the wall at the bottom of the spiral steps. She had also feared that John would have been useless in overpowering the guard because of his hands, despite the gauntlets that Edmund had been told to pull from his own hands and slip over the miner’s wounded fingers as protection on the journey.

But Peter must have been as strong as she hoped, and with the advantage of surprise must have done a good job of overpowering the guard. Maybe even Edmund had helped. It might have taken both of them to truss the guard and gag him.

She closed her eyes and summoned St Serapion, protector of the kidnapped, to offer a small prayer of thanks and the hope that justice would prevail and the miners make good their escape into Aquitaine.

**

The light was almost gone but the boys played on. The spectators were refusing to leave until the final score was accounted. A couple of guards joined in, she noticed, and soon other men were elbowing the boys out of the way and turning the yard into a seething, yelling melee. The pig’s bladder rose and fell. Fights broke out which had nothing to do with the game in hand. When the bell for vespers clanged out, its sonorous notes reverberating between the grim walls, it went unheeded.

Three white clad figures appeared at the top of the steps of the guest wing as the sound of the bell decayed.

One of them pushed back his hood. It was Hubert. He stood watching the rabble for a moment with an amused expression, then she saw him say something to his companions and they roared with laughter. Soon, like ghosts in the gloaming, they disappeared into the yawning cavern of the church.

**

The skirmish only came to an end when someone in authority appeared on the steps of the building and let it be known that there would be consequences for anyone absent from vespers. Sheepishly, the crowd began to disperse.

Hildegard watched the boys pulling torn clothing back into place, brushing hair out of eyes, licking blood from raw knuckles and saw the delight in their faces. Choristers, as innocent as lambs, filed inside the chapel.

Edmund fell into step beside Hildegard without looking at her. Under his breath he muttered, ‘That went well.’

‘So I saw.’

‘Taillefer has left with them. He decided it would be best to escort them as far as the ferry and do the deal with the ferryman himself.’

‘That’s not what we agreed.’

‘He knows how to get back inside. He says he’s done it before. The men gave me their profuse thanks and told me to tell you that you may call on them anytime as they are eternally your slaves and bound to your command.’

‘Silly fools.’

‘Another thing,’ he bit his lip. ‘Peterkin had a good idea so we have made another slight variation to the plan. Bertram, who can talk tough and do impressive things with a knife, and one of the French boys who knows the language of assassins, have put on disguise and paid a visit to the guard. Still trussed in his own tower, by the way. They’ve suggested that if he breathes a word about my errand he will, on some dark and unspecified night when he least expects it, find himself on the wrong end of a stiletto.’

**

Sir John Fitzjohn was shaking with rage. His entire retinue of household servants including pages, his esquire, and assorted monastics of which Hildegard was one, had been invited to attend him in his audience chamber. It was in invitation no-one had the foolishness to decline.

Midnight. Rain pounded in the yard below the window slits. The wind howled. The cressets flared in every sconce giving off a taunting illusion of warmth, alas unfulfilled. Smoke lazed about the chamber in black wreaths.

Sir John’s voice boomed to outmatch the storm.

A bound and gagged guard had been found in the prison tower when the relief guard came on duty. The two English prisoners had vanished into the rain.

He knew, he stormed, that someone would have information that would explain this mystery. His glare was intended to prise the truth from the firmest resolve but met only the silence of clams.

Everyone had been kept standing for an hour while he raged and fumed and paced and beat one fist into the palm of the other. The smallest pages were yawning and swaying on their feet by now. The older ones in the secret guild were past the stage of exchanging looks of derision at Fitzjohn’s impotence.

Aware that he could extract nothing from such dumb insolence he tried the smooth approach. He flattered their intelligence and loyalty through gritted teeth. Still nothing. Aware that the sheer stupidity of which he so often accused them might be closer to the truth than he realised, he eventually issued a threat that even the most sot-witted would understand.

‘My men will be sent out in company with militia from the pope’s own army to scour the countryside. No bush, nor muck heap, no hovel nor pack wagon will be left unexamined. These felons cannot have got far. They will be found. We will extract the truth of their escape from them. If anyone here aided them in any way they will be named. I hereby give you one last chance. Confess! If any one of you has been near the tower I want your name now.’

Another glare.

A richly pregnant silence followed. For an age no-one uttered a word.

Then there was a scuffle and a flurry of movement among the pages as one of them stepped forward. It was Bertram. He removed his cap and bowed.

The hush deepened.

Looking neither to left nor right Bertram stared full into Sir John’s face. ‘Sire,’ he bowed again, ‘Most dear and illustrious lord, I have something to confess.’

Hildegard felt a thrill of horror run through those standing nearest. The hair on the back of her own neck rose in protest.

‘Continue.’

‘I confess, my lord, that I have been near the tower.’

‘I knew it!’ Fitzjohn exclaimed with a dangerous snarl. ‘When was this, you carl?’

‘It was when I was running after the pig’s bladder, my lord. I couldn’t help it, my lord. We could not let those choristers win.’

‘Pig’s bladder? What in St Joseph’s name are you prattling about?’

‘The bladder, sire. It went up over my head and I jumped and by chance caught it and then I ran as fast as the devil with it until someone handed me to the ground at the other end of the yard. Almost at the goal, sire. And then one of the French pages took it and we scored a hit, sire.’

Fitzjohn scratched his head. ‘And that’s all you can tell me?’

‘No, sire. After we scored, the bladder came back to me and I managed to give an underarm pass to the man nearest me and he would have scored, sire, but unluckily he was tripped up and the bladder passed to the other side but later - ’

‘Enough! I’m not interested in your blasted bladder! Anyone else go near the tower?’

‘I, too, sire,’ piped Elfric. ‘But it was earlier than that. It was when I went to deliver your shirt to the laundress.’ Elfric, as innocent as a lamb. ‘I had to walk past the tower at a distance of maybe five yards, sire.’

‘I, also, my lord,’ Simon pushed his way forward. ‘I was near the tower, I’m sure, but I forget when.’

‘I, too. I was near there only yesterday.’

‘And I, my lord. But it was while we were trouncing the choristers in the game. I ran very close to the tower and almost touched it.’

‘And I - ’

‘Shut up, you dolts!’

The chorus of confessions, some even from those not in the know, was silenced and very soon the meeting broke up with dark oaths from Fitzjohn. Edmund was ordered to fetch his lord’s armour and buckle it on without delay.

**

Fitzjohn accosted Hildegard in the passage outside the audience chamber. His mailed boots clanked on the stone flags.

‘What do you know about the two miners, domina?’

‘I know that which I’ve already told you.’

He squinted into her face. ‘Are you prevaricating?’

‘What has happened?’ Stalling.

‘You heard. Gone.’

‘Abducted again, my lord?’

He stared at her. ‘Sarcasm will be your downfall, domina.’ He strode off.

Then abruptly he stopped and glowering back at her said something that made her blood run cold.

‘Athanasius may be your protector and praise God he remains so, as your life depends on it. But know this, when I find out who is behind the escape of those two, if it’s you, you’ll need all the protection he and his inquisitors can summon.’

With one final glare he clanked off down the passage.

**

Despite the fear Fitzjohn’s words aroused, and her lip-biting concern for the miners, and the storm which raged even more violently and kept doors banging all night, Hildegard fell straight into a deep and dreamless sleep. She was dog tired after a very long day. It was well after prime when she awoke. Fitzjohn, she thought at once, with dull dread. What had he meant?

Rain was still clattering into the yard. The other occupant of the cell had crept out without making a sound. Hildegard gave a passing thought to what the woman was doing in Avignon. She lacked any aura of ambition, nor did she look like the close companion of any of the prelates, but then, there was no accounting for taste.

Chiding herself for uncharitable thoughts, she stretched and listened. It was quiet outside apart from the rain. Ominously so. The usual racket from the courtyard three floors below was subdued. It must be the weather, keeping everyone indoors. She began to worry about the miners again, soaked to the skin no doubt, maybe lost in the wilderness that was the French campagne.

Quickly dressing and buckling on her belt with the scrip and knife attached, she went out into the passage and made her way down to the Tinel to break her fast.

**

The Fitzjohn pages were just coming out looking replete although with heavy eyes from lack of sleep.

‘Is your lord back from his hunting trip?’ she asked.

Bertram shook his head. ‘Edmund had to go with them. We’ll let you know as soon as they ride in.’

‘I shall be in the Audience Chamber.’

Bertram nodded. His face was deathly pale.

‘Don’t fret,’ she reassured him. ‘I’m sure they’ll be well away by now. They had the advantage of several hours lead.’

‘It’s not that, domina.’ He lowered his voice. ‘It’s Taillefer. He did not return last night.’

**

Assuming he must have decided to find shelter from the storm somewhere outside the enclave, she gave Taillefer’s absence only passing consideration. What she remembered was his insistence on mutual help and it made her resolve to do more to find the little dagger Maurice had been clutching as he died. Someone must have it.

She went up to see the magister. Before she knocked on his door she recalled Fitzjohn’s parting shot in the early hours and thought God help me. My protector?

**

‘My dear lady,’ he sighed, as she finished her careful report of the previous night’s events. She had told him only enough to include what would be generally known and no more.

He tutted and fussed with some beads for a moment then, unexpectedly, mentioned the wide and uninterrupted view from one of the towers. ‘If you mention my name the guard will allow you up the final, private flight of stairs onto the roof. From there you might be able to observe the movements of Sir John’s search party. You will be able to make out whether they have prisoners with them as they return.’

‘Before I do that, magiser, may I ask if you have had further thoughts about the missing dagger?’

‘None. Only that it must be found.’

‘An impossible task I would imagine. Where would one even start?’

‘It will show itself before long.’ He gave his catlike smile and she imagined him sitting patiently outside a mousehole waiting for his supper.

‘How is the cardinal today, magister? Is he any nearer finding the murderer of that poor boy?’

Athanasius shook his head. ‘He is over at Villeneuve on his estate. He won’t find any clues there, that’s for sure. I think the poor fellow is quite overwhelmed with grief. He has had a sad life, one way or another.’

‘Oh?’

Athanasius smiled. ‘He has the misfortune of being the younger brother of the old Pope, Urban V, second-fiddle all his life to his illustrious elder brother. He then had the misfortune not only to fail in his attempt to bring Cesena and Forli back within the jurisdiction of the papacy - but to have Clement, when he was merely Robert of Geneva, achieve the laurels of success. To add to this, his expectation of being elected pope were doomed when his fellow cardinals chose Robert instead. Jealousy has been his constant companion from the day he was born.’

‘He does not seem bitter.’

‘He feigns, dear lady, he feigns.’

**

The panorama from the top of the tower was, as Athanasius had hinted, spectacular. Despite the torrential rain she managed to find a sheltered spot behind the battlements where she had a clear view of the River Rhone. Now it was surging down more powerfully than ever past the outer walls of the city. From this height it seemed to coil round them like a living creature.

Cutting across the water was the long and graceful bridge of St Benezet, the bridge of Avignon, with its many arches, linking the peninsula where the cardinals’ private estates lay. The grey walls of the abbey were visible behind a curtain of rain with the garden of the old pope below.

With a slight turn of her head she could even see far downstream where the Rhone met two smaller rivers, the Sorgue and the Durance with a litter of small craft moored against the walls of the quays. She realised that the city was in an ideal location for trade through the Mediterranean and to the Lombard city states. Good connections. John and Peter would surely find a way to safety.

Lifting her glance she could see right across the wide plain to where innumerable small farms glimmered in the harsh light, milch cows sheltered under thatch in the water-logged meadows, and the cross-hatched fields of the arable strips, bare now, glinting with puddles, lay in what would be the Kingdom of France. Closer, on the bank of the peninsula, guarding the frontier, was the gaunt watch tower built by Philippe le Bel.

By leaning over the parapet she was able to peer down to the foot of the tower. It was a sheer drop of several hundred feet. A frisson ran through her. Heights did not usually bother her. It was its uninterrupted fall that was alarming.

Back again, over the walls of the city, she could clearly see the traffic passing over the narrow, many-spanned bridge. It would slow at the chapel half way along, then speed up until it reached the sentry posts at each end, slowing again as an unwieldy convoy of goods wagons, and people, looking like insects, jostled to get through the check points. There was no sight of Fitzjohn and the pope’s militia in all this.

She decided that it was a good sign. If the ferryman had refused to take the miners across in such a dangerous flood, they might have decided to cross by the bridge instead. They would have had to devise a way of getting past the sentries but with so much rain making the river treacherous it might have been their best chance. With no evidence of Fitzjohn and his man hunters they must have got right away.

She peered out into open country again. Once deep in the campagne, armed militia, whether carrying the papal banners or not, would meet with hostility and delays that two men travelling alone and looking like mendicants might avoid.

With the wind ruffling through her wet cloak she reluctantly left her watch tower and made the winding descent to the lower level. The guard had given her no problems when she mentioned the name Athanasius and now he didn’t even look up.

**

Bertram beside her. ‘No sign of him, domina. I think I should tell someone.’

She guessed at once whom he meant. ‘Who retains him?’

‘The Duc de Berry but he’s absent.’

‘Who does he answer to when his lord is away?’

‘A house steward.’

‘Name?’

‘I don’t know. Jacques something.’

‘Do you want me to speak to him?’

Despite his earlier words he looked indecisive. ‘Maybe we should wait a while. If his absence hasn’t been noticed it might be better not to draw attention to it?’

‘You think he might be amusing himself in the town?’

‘It’s very likely from what I’ve heard of him.’

**

Still no sign of Edmund either, nor Sir John Fitzjohn.

Hildegard braved the rain to go to the couriers’ office to see if there was news from England.

‘Nothing yet, domina.’

Momentous events were taking place in London and she felt frustrated at this absence of information. It must surely be the case that Sir Simon Burley, his grace the Archbishop of York, the Chief Justiciar and the mayor of the City of London had put their case to the king’s council and been released. Common sense dictated that loyal men such as they could not be accused of treason. It was madness to think it.

Back indoors she noticed three Cistercians strolling down the wide steps of the Stairs of Honour. Their white habits were visible through the arching loops in the wall. She could choose to retreat in a hurry before they saw her or continue to make her way steadily upwards on her original course. She chose the latter and came face to face with the three men half way up the stairs.

If she hoped Hubert would move aside to let her pass she was disappointed. He came to a standstill, blocking her ascent.

She looked up at him in silence. His dark eyes seemed to bore into her. His face was like chiselled alabaster. There was a pause as if he was choosing between several available comments. Then to her surprise he gave a small inclination of the head, murmuring, ‘Salve, domina.’

She replied with similar formality, dropping to her knees awkwardly on the stair, murmuring, ‘My lord abbot.’

One hand came out to raise her to standing. He held her arm for what seemed like an eternity while a puddle of rain formed round her feet. ‘I believe you have not met my supporters?’

The two monks accompanying him were from separate monasteries in England, strangers to her, greeting her with the innocence of those who do not imagine any past events colouring the present encounter. One of them, as she had noticed earlier, was thick-set, with a shaven head. His companion was lanky and looked as if he wouldn’t say boo to a goose.

They seemed interested enough to hear about the priory at Swyne and invited her comments on Hubert’s plan to extend the gatehouse at Meaux. Then one of them mentioned that he had noticed her in the company of Cardinal Grizac the other day and she had to explain about the murder and that she had been present when the youth was identified as an acolyte of the cardinal.

And then Hubert said, in an astonished tone, ‘But is this the same Grizac who was Dean at the York Chapter some years ago?’

She said she understood it was so, as his acolyte came from York.

Then one of the monks said he had heard some music the cardinal had composed and how impressive it was and what a good rendering the choristers had made of it and was he still composing? To which she had to admit ignorance.

And then, politely, they parted, with only Hubert’s glance somehow lingering after her as she ascended the stairway and hinting at words unspoken beneath a smouldering look.

**

Fitzjohn returned. If he had been in a rage before he left he was ten times worse now. A fruitless ride in the teeth of a storm into the hostile territory of the King of France was bad enough. To return without their quarry made it insupportable. Edmund had a black eye.

‘At least you’re safe,’ whispered Hildegard when she saw him in the passage outside the Tinel.

‘Yes, I’m looking on the bright side. And at least the others have got right away.’

‘Fitzjohn returned sooner than expected.’

‘Yes, the weather got the better of us and the French armies were harassing us and the pope’s commander decided the miners could not have travelled so far on foot in weather like that and that he would follow other lines of pursuit.’ He grimaced. ‘You know what that means. The pope has spies everywhere and anyone suspicious will soon be picked up - or so he believes.’ His face clouded. ‘Bertram told me about Taillefer. It’s irresponsible of him not to come back and let us know which way the men escaped. We might easily have come across them accidentally on the road.’

‘Taillefer’s probably sheltering from the storm.’

‘Even so, he should stick to our plan. What do you think the miners did when they left here?’

‘It’s anybody’s guess. Maybe they went by boat as far as they could, if they could get anyone to take them in all this. They might even have changed their minds and decided to travel right up to Calais by barge and miss out Aquitaine altogether.’

‘Too risky, surely? River traffic moves so slowly. And barges can easily be stopped and searched.’

Hildegard nodded. That was her view as well but with no news they could only second-guess the movements of the two miners. At least they had not been arrested by Fitzjohn’s search party.

**

Just as she could not second guess the escape route the miners had chosen so neither could she second guess what Fitzjohn’s reaction would be to his loss. Rage, yes. Enough flames to light the Avignon market place bonfire from ten miles away. But what would he do?

His mission to the pope was a disastrous failure.

Woodstock’s gift, whatever its purpose, had vanished into the morning mist. Woodstock himself was not noted for his peaceful and reasonable nature. Anything but. He was known as a vile brute of a man, a bully, loaded with resentments, never willing to relinquish past slights whether real or imaginary.

And Fitzjohn would have to face him at some point. He would have a lot of explaining to do. It was difficult to see how he could talk his way out of a thorough thrashing, real and metaphorical. His lands would be confiscated. He could finish up as a beggar with a doubly broken nose.

The pope too, in expectation of some augmentation to his personal wealth - by whatever strange plan had been devised by means of such a gift - would be less than pleased at receiving nothing for his trouble.

Hildegard would not be in John Fitzjohn’s shoes at any price.

‘Keep out of his way,’ she advised Edmund.

‘It’s impossible, domina. Would that I could. I have the duties of an esquire to fulfil. But fear not, I grow in rage every day and rage makes giants of us all and giants have the strength and fortitude of ten.’

‘You cannot strike your lord without facing a grisly punishment.’

Edmund gazed steadily into her face for a moment but did not respond to her warning.

**

The rain let up at last but the river was twice as wide as usual except where it was forced like a mill race through the arches of St Benezet’s bridge. A crowd had gathered and everybody was staring down into the water.

By the time Hildegard reached the brow of the slope that led down to the half- submerged landing stage she noticed that they were pointing excitedly at something below the parapet and one or two men were beginning to scramble down the bank. Even from a distance she could make out the familiar faces of palace servants, a handful of retainers in the colours of Thomas Woodstock, several friars and a nun or two. Three burly servants from the kitchens were just now walking up onto the bridge to join the group further along and were obviously expected. They carried grappling hooks.

The onlookers stepped aside to let them have a look into the water and a discussion ensued.

With her morning walk interrupted Hildegard changed direction and started towards the crowd that was gathering.

As she drew near the onlookers were clustering against the parapet, staring down into the water. Several started to shout instructions to somebody below. She went up onto the bridge past the sentry but, unable to get much closer because of the press of onlookers, leaned over where she was to see what they were staring at.

Further along, near the bank, a mound of debris had become jammed between one of the arches. Made up of broken saplings, torn out by the flood waters, a tangle of branches, a log or two, and other flotsam from upstream it formed a temporary dam and with the water surging against it more debris was being piled up as they watched.

The river was runnning in spate in the deep channels between the many arches in mid river but closer to the bank the current was weaker and was unable to dislodge the fragile platform of flotsam that had become stuck. What everybody was pointing at was what looked like a heap of old clothes on this log-jam. They were half hidden by the rubbish that was continually being dragged along and cast onto it by the current.

A man she recognised as the ferryman was standing on the bank under the first arch of the bridge with a line attached to his boat. He was trying to drag it closer to the dam, pulling hard against the force of the current, the craft straining against the water as the river threw its full force against it. His muscles bulged as he pitted his strength on holding the line so as not to lose it altogether. The river made a din like a herd of bolting horses, above it his shouts to the men standing on the bridge were intensified by the echo underneath the stone arch. She watched him haul on the line without result. It looked as if he was trying to drag the boat close enough to the bank to use it as a bridge so he could step across to the log-jam. But it was held fast in the grip of the current.

Hildegard turned her attention to the thing that was lying on the raft of flotsam, the aim of his efforts and with a jolt she realised that what looked like a pile of rags was, in fact, a body lying askew among the wreckage.

She glimpsed a hand as it rose, lifted by the waves. It looked like a sign of life. Next minute she saw that it was just the surge of water causing an involuntary movement as the waves bubbled under the raft. Eventually she managed to make out the edge of a cloak, ballooning in the swirl of the current. It was definitely someone lying there, no doubt of that.

The ferryman was still straining on the line. He glanced up at the people on the bridge then shouted for one or two men to help him. ‘More beef!’ he yelled above the roar of the river. ‘I can’t hold her!’

Several men, already sliding down the muddy bank, rushed to grab the line. The ones with the grappling hooks slithered after them. Some of those leaning over the parapet ran back along the bridge as well and began to scramble down to add their own strength to the task.

‘That line’ll break if he’s not careful,’ somebody murmured next to Hildegard.

‘Gently does it!’ his companion muttered as the added muscle slowly began to haul the boat closer.

Little by little the men managed to draw it into a position such that it was broadside on to the river with the tail end of the line looped through a metal ring on the path and thrown to somebody standing on the bridge. They managed to steady it enough to enable a couple of volunteers to climb across to the raft where the body lay. The force of the current was forcing a continual overfall of white water to lick at the twisted debris and the men were soaked to the waists by the time they managed to risk their weight on it and jump across. All eyes were fixed on them as they tried to disentangle the body from the net of branches that held it.

‘Drowned,’ a fellow standing next to Hildegard exclaimed. ‘Must’ve fell in upstream. What do you make of that?’

‘Poor sod.’ His companion crossed himself.

A palace official stood at the top of the bank, discussing the matter with the people standing nearest. The men were still struggling with the lines and one of them, balancing on the swaying raft, was already in water up to his knees as the log jam began to break up under his weight. There were shouts from the bridge to save himself but he ignored them and began to reach out towards the body. Everybody saw him grasp hold of a bundle of fabric and begin to drag it towards the boat. Somehow, with the help of willing hands, he managed to lift the body into the boat.

A cheer went up from the onlookers. Then the men inside the boat had to steady themselves as it was pulled, pitching and yawing, back towards the bank.

Another cheer went up as it reached safety and the men scrambled ashore.

The crowd began to break into groups while some ran back along the bridge to get a better view of what had been snatched from the jaws of the river.

From her vantage point on the bridge Hildegard could make out that it was someone in a blue cloak. It looked like a young woman. A tangle of wild, dark hair. White hands. A ring.

She hovered on the edge of the crowd. That movement of the hand in the water might mean there was a life to be saved. She began to make her way down the muddy slope to the water margin.

Edmund was standing with a subdued group of Fitzjohn’s household servants in the shadow underneath the bridge. He caught sight of her and came over.

With a gulp of emotion, he said, ‘Domina, we cannot find out what has happened. Can you demand an explanation?’

‘Is she alive?’

He looked blank.

‘The body. Is she dead? How long has she been in the water?’

‘Don’t you know who it is?’

‘What do you mean?’

His face was paste white. ‘We fear - our fear is,’ he gulped, ‘that it’s Taillefer.’

The memory of how he had given them such a run in the tilt yard must have been uppermost in his mind because he said, ‘Fearless in combat. He did not hesitate to draw his sword in response to Elfric’s challenge. And when he did not return last night…’ he bit his lip.

‘Peace, it may not be him.’

Hildegard looked down towards the boat that was now being manhandled half out of the water onto the bank. So many people were beginning to cluster round that it was impossible to see who or what was in it. She began to push her way through. Several onlookers moved out of the way in deference to her Cistercian robes and she gently guided others aside until she was standing on the edge of the bank, looking down into the boat.

‘A prayer, domina,’ suggested one of the men, noticing her white habit. He was still clinging onto the stern line as they tried to stop the craft from sliding back into the embrace of the waters.

‘Wait, let’s see if it’s necessary.’

‘It’s a body, domina. There’s no doubt. It was lying among the driftwood the flood fetched down for a good while before we were able to get at it.’

The bundle of what looked like old clothing lay without moving in the bottom of the boat.

‘She may be merely stunned,’ she suggested, sliding down the shelving bank side until she was ankle-deep in mud at the bottom. The river roared as through a mill race underneath the arch making it difficult to hear what anybody was saying.

‘Careful! Deep water ahead!’ a voice shouted as a hand came out to restrain her.

‘My gratitude. I don’t intend to go further. Can you drag the boat further up the bank clear of the water?’

With a few shouts to coordinate their efforts several men lent their muscle to the task and with a roar of grating wood on loose stones the boat was prised from the grip of the river and at last fetched up, leaking tears, as it seemed, onto the grass higher up.

What Hildegard had seen as the tumbled garments of a woman turned out to be the court dress of a young man. Wet lace sleeves, velvet jerkin discoloured by river water, boots with embroidered ribbons attached to their ties, mud stained, all cast in a heap.

‘God save us, I was right. It is Taillefer,’ said Edmund’s voice at her elbow. He was staring in horror at the body.

‘He must have fallen in the river and been trapped in the debris,’ someone nearby speculated.

Then one of the burly men reached down and pushed back a hank of wet hair to reveal his neck and the wound was obvious. A gasp of horror went up. Like Maurice, the boy had had his throat cut.

Hildegard put a hand over her face for a moment. So young. Such a waste. That blessed light, extinguished forever.

For a moment no-one seemed to know what to do.

‘I think someone had better return to the palace with the news of what you have found,’ she suggested in a breaking voice. ‘The duke’s steward will need to be informed.’

She turned to Edmund and noticed that the other boys, his allies, the guild of pages, had straggled down to the water’s edge to stand beside him. ‘Perhaps it’s better,’ she turned to the men who had dragged the boat from the water, ‘to leave him as he is so that someone who knows about these things may inspect the body for any clues to his…’ she could not say the word just yet. ‘For any indication of what took place.’ she finished.

‘Probably got what was coming to him,’ muttered one of the men.

Hildegard gave him a fixed stare. ‘Perhaps we might reserve our condemnation until we’ve learned the facts?’

The man scowled, muttered something about the whoring that went on under the arch by night and moved away.

Edmund heard this and Hildegard felt him reach for his knife. She put a restraining hand on his arm.

Then a voice with a note of authority spoke up. ‘Louis, go and inform the Chamberlain. Everyone else stay here and do as the English nun says. Hear me?’ There was a general murmur of agreement and some sort of hierarchy of command was established. The curious onlookers were pushed back to an acceptable distance.

It was the palace official Hildegard had noticed earlier who had spoken. He was a thin, clerical looking fellow in secular attire and came to stand beside her after making sure his instructions were being carried out.

‘Would you like to take a closer look, domina, before our own men arrive? I know you went to view your countryman who was dispatched in a similar manner. Maybe it’s coincidental or perhaps there’s a connection?’ He bowed then. ‘Forgive me, I’m William of Beauvais, a clerk to his holiness.’

While the boat was being dragged right up to the top of the bank, they waited in silence. The guild of pages were standing round. Dumb with shock.

**

Taillefer. He could not have been in the water long because he was not bloated by it. Instead his face looked bloodless, the skin white, drawn across his delicate bones as if he had been sculpted in marble.

She stepped closer, bent down, picked up a wrist. No stiffness. He must have gone into the water only recently. She could see no other sign of struggle beyond the knife wound. His knuckles bore the signs of old scabs from earlier fights, the skin flaking away where it had been loosened by immersion in the cold waters of the Rhone. Finger nails bitten short. Outer garments soaked by river water. Outwardly everything was sluiced from him taking away any clues to his attacker.

She inspected his clothes more closely. They were the usual attire of someone retained by a wealthy noble, a cloak of heavy velvet protecting the garments underneath. Which were, a fine linen shirt, lace in the French style at neck and cuffs, a protective jupon made of soft kid over some thick padding, scarcely damp. No tears or rips. To be assumed, then, not much of a struggle had taken place. Did that mean his assailant was someone known to him? Someone he trusted? Or had he been taken by surprise, walking on the river bank in the early hours?

There was a pouch concealed under his jupon. It was buckled with two thin straps to a leather belt. She turned to the clerk. ‘May I?’

‘Go ahead, domina.’

She unknotted the leather ties and opened the pouch.

**

The clerk crouched down beside her and there was a note of astonishment in his voice. ‘Is he a thief?’

‘I think not.’

‘But this, it’s a valuable article. Beautiful workmanship. How could a mere esquire get hold of such a weapon? Was it a gift?’ He fingered the blade and drew blood. ‘Decorative, very, but lethal enough.’

‘I believe it’s the one that was held in the hand of the cardinal’s acolyte when he was murdered,’ she told him.

‘But this is a mystery. How could this young fellow come by such a thing?’

‘We can’t know yet. But,’ she turned to him with a grim smile, ‘we shall surely endeavour to find out.’

She held the jewelled dagger in the palm of one hand. What did it signify to warrant two murders?

A closer inspection than had previously been possible showed that the hilt of the dagger would unscrew. She hesitated.

Making a sudden decision she handed it to the clerk. ‘I believe this might be best kept somewhere safe?’

He saw that she had been about to unscrew the hilt and frowned. ‘I see. Safest not to touch it, domina.’ With pursed lips he took out a cloth and gingerly wrapped it round the dagger and held it in one hand. ‘We must handle it with care.’

He put it inside his cloak then helped her back to where the guild of pages were waiting.

‘It is Taillefer. And somebody has killed him.’ Elfric spoke like someone in a trance.

Edmund gave Hildegard a searching look. ‘That was the dagger we’ve been looking for, wasn’t it? He found it.’

She nodded.

‘He said he would.’

Elfric gripped the edge of her sleeve. ‘Is that why he was killed, domina? Because he discovered my brother’s murderer?’

‘We will have to think most carefully about this. I feel we’re close to finding the murderer, Elfric. Never fear. Step by step we will track him down.’

**

Taillefer’s body had been handed over to the authorities and now resided in the mortuary on the slab recently vacated by Maurice. Hildegard was sitting in the small chamber under the hall where the notaries carried out their work. A spiral staircase connected the two chambers and they would not be disturbed by any sudden visitor.

‘So, M’sieur,’ she began, ‘are you able to explain the provenance of the curious little dagger to me?’

‘The dagger was a gift to Clement in the days when he was a legate in Italy. It was a gift from the Duke of Milan.’

‘Notorious poisoners, the Milanese, I’m told.’

‘So it is rumoured.’

To suggest that it was more than rumour she mentioned Duke Lionel, second in line to the English throne some twenty years ago when his elder brother Edward, the heir to England’s crown, was still alive.

‘Lionel was betrothed to Violante of Milan, the duke’s daughter, but on his wedding night, before Violante could conceive, he was poisoned. That ended the English alliance with the Milanese. The rumour is - oh, forgive me, this is irrelevant to the problem at hand. Has anyone dared to open the hilt of the dagger yet?’

‘Our apothecary has done so. Of course, he found nothing in it. Whatever was in it had been removed.’

Hildegard gave him a straight look. He was lying. He knew she was aware of the fact.

‘This is not to say that there has never been poison in it,’ he hastened to add, to salve his sense of his own integrity. ‘What can we know? The river cleanses all things.’

She knew this was as far as he would go.

**

‘Please, domina, we have no-one else to speak for us. We’re in fear now. Taillefer’s death was foretold.’

‘Foretold?’

Edmund frowned at her look of disbelief. ‘That’s no astrologer’s prediction. It was a man in the yard yesterday who said it. He wore his vizor down.’

‘What blazon?’

‘None. We have no idea of his allegiance. But he said to Taillefer as clearly as I’m speaking to you now, “you will die,” and then strode off.’

‘Did Taillefer tell you this?’

‘No, we were all present. We heard him ourselves. We were just walking back from the tilt yard after making our plans for the game with the pig’s bladder.’

‘We took Sir Jack’s rage to heart and had been practising at the quintaine in a most exemplary manner,’ Peterkin interrupted.

‘No-one could have faulted us,’ added Bertram. ‘Then this man-at-arms comes up. Taillefer just laughed when he heard him. “Is that so, my man? And so will you if you are mortal,” he said. And we all chuckled and walked on as any man would at a mere verbal threat.’

‘Did this man-at-arms speak in French or some other language?’

‘In French but with a strange accent. He might even have been English. It was an uncouth mouthing whatever it was.’

‘We were not inclined to take notice of a warning issuing from such a fellow.’ Peterkin spread his arms. ‘Now, of course, we see he meant business.’

‘But why should Taillefer have invited such a warning?’ Hildegard asked.

‘That we don’t know.’

‘Was this before the plan for the miners was discussed?’

Edmund shook his head. ‘It was after that although our concern at that time was for the quintaine. We had no other thoughts in our head.’

‘Apart from the vow to track down Maurice’s killer,’ corrected Peterkin with a glance at Elfric. ‘Taillefer made no secret of his determination to find him.’

‘It wasn’t Taillefer who dared Maurice to break into the treasury was it?’ asked Hildegard, a light suddenly dawning. But her expectations were dashed when they dismissed the idea out of hand.

‘How do you know he didn’t?’ she demanded. ‘You didn’t arrive here until Maurice had been killed.’

‘We know Taillefer. We’ve met several times on the jousting circuit with our lords. He was aghast that anybody should try to enter the treasury. “He can’t have understood the depravity of the pope’s inquisitors to breach such a place,” he said, “There’s only one end to anybody foolish enough to risk it. And that’s the torture chamber. It’s a place of unutterable horror, the sure punishment should anyone try to steal from his holiness. Remember Cesena. Nobody is excused the wrath of Clement.” He believed it utterly. He lived in terror of the pope. He would not go near the treasury and nor would he encourage any of his friends to go there.’

**

By no means convinced by what Edmund had told her, she believed that their comments about the consequences of being caught suggested that the possibility had at least been discussed, even if in a desultory manner. Why else would Taillefer have expressed such fear of the punishment to be meted out to anyone who tried to do so if it hadn’t been mentioned?

**

She tried to find the sullen little page of the bedchamber who had received a dishonest penny and the chimerical promise of gold but discovered that this time he really had left for his village. It was a hamlet somewhere in the hills in the French Kingdom and she decided that what else he might be able to tell her would not be worth the difficulty of searching him out.

She made her way down to the ferryman’s cottage instead. Shuttered still. Smoke from the chimney. She rapped on the door.

It flew open and he stood four square in the doorway with his head slightly bent to avoid hitting it on the lintel. Aggrieved that his boat had been sequestered at the coroner’s insistence he at once poured out his anger against the pope and his interfering officials, demanding to know how he was supposed to turn an honest penny, not that anybody but a madman would want to use his boat with the river in spate, but even so, it wasn’t fair on a man.

She sympathised. Disclaimed any connection with the pope. He invited her in.

They sat in a cramped chamber below the thatch. With a couple of day’s stubble on his chin and wearing brown wool hose and a dark green tunic, he looked dependable, despite his grievance. It was reasonable, after all. A man had to eat.

‘I expect the bridge traffic takes a lot of your trade, doesn’t it?’ she began.

He nodded. ‘But not all, praise be, or where would I be then? There’s always folks wanting to get to the other side without going through them customs men at the other end. Even so they usually need to give a good account of themselves before being allowed through the Chatelet.’

‘Not much check on the river traffic then?’ This must be the route the miners had taken.

He tapped the side of his nose. ‘The river bank can’t be patrolled all along, can it?’

‘True.’ She allowed him to pour another dash of wine into her beaker and the silence achieved a greater fullness, broken only by the crackling of the fire. ‘Those logs burn nicely,’ she murmured.

‘Come spring I’ll have no time to be sitting round a fire,’ he excused.

‘It was sad about this body you pulled from the river. What do you think happened?’

‘You all want to know that. Man of the moment, me.’ Before she could ask who else had been ferreting around for information he said, ‘It was like this. I was out checking my boat just after first light when I noticed what I thought was a bundle of clothes caught between the arches on some driftwood. You never know,’ he explained, ‘there’s often stuff brought down that folks will pay a good price for. So I went over to have a look.’

‘And saw straightaway that it was a poor young boy.’

‘Not quite like that. It looked like a pile of clothes at first sight. Velvet, I thought. Get a good price for that. Only when I got near did I see what it was and by then a few folk on the bridge had spotted him and started to shout down to me.’

‘You did well to get him back to shore without losing anybody in the flood,’ she observed.

‘It’s my job,’ he agreed modestly. ‘You wouldn’t believe the things I dredge from these waters.’

‘And he was dead when you reached him. How long do you think he’d been there?’

He wrinkled his brow. ‘Not long. And I’ll tell you why. His clothes weren’t sodden through as you’d expect if he’d fallen in. Did you notice? I saw you having a good look. His undershirt was almost dry.’

‘Yes, I noticed that. What do you think it means?’

He leaned forward. ‘My theory is this,’ he confided, ‘The young devil was in a fight with somebody on the bridge. He got the worst of it and they pitched him over the parapet. By chance he fell straight onto the driftwood raft and lay there for an hour or two - until I comes along and finds him.’

‘The driftwood is backed up under an arch of the bridge on this side,’ she pointed out, ‘so does that mean he was walking away from the palace to go to the other side?’

‘Or maybe he was coming back from the other side?’

‘Why would he need to cross over the river, do you think?’

‘Business with one of the cardinals?’ He gave her a knowing look.

‘And by chance when he was almost home he met a cut-throat?’

‘That’s about the size of it in my opinion.’

‘But a thief would have searched the body for anything valuable before throwing him into the river.’

The ferryman frowned. ‘There’s many a mystery in this world, domina, and it’s not for us to solve them all.’

He piled another log on the fire and refilled their beakers and was now plainly settling in for a long chat. ‘I have something I can tell you but it’s nothing I’ve told anybody else.’

He did not look the fanciful type, nor like a man spinning a tale, so she listened attentively.

‘Fact is, I’ve slept ill these past few nights in fear of the rising waters and losing every tittle I own. This little place is on high ground but even so the river can be a monster and we’ve no way of stemming her fury once she’s roused. So, as I say, I’ve been awake these last few nights, worrying. Now then,’ he resettled himself more comfortably, ‘last night, the one in question, I was lying awake going through my prayers when I thought I heard voices.’

‘Voices?’ She gave him a sceptical glance.

‘Nothing weird. Men’s voices.’

‘What were they saying?’

‘They were too far off to make out and the river was roaring dreadful, just like now,’ he added, ‘but it was a couple of men by the sound of it, angry like, and I believe they came from the direction of the bridge. In fact, I’m sure of it.’

‘Is that unusual?’

‘It is at that time of night, after curfew.’

‘And what time would it be, could you tell?’

‘I can. Shortly before the shouting I heard the bell of St Nicolas tolling for lauds.’

‘That’s very interesting, master. That is truly valuable information. I’m sure the papal authorities will be able to make some use of it. Anyone at lauds will have an alibi. That’s very helpful.’

‘I’m not telling them over there. It’s for them to find out.’ He frowned and fell silent.

‘Tell me, did anything else unusual happen earlier that night or during the preceding day?’

She noticed his eyes swivel to a corner of the room and back. ‘Nothing, domina.’

No bribe from the murdered youth to take two dubious mendicants across the river, of course, nothing like that. She kept the thought to herself. ‘Had you ever seen the murdered youth before?’

Again the swivelling glance, away and back.

‘Never.’ He hesitated. When he noticed her unwavering stare he corrected himself. ‘Perhaps once or twice, with other retainers from the palace. They come to play down here when they get time off. I believe he might have been one of the lads who did that sometimes.’

She frowned into the fire pit. ‘You didn’t see him that afternoon, for instance?’

He turned away from the piercing glance when she looked up and shook his head vigorously. ‘I told you, he might have been one of them that came down here to mess about on the river bank, paddling, fishing and that. Larking about.’

She realised it was the closest he would come to the truth. ‘It’s a sad business. His killer must be brought to justice.’

‘I agree,’ he replied fervently. ‘Anything I can do, domina.’

‘I’ll let you know.’ She gave him her special smile and he almost purred.

**

The curse of charm. That’s what Hubert had called it, in a rage at something she had implored him to do when he had no intention of doing it - until, grumbling, he claimed her smile had bewitched him, adding lovingly - you could burn for that, Hildegard. How can I resist doing anything you ask of me? What had it been about? A request to extend the privileges of her nuns at Meaux in some small way, she remembered. It was only a smile. It wasn’t her fault if it sometimes helped her cause.

It was no help now in untangling the evidence of a somewhat unreliable witness. All it had yielded was the possible timing of Taillefer’s murder: sometime after the lauds bell.

It seemed to come down to an argument between two men. Was the ferryman right about that? Maybe there were more than two. A gang of cut-throats. She considered returning later in the day. He might even remember another small detail unless he had been extremely well-paid not to say more.

His animosity against the papal authorities could be something to work in her favour. It seemed to render him eager to help as if by doing so he gained an advantage over the pope.

After leaving his cottage she climbed back up the bank to the track at the top and approached the sentry standing at the entrance to the bridge. He was not in the mood to stop anyone. ‘All this excitement,’ he said. ‘I’m just sorry I missed it last night.’

‘Did the sentry on duty see anything?’

‘We don’t know yet. He’s still asleep over the other side. But he should be along any time soon.’

She rooted around in her scrip for a coin that allowed entry onto the bridge.

Some time ago a chapel dedicated to the patron saint of rivermen had been built half way along. St Nicolas. His light was kept burning day and night.

It was a small place. Reeked of incense. Little more than a single chamber with a second one above reached by a short stone stairway. Nobody there except for a priest descending, step by painful step to the nave. He gave her a hard look, caught sight of her Cistercian robe under the winter cloak and softened a little.

‘No ordinary sightseer, domina. How may I help?’

‘You must be tired of answering questions?’

‘Only from those who have no right to be asking them.’

‘I’m not sure I can assume that right.’

‘Looking at you I would imagine you have more right than most. I take it you’re not interested in salacious titbits to pass onto your gossips?’

‘The murder of a young man with his life before him is not a suitable topic for gossip, salacious or otherwise.’

He nodded. ‘So why are you here?’

‘A similar murder of a young man took place in the palace a few days ago. You may have heard about it?’

He stared at her until she continued.

‘The details are so similar to the terrible events of this morning that I wonder if there’s a link? The first young man was a countryman of mine,’ she hastened to add.

He took this as adequate reason for her interest. ‘Come up to the sacristy where we can talk undisturbed.’

Achingly he handed himself step by step up the stair he had just descended.

The upper chamber was similar in size to the one below, a small square space with two windows on each side to give a view both up and down river. Here, instead of an altar, was a narrow bed in one corner, an aumbry in the wall, and a comfortable looking chair placed next to a horn lantern on the sill.

She went over to the downstream window and found she could see all the way to the end of the peninsula and beyond to where the Rhone widened. It was a foaming sea of white water at present. Spray blown up by the wind into a mist shrouded both banks and made it look wider and more dangerous than a river should be.

The priest was breathless after his short climb. ‘Unpleasant weather,’ he wheezed. ‘Too much rain. In summer, not enough. It makes one wonder about God’s intentions. So now, domina, you’d like to know what I saw and heard last night?’

‘If you will.’

‘I was in bed when a commotion in the direction of the Avignon side woke me. It sounded like an older man in altercation with a younger.’

‘Did you recognise the voices?’

‘Not I.’ His face was like a stone wall.

‘Would you tell me if you did?’

‘Would it bring him back?’

‘No, but it might bring a measure of justice to his victims if this possibly double killer could be arrested and punished. It might also prevent him from murdering another innocent person.’

‘Innocent?’

‘Whatever the esquire’s sins, he did not deserve his throat to be cut and to be thrown into the river like a dog.’

‘I am making no judgement. But you might ask what he was doing out here after curfew.’

‘Was he, maybe, walking back from the Villeneuve bank, on an official errand of some kind?’

The priest was already shaking his head.

‘You nuns see no ill in these retainers. They are wild boys given to all the sins of the flesh with no godliness in them. The devil himself conducts activities under the arch over there.’ He gestured towards the Avignon bank.

Unwilling to hear some aged misanthrope’s harangue against the young she took a step forward, intending to leave, but the priest held up one hand. ‘I am, perhaps, harsh. Certain it is, he was not on an innocent mission. I saw him earlier accompanied by two disreputable mendicants.’ He gave her a long look. ‘They were ferried over to the other side. He returned. They did not. I know this for a fact.’

She held her breath.

He had seen.

He knew.

And it could not have escaped him that Fitzjohn, accompanied by the pope’s militia, had been out on the hunt for two men.

Fearing that he might have already given his account to others she forced herself to ask, ‘It was a black night, how can you be sure what you saw?’

‘Because I saw the boat go across in the light from the lamp. Four people in it. I saw the boat return with but two. I know the ferryman and recognised him as the man at the oars.’

‘Even so, it was dark and - ’

‘And the current brought them right under the central span of the bridge where the St Nicolas light shines down as guide. I watched because I feared for their safety. A storm was blowing and the river is at its most dangerous just now. They were clearly visible in the boat as it passed under the beam of light.’ He smiled faintly. ‘I did not see the faces of the two mendicants, hooded as they were. All mendicants look the same, do they not? And how they do swarm round Avignon these days! But the one who was ferried across and later returned wore a blue cloak.’

The priest’s eyes looked watery in the reflected light from outside. ‘I tell you this, domina, because you seem to have a genuine interest in these events. What I say is simple. Three passengers crossed the river by boat and the ferryman brought only one back.’

‘No doubt he ferries many people back and forth, some to stay on the other side, some to return.’

The priest smiled. ‘Use this information as you will. It’s all I have.’

‘What time did these three travellers happen to cross?’

He spread his arms. ‘I’m an old man. I sleep fitfully. I got up for the night office and to attend to the light - it guides people over the bridge. In navigable weather it acts as a beacon for the barges plying their trade up and down river. It’s my duty to keep it alight,’ he explained. ‘Around midnight I ring the bell for matins and later I ring it again for lauds.’

‘And at what time did you see the boat cross?’

A look of uncertainty flickered across his face but he answered firmly, ‘Just after I rang the first bell I saw a dark shape launch itself onto the foaming white flood water. It moved steadily across to the other side, cleverly navigating to use the current to reach the bank of Villeneuve. Then I saw it cutting across on the way back, not much later, using the known shoals and eddies to keep the oarsman’s course. The current brought the boat again close up under the bridge as I was relighting the lamp.’

‘It had gone out?’

‘Blown out by the storm.’

‘The boat must have been rowed by someone who knows the waters.’

‘Indeed. The fellow has worked here for several seasons despite having a betrothed somewhere down river or so I hear.’

The ferryman had certainly been parsimonious with the truth. Crossing and recrossing in the night. At least it confirmed the escape route of the two miners.

‘And on the return journey you’re sure - ’

‘The boatman with only one passenger, as I said.’

‘And your description suggests that it was the murdered youth.’

‘It is not for me to speculate on what I witness. I leave that to God in his wisdom. It was a passenger wearing a blue cloak.’

‘Why would someone who has just crossed and recrossed a river by boat then try later to cross again by the bridge?’

The old priest spread his arms. ‘I know nothing about that.’

‘And you say you heard an argument after seeing the boat return?’

‘I slept a little. Voices woke me. I realised it was already time to ring the bell for lauds.’

‘But what about the sentries?’ Hildegard was still thinking about Taillefer. ‘How would the murder victim get onto the bridge? Wouldn’t the sentries have stopped him?’

He gave a thin chuckle. ‘Would they stop him if he was accompanied by someone in authority?’

‘Such as?’

‘Who knows?’

‘You’re sure you heard voices shortly before the bell?’

He nodded. ‘They woke me.’

She prepared to leave. ‘Do you get many worshippers here for the night offices?’

‘Not many. I do it to maintain our link with St Nicolas. Most attend services in the Grande Chapelle.’

Hildegard left the scent of incense and beeswax and drew in deep gulps of fresh air as soon as she got outside.

Now to have a word with the men on night watch guarding the bridge. Let them check their records of all who had crossed the bridge last night for the night offices and returned to Villeneuve before lauds.

**

The sentry was sitting in his stone niche out of the wind at the top of the steps leading onto the bridge. He was plainly enjoying this out of the ordinary event but understood that he was not even a bit player in the drama, not having been on duty at the crucial time. Sadly he admitted he could tell her nothing.

‘When does the night sentry come back on duty?’ she asked, expecting a trek back to the guard house and a long wait until he emerged from his bed.

‘Any time now, domina. Four hours on. Four hours off.’

‘Is that him?’ she asked pointing to a man-at-arms just coming into view on the path underneath the palace walls. The sentry got up and poked his head out. ‘That’s the fellow!’

The two greeted each other affably a few moments later and although the first sentry, Jean or Jeanot, had been friendly enough, the newcomer, Emil, looked at Hildegard with suspicion. ‘What do you want to know about all that for?’

She explained as she had done so already to the ferryman and the priest.

He nodded. ‘Nobody out here last night. The weather kept everybody in their own beds for once.’

‘Didn’t anybody cross over the bridge?’

‘Of course. They have to, don’t they? It was the usual cardinals going back to their estates on Villeneuve. The bishop to his palace.’

‘Cardinal Grizac, you mean?’

‘Bien sur.’

‘At what time was this?’

‘They go over to attend the night offices.’

‘You mean they make the journey twice?’

He shook his head. ‘Most stay for matins after they’ve dined and then they stay on for lauds, crossing back home before dawn.’

‘And last night?’

‘You do persist,’ he muttered.

Hildegard was quick enough to catch the words, even though it was a different kind of French to the one she had learned in England and her brain was already taxed by the different dialects.

‘I need to know not out of curiosity but because two young men are dead,’ she pointed out.

The man tightened his lips. She could not bring a smile to her face. She was sick of lies and half-truths. Everything about him was unyielding and she wondered if he had been warned not to talk.

‘You must have been on duty earlier today when the body was fished out of the river.’

‘I was and I heard - ’ he stopped as if afraid of saying too much.

‘Heard what?’

‘I heard somebody had fallen onto some rubbish that had been carried downstream. If he’d gone into the river they’d never have found him.’

‘Didn’t you hear anything while you were on duty?’

He glanced hurriedly at his companion but he was eager to get off home now his shift was done and missed the plea for help.

‘It’s all the talk at the palace,’ he added lamely, ‘but I heard nothing of it until they showed up at first light with their grappling hooks. By then the bridge was open to merchants and there was quite a crowd up there. They’d been keeping me busy. I didn’t bother looking out until somebody said there was something wrong.’ He glanced over at the high, grim walls with the flag of Pope Clement fluttering from the highest pinnacle as if to find help there. ‘I heard it was a retainer in the pay of the Duc de Berry. That’s who it was. Wandering outside the walls at night. What did he expect?’

He gazed over towards the lane he had just walked along to where an inn stood on the corner surrounded by the usual characters who frequent such places.

A furtive expression came over his face. ‘See that place, domina? What do you think goes on there at night? Prayers?’ He sniggered. ‘The poraille do their drinking there and then they go under the arches. You nuns would blush to hear what goes on there. Me, I keep out of it.’

If I have to go and talk to the inn keeper I shall have to change my clothes, she registered. Monastics were plainly anathema to this surly fellow and the same would probably go for anyone down there too. ‘I take it you don’t remember anybody who crossed over the bridge early this morning?’

He was silent.

‘You must have been asleep at your post.’

Affronted, he started to contradict her.

‘In that case you must surely be able to name them?’

The first sentry chuckled. ‘She’s got you there, Emil. She’ll be getting you into hot water with the captain if he thinks you’re were sleeping on duty!’

‘All right, all right,’ the sentry replied irritably. ‘As I said, there weren’t many about because of the storm. So let’s see.’ He counted them off on his fingers. ‘Cardinals Bellefort, Fondi, Grizac and Montjoie. That’s about the lot.’

‘Anybody accompanying them?’

‘A page or two. That one with his little daughter.’

‘Name?’

‘Fondi.’

‘Did he have the child with him?’

‘That’s what I just said. And his woman.’

‘Did they all cross together?’

He shook his head. ‘Montjoie came first, then Fondi. Followed by Bellefort and after that Grizac with his page. Oh, and there was that English abbot.’

‘What English abbot?’

‘Meooks. Something like that.’

‘Are you sure about this?’

‘It’s what I’m telling you. Who crossed. That’s all I can remember.’

Hildegard could scarcely speak. Hubert had crossed the bridge? He was the only English abbot around that she knew of. ‘And you saw them all cross to the other side?’

‘Nah, I was in my shelter. I told you, it was pelting down. Windy. A nasty night. I let ’em go. They were bona fide.’

‘Did you hear an argument? I’m told there was one,’ she added when he seemed about to shake his head at whatever she asked next.

‘First I heard of it. The wind was howling off the river. You don’t hear nothing inside that niche. Isn’t that so, Jeanot?’

The other sentry, stalled by curiosity from going off duty, agreed. ‘That’s right. Can’t hear a thing. See nothing. Hear nothing. Know nothing. Once they’re on the bridge it’s their own look out till they get to the other side. There’s the chapel half way along if they need it. We just take the tolls and check the baggage for duty, and beat off beggars.’

Does this mean I have to go across to the Villeneuve sentries and cross question them as well? Hildegard’s spirits sank. She was getting nowhere.

If the men he named crossing the bridge were over in the palace for matins then stayed for lauds they all had cast iron alibis. The priest said he heard the argument just before he rang the bell in the chapel. If anyone had arrived late for lauds it would have been very late as it would take a fair time to walk from the bridge down the lane, past the guard house and into the labyrinth of the palace itself before finally reaching la Grande Chapelle. The short service at that time of night would have been almost over. Then the return with everyone else?

She was wasting her time even considering it. Anyway, they were prelates.. There was no-one more unlikely to be involved in cutting a boy’s throat than any of the men named by the sentry.

The question of Hubert, Abbot of Meaux, was another question entirely. What was he doing out? She could not deal with that just now.

‘Just tell me again,’ she invited, ‘nobody else crossed the bridge that night?’

‘Nobody.’

‘Thank you for your help.’ She gave him a coin and because the other fellow was still hanging about gave him one as well.

What would Athanasius make of all this? she wondered as she walked away. Maybe now the dagger had been recovered he would have no further interest in the unexplained murders of Cardinal Grizac’s acolyte and an esquire of the Duc de Berry.

**

She found the sentry at the other end of the bridge guarding the entry to Villeneuve. He was leaning over the parapet and looking thoughtfully into the rushing current ten feet below. She greeted him and he turned with a grimace. ‘Life’s short, domina. I could fall over this parapet and that would be that.’ He clicked his fingers to demonstrate the brevity of life. ‘So what can I do for you?’

She explained. ‘I’m trying to find out who crossed the bridge between matins and lauds this morning.’

‘I didn’t see the lad that got cut, if that’s what you’re asking. He didn’t come from over here.’

‘It’s the others I’m interested in.’

‘You won’t get much joy there, either, if you’re looking for somebody to blame. Nobody but cardinals and their hangers-on came back. The same ones that went over to dine early on.’

It had to be one of them.

‘Can you name them?’

‘I can indeed.’ He reeled off the same names as the other one, except that he gave Hubert’s abbey the French pronunciation. She wondered if that meant he had seen it written down.

‘Can you read?’ she asked.

He nodded, pleased with himself.

She could not help asking, ‘And has the Abbot of Meaux crossed over the bridge before?’

‘Never seen him before. I was told to expect him by Cardinal Fondi. He wrote his name down for me so I wouldn’t forget it but then he came over with him. I hear he’s in the running to be made a cardinal,’ he added, looking pleased at being the one to have the latest news.

Hildegard went cold. If true, this was proof - if she needed more of it - that Hubert was one of Clement’s men and an enemy of King Richard. ‘I expect it’s just a rumour,’ she murmured.

‘Not a bit of it. I hear it’ll be only days before they make the pronouncement.’

With no reason to linger on Villeneuve she walked leadenly back to the Avignon side.

**

To Athanasius. He was sitting up at his lectern again, looking much better than last time she had seen him. When she finished speaking he summed up in his usual dry, meticulous tones.

‘The involvement of the cardinals we must discount as too preposterous.’ He shot a sudden dark look at her as if inviting her to reveal what she knew about absconding miners.

He would not catch her out in an involuntary admission again. ‘The crucial point,’ she replied smoothly, ‘is the bell for lauds. Those who heard the argument near the bridge, the ferryman and the priest, say that the bell rang immediately after the argument. It must provide an alibi for the cardinals named by both sentries - and the abbot,’ she hastily added, ‘provided they all attended lauds. The distance is too great for anyone to have reached the Grande Chapelle in time.’

‘Nor would it be within their ethical code to murder anyone in cold blood.’ His expression did not change by as much as a flicker.

Hildegard thought of this man’s master and shuddered. Did he not know about the thousands massacred in Cesena?

‘That is a point,’ she replied in a neutral tone.

His piercing glance never left her face. He looked undecided as to how to take her response. Instead of letting it hold him back he launched a sudden riposte. ‘For what reason was the duc’s esquire on the bridge at that time of night? Did you find out?’

‘Was he on some errand?’ she countered.

Athanasius gave a thin smile. ‘If that is so the sentries on duty at the palace would have seen him leave.’

‘And they did not?’ Hildegard looked suitably astonished.

Athanasius said nothing.

‘I fear the whole thing is a mystery, magister.’

‘A mystery I am now sufficiently intrigued enough to attempt to solve. What will you do next?’

‘I? I will hope, magister. I will hope that sometime, somewhere, the murderer will accidentally betray himself so that by God’s good grace he may be punished.’

**

In fact she knew exactly what she was going to do next. No stone shall lie unturned. Reaching her cell, thankful to find it empty, she rummaged in her travel bag to find the plain brown wool kirtle she had worn as Mistress York on her pilgrimage to Compostela and now carried to cover such eventualities as this.

Quickly pulling it on over her Cistercian habit and then covering it with her cloak, she let herself out again and went down into the great courtyard.

The rain was back. Just as she was hurrying with her hood up towards the gate into the street she nearly bumped into Hubert de Courcy striding out of the courier’s office with something flapping in his hand.

He gripped her by the edge of her cloak to detain her.

‘Just the person I need to see. I have news from London.’ He held up a letter. ‘Bad news.’ He held her arm with some ferocity. ‘Hildegard, this is really bad news. I fear it heralds something even worse. I don’t yet know how to comprehend it.’

‘What is it?’

‘Mayor Brembre. Executed.’

‘What?’

‘Beheaded on Tower Green.’

‘On what pretext?’

‘Treason.’

‘But that’s nonsense!’

‘Of course it is. The wolves are truly circling. Meet me. We must discuss this at once.’

‘When did it happen?’

‘Last week. I have a fast courier direct from headquarters. London is in uproar.’

‘I was just going out on some other business,’ she explained, undecided what to do.

‘Can’t it wait?’

‘Of course.’

Together they hurried out of the rain to the steps leading inside the palace. He turned to her. ‘For the sake of your reputation,’ he remarked with some irony, ‘we shall meet in the loggia in half an hour by the bell where we may talk privately with no danger of intimacy. I’m just going to get out of these wet garments,’ he added.

A novice from the Order was hovering at the top of the steps. Hubert went up to him. ‘Ask my brothers to attend me in the loggia, will you?’

**

The meeting place Hubert had chosen was an ante chamber at the top of the main staircase. It was used whenever the pope wanted to show himself to the crowd gathered in the Court of Honour to receive his blessing. It had links to other parts of the palace, from the austere old palace to the newer more richly decorated one, and was busy enough to allow some conversation in private. With a high, flamboyantly carved ceiling in keeping with the latest ideas of the masons and, with its marble floor, it echoed to the footsteps of people passing from one part of the palace to the other.

As soon as she appeared Hubert led her to the far end to where a window niche afforded some privacy. He settled himself on the sill. Hildegard, keeping her distance, remained standing, waiting impatiently for his brother monks to turn up and thinking: and you are a future cardinal of Pope Clement. She could not look at him.

‘Why did Brembre not escape while he had the chance?’ she managed eventually.

Hubert, looked unexpecedly stunned by the news. ‘How could he foresee that the rule of law would be disregarded?’ he eventually ground out. ‘He had trust in it even though he didn’t always stick to it himself. No-one would expect the King’s Council to behave in this monstrous manner. Now everything is changed. The law means nothing.’ He got up and began to pace back and forth.

‘What about the others? Does your letter say anything about them?’ She meant the other advisors to King Richard.

‘We must fear for them.’

‘I can’t see Alexander Neville running away.’ She reminded Hubert of the time when she had been travelling with the Archbishop to Westminster, to the parliament King Richard had summoned to discuss the threatened French invasion.

Their char had been halted by a band of men in dense woodland outside Lincoln. The men had clearly imagined it contained only the driver, a nun and a young monk.

Then Neville, asleep in the back under cover, had risen from his couch to put in a dramatic appearance when he realised what was happening.

“I,” he had declaimed, rising up with a huge sword swinging from his belt, “am the Archbishop of York!”

The men had been knocked back from their felonious intentions by the sheer magnificence of his appearance and the obvious inference that he could use his sword to good effect.

Hubert managed to bring a faint smile to his face when she mentioned him. ‘That’s Alexander all right. Firey Neville. I agree, I can’t see him running away. But he has no army of his own. If it comes to the worst, what can he do?’

‘The bishop of Norwich will urge him to reconsider arming the Church. He’ll cite his success in putting down the Peasants’ Revolt in Norfolk by means of his own armed militia.’

He frowned. ‘Most of us joined the Order precisely because we did not want to go on killing. We put down our swords. We believe there’s a better way of solving our differences than resorting to violence. We seek peace.’

‘Is it possible to live unarmed in this world?’

He rubbed his eyes. ‘It seems not, unless we turn ourselves into martyrs. Heaven prevent Alexander from being forced to take that route!’

The other two monks arrived. Hubert had referred to them previously as his supporters. Now it was clear why he had done so. They would present him to the school of cardinals as a prospective candidate. Everything showed that he took precedence over them.

They listened in silence to what he had to tell them. Made one or two conventional exclamations of horror. And then waited to see what he would say next. The tall lanky Brother Gregory, the one she imagined as a swordsman, looked as if he would burst into tears. His companion, Egbert, clenched and unclenched his fists and bit his bottom lip.

Hildegard grew impatient. ‘We should be in London, giving a voice to all those who are repelled to see the king’s council acting outside the law.’

Hubert’s eyes gleamed then quickly clouded. ‘Would it were possible. I am tied here - for various reasons,’ he added avoiding her raised eyebrows.

Stiffly she said, ‘My gratitude for this information about current events, abbot.’ She bowed her head and was about to move away when he got up from his seat and stepped towards her.

‘Wait!’ He put out a hand but let it fall. Turning to the monks he growled, ‘I shall see you at compline, brothers. We’ll discuss this matter further.’

When they left he said hurriedly, ‘Can you go back?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you have instructions to remain here?’

She knew what he meant. He was trying to find out whether she was in Avignon at the prioress’s behest and if so what was her business.

With his allegiance to Clement and not to the rightful Pope Urban, she merely shrugged. ‘There’s the mystery of the murder of two retainers to keep me here at present and - ’ she hesitated.

‘And?’ he prompted.

‘Hubert,’ she spoke slowly, ‘were you ever over at Villeneuve?’

His smile was suddenly knowing. ‘I see. There was a whisper you were asking questions. You must have already heard I went over there this morning after lauds.’

‘I heard something to that effect.’

‘And you want to know what I know?’

‘That would be a tall order.’

‘If you want to know whether I saw somebody murder the esquire of the duc de Berry the answer, to my sorrow, is no. I crossed over with Cardinal Fondi, his concubine and child after attending lauds here in la Grande Chapelle. Many people saw me. When we crossed it was terrible weather, wild, windy and with a pelting rain quite as bad as anything we suffer in Yorkshire. We saw the light in the St Nicolas chapel half way along the bridge and considered taking shelter there but the thought of a warm bed persuaded us to continue. Apart from the weather there was nothing else of note.’

‘Who else was there?’

‘I told you, I went across in the company of Fondi. I believe other cardinals who had been attending night office at the palace were also crossing but, truly, it was difficult to see who they were as everyone had their hoods up and one or two were even carried back by litter.’

‘Thank you.’

His voice was steady and, it seemed, full of concern. ‘It was a terrible thing to happen. And to know we were so close we might have prevented it.’

‘Taillefer was such a bright, handsome boy, full of promise for the future.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’

‘You need to find his murderer. But I wonder if you suspect something more behind it? A link to the other boy, the English one?’

‘You always read me,’ she gave a half smile. Not always, heaven forfend.

His eyes were dark with compassion. ‘Have you considered the possibility that there is no mystery, that it’s nothing more than coincidence? It’s very rough down there under the bridge at night. Maybe the French boy was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘And Maurice?’

His eyes held that smoky look that made her weaken for him and now, despite everything, she felt some of his immense compassion directed towards herself struggling to survive among the countless cruelties of the world. It succeeded in weakening her further. Then common sense told her that he might have a reason of his own to suggest she return to England.

Before she could speak he leaned closer. ‘You think there’s more to it.’

‘Isn’t there always more under the surface than we see at first glance?’

His smile sparkled for a moment. ‘That can be so indeed.’ He took her arm. Changed the subject. ‘Where were you going when we met just now?’

‘To the inn near the bridge.’ She could have bitten her tongue off at the indiscretion.

‘There?’

She saw his glance sharpen.

‘You intend to question someone? Who?’

‘I just thought I’d ask if anybody had heard anything. You know what those places are like for getting hold of information.’

‘I do indeed. And I’m coming with you. It’s not safe for you to go alone.’

‘I must go alone. They’ll not speak openly if two monastics turn up to badger them.’

**

Le Coq d’or was a typical quayside inn, keeping its licence to open by staying just inside the law. Hildegard had seen enough in York to know what they were like, what types were attracted to them and the sort of fare on offer.

It was already dark and still raining hard when she hurried from the shelter of the gatehouse and crossed over to it. With hood pulled well up and white habit tucked out of sight, she entered with as little fuss as possible. No-one took any notice of her.

She found space at the end of the long communal trestle and when the grizzled landlord came round she asked for a stoup of ale and a portion of bread and cheese. He soon slapped them down in front of her and she put a few coins on the table in exchange.

Sitting next to her was a man and what might or might not have been his wife and they soon got into conversation. Hildegard allowed it to be thought, when they asked, that she was on pilgrimage from a little town near Paris. A conversation of sorts followed. It wasn’t long before the murder was mentioned and soon they attracted a few comments from others who thought they were in the know.

‘I was here in the early hours,’ an old man sitting opposite told them. ‘I saw the doomed young fellow with my own eyes. Live as a cricket, he was, as spark as you or me. Fancily dressed,’ he added.

‘If he was fancy what was he doing in here? Why not at one of the inns in town where they like that sort of thing?’ asked the woman in a sharp, critical tone. Her question saved Hildegard from asking the same.

The old man gazed lugubriously into his stoup of ale for a moment before answering. ‘Wenching, wasn’t he?’

‘I knew him,’ another one butted in. ‘Used to come in here when he could get out of the palace, nights. A mate of his used to leave a back postern unlocked for him. Putting one over on the pope’s guards, he used to say.’

‘I knew him well,’ the old man reminisced as if it had all taken place long ago.

‘Was he with a girl that night?’ asked Hildegard.

‘Of course he was. Yolande. His favourite.’ The old man gazed deep into his ale as if reading something in it.

The conversation turned to other things while Hildegard waited until eventually, after her patience was tested, she heard the same name above the buzz of conversation. It was the inn keeper, shouting over his shoulder to someone in a back room. A girl appeared, flushed, scantily dressed, her eyes red rimmed as if she’d been crying. She patted her hair as she came through and looked the customers over.

‘Get yourself in here and do some work, will you, Yolande? What do you think I pay you for?’

The girl grimaced and went to a group of men taking up the end of the main table. ‘Come on fellas, let me earn an honest living tonight. What’s wrong with you all?’

There was some muttering, an agreement was reached and one of them put his arm round her waist and led her out.

Not much chance of talking to her for a while, thought Hildegard. She turned to the old man. ‘Let me fill your stoup, master.’

He pushed it towards her. ‘An angel from heaven, bien merci, ma dame.’

The landlord came over again. When Hildegard put more coins on the table he hovered, aware he had a reliable customer.

She looked up at him. ‘I heard about the trouble you had last night, sir. The poor young man was in here, then?’

The inn keeper leaned his untidy bulk against the edge of the trestle and wiped both hands on his apron. ‘It’s a sad business, ma dame. You wouldn’t believe it. Young gentilhomme comes in here after a dagger. Said it was stolen from his lord from inside the palace and there’d be trouble if it wasn’t found.’

‘Did he find it?’ she asked, pretending ignorance.

‘Found more than what he was looking for, that’s for sure.’ The inn keeper guffawed in a heartless manner.

Cautiously she asked, ‘So was somebody trying to sell such a thing?’

‘Fella comes in here, never seen him before, said he was just passing through and had something of value he wanted to find a buyer for. You know how it is, we spread the word. That must have been how the young’un heard about it, to his rue.’

‘This stranger?’

‘Scar faced. A mercenary in the French wars? I didn’t ask. He was looking for a buyer for a little jewelled dagger. Showed it me. Pretty little thing worth a small ransom.’

‘And you thought it was the one the young courtier was looking for?’

‘Me, middle man. Word gets out. No harm. Pope gets enough in taxes.’

‘So what happened?’

‘The young lad asks around and somebody points out the stranger and says, ask him, so what does he do? He goes right up to the fella, looks at the dagger and offers money, straight off.’

‘So did he have to pay a large sum to get it back?’ She wondered where Taillefer had got the money.

The inn keeper shook his head. ‘Not a bit of it. The strange fella refused point blank. Said his instructions didn’t involve entering into a bargain with some losel without a silver coin to his name and to bugger off.’

‘That wouldn’t go down well.’

‘It didn’t. But this is the bit that made us laugh. The lad insisted, the stranger refused, the lad insisted again so the stranger says, “All right, let’s see the colour of your money or go to the devil,” and you know what the lad does? He offers him a bill of credit! Laugh? We nearly wet our britches.’

‘So what next?’

‘This is where he brought trouble on himself. He scraped to the bottom of his money pouch for a night with Yolande then when we were all asleep he creeps out in the dark and sneaks this dagger from out of the stranger’s pack, brazen as you like. He gets out into the street before the fella realises his pack has been tampered with. When he finds sout he lets out a bellow enough to wake the dead. I thought, there’s a stabbing now. I’m down them stairs in a trice with my knife at the ready but I only got there in time to see scarface disappearing down the street. The wench he’d been with, Juliette, stands at the top of the stairs with just a sheet round her shrieking, “Leave be, master!” she says. “He’s a violent bugger and he’s in a fury. Leave him or get a knife in your gut!” And she was right there, wasn’t she, considering what happened next? I had my angels watching over me that night, praise the saints.’

‘So you stayed inside?’

‘I did. Not my business, is it? An ill star was shining. I didn’t reckon he’d catch the lad but he did and that’s that. Pity. He was a regular paying customer, the lad I mean.’

He wiped his hands on his apron and went to the tun to pour more ale into one of the jugs a customer was holding out.

‘So the stranger got away with it,’ Hildegard’s neighbour observed. ‘Me, I wouldn’t want to be walking around here at night by myself with him on the loose.’ She touched her companion on the arm and they exchanged glances.

She turned to Hildegard. ‘I don’t want to alarm you in view of what we’ve just been saying, mistress, but there’s a fella watching you. Don’t look now. He’s sitting over there by the door.’

When she had an opportunity Hildegard half turned her head. She couldn’t believe her eyes. It was Hubert de Courcy. His give-away white robes were concealed under a thick black cloak but his features were unmistakable despite the hood he wore. She gave an involuntary scowl and he raised his stoup of ale to her.

‘You’ve got custom,’ chuckled the woman’s man friend.

‘He’s well set up by the looks of that cloak,’ observed the woman.

Hildegard accepted the offer of ale in return for the one she had bought them and turned her back on Hubert. Let him sit there all night. She refused to leave just yet. Not until she was sure there was nothing else to discover. Who was the scar-faced stranger? That was the question. It must be the one who had stolen the dagger from the mortuary. At last, she was getting somewhere.

‘Did this stranger not return?’ she asked the inn keeper when he came over again.

He nodded. ‘He was back a while later as brazen as you like. “Damned thief got clean away,” he said. “I’m getting my pack. I’m not staying here in this den of thieves.” And he got his gear and left.’ He gazed off into the distance. ‘Of course at that time we didn’t know he’d done for the lad.’

‘Surely there was blood on his hands?’

‘None that I saw.’

To her new companions Hildegard said, ‘At least we know the fellow over by the door isn’t the murderer of that poor boy. No scars.’

They all turned to stare at Hubert’s hawkish, alabaster features in silence.

**

It was close to midnight. The inn was at its rowdiest. Suddenly she felt a tap on her shoulder and a voice whispered, ‘Isn’t it time for matins?’

She swung round. ‘I told you not to follow me, Hubert.’

‘In most things I’m your obedient servant but not on this occasion. Let’s go.’

‘I need to speak to the girl Taillefer was with last night.’

‘Who was that?’

‘Yolande.’

Hubert said nothing. He simply closed his eyes in exasperation, turned on his heel and walked away. She expected him to leave then but to her surprise he went over to the innkeeper and she saw him mutter something. Money changed hands. He’s settling his bill and then he’ll leave, she thought.

But instead the innkeeper went into the back room, re-emerging a moment later with the girl she had seen earlier. To her even greater astonishment Hubert put his arm round her and led her into the back room.

‘That’s him sorted,’ sniggered the woman beside her, having watched this charade with interest. ‘I wondered who he was queuing for. You should have taken your chance when you had it.’

Her companion grunted, ‘Pretty face, that Yolande. She certainly pulls in the punters.’

For that he got a slap from his woman.

**

The great bell in the tower over on Villeneuve had boomed out its count of twelve.

Hildegard stood in the doorway of le Coq d’or preparing to hurry out into the rain to cross back to the palace gatehouse when Hubert came up behind her and put his arms round her in a blatantly familiar fashion.

‘Don’t come near me!’ She knew it was him before she even turned because she recognised the alluringly masculine scent of limes and sandalwood he used.

She swivelled to face him. ‘Go away!’

A faint smile flickered over his lips at her response. ‘Tonight I’m your disobedient servant. You’ll thank me tomorrow. There are three or four blackguards giving you looks I wouldn’t want if I were you.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘It’s not nonsense, Hildegard. Just step outside now, into the rain with me. It’s dark away from the lights of the inn. We’ll hurry and we’ll pretend you’re my woman.’

‘I don’t need a man to protect me. I’ve got a knife.’

‘We know about the usefulness of knives,’ he observed, ignoring her attempt to pull away. ‘Put your hood up. This rain is really coming down.’

Resigned to leaving with him but determined to get away as soon as they reached the palace gatehouse, she allowed him to put his arm round her and lead her away from the lights of the inn.

They had gone no further than a dip in the lane that led to the palace when there was a scuffle behind them. Hubert staggered back and Hildegard felt some other hands grip hold of her and a voice in French said, ‘I’ve got her.’

Then her attacker was trying to drag her away, along the lane to where it met the bridge and she was kicking out but failing to free herself. A gasp of someone receiving a hard blow confused her. They were attacking Hubert. There were shouts. More sounds of bone on flesh. Shapes appeared and disappeared in the darkness of the unlit lane.

There were three of them. No, four. The one holding her tried to drag her towards the bridge. She turned and smacked one hand hard against the side of his head, catching him off balance and as he stumbled she nearly managed to free herself but then one of the others grabbed her arms and pinned them behind her back. A voice somehow familiar shouted, ‘Watch out, the bastard’s armed!’

Then it was a chaos of movement in the darkness. Grunts. A howl of pain. Someone on the ground coughing up the contents of his stomach.

All at once her arms were released and Hubert was beside her. ‘Can you run? I’ll hold them off.’

‘Ridiculous!’ She drew her knife.

A second glint of steel must have made the men hesitate. Hubert lunged as a shape burst from the shadows and launched himself in a full-on attack but then, as Hubert parried and sent his opponent’s sword clattering to the ground, the attackers must have realised the fight wasn’t worth the risk. As suddenly as they had appeared they vanished into the night.

Hubert was licking one of his wrists as they entered the gatehouse a few minutes later. She had a close look at it underneath the fitful light of a cresset, saw with relief that it was no more than a graze.

‘I’m sorry.’ She pulled a face. ‘If you say, I told you so, I shall scream.’ She gave him a rueful smile.

‘No hard feelings. Luckily we had the advantage of darkness. They didn’t know whether they were stabbing each other or us.’

‘I should have listened to you. I’ve been warned often enough today about that place.’

‘I had a better view than you and could see how things were shaping up.’

Then she remembered the age he had spent with the whore, Yolande. ‘I’m sure you had a different view while you were in that back room.’

‘I did.’ He grinned. ‘Come up to the Tinel - we both need a drink after all that - and I’ll tell you what she said.’

**

They shared a jug of warm spiced wine in the echoing refectory with sleepy night staff floating among the empty tables and dreamily wiping up around them. It seemed unreal to be sitting with Hubert in such surroundings.

He reached out when the servant had moved out of earshot and took her hands in his. ‘Were you hurt just now?’

She shook her head. ‘Only my pride. What a fool I was. I owe you.’

‘It’s a debt I shall call in one day.’

‘I’m duly warned. But tell me what that girl said to you.’

‘She knew Taillefer. He was one of her regulars. Yesterday he asked her to let him know if anybody had been in trying to sell anything valuable. Something stolen from his master, le duc.’

‘Le duc de Berry’s a known collector of beautiful objects.’ She nodded.

‘She promised she would, the inn being one of those places where stolen goods change hands. Then last night a stranger came in looking for a buyer for a dagger. A rich piece, jewelled, clearly once the property of a nobleman. She got the message to Taillefer and he came back just after midnight. She said to him, apparently, “you’re eager, you were only in here a few hours ago,” and he said, “I’ve been locked out.” Note this, “My usual way must have been discovered. I’ll have to stay here till morning so I hope you’ll give me a bed.”’

‘That would cost him,’ she observed dryly.

Hubert smiled. ‘These girls are often willing to work for very little.’ Hildegard drew back. ‘Or so I’m told,’ he added, seeing her expression.

‘Go on, Hubert. Your activities are hardly my concern.’

He frowned. ‘Surely you’re not suggesting I’d ever break my vows with a whore?’

‘It’s the practise here. That’s plain to a blind man. Look at Cardinal Fondi. He’s not the only one.’

‘Fondi is - I’m not of these people, anyway. I’m - ’ he broke off. ‘Let’s not wrangle. I have something important to tell you - that is if you’re still intent on finding Taillefer’s killer?’

‘Of course I am. I’m sorry, Hubert, I’m still shaken by what happened just now. Nothing seems real. That voice - one of the attackers - I’m sure I recognised it. I just can’t place it.’ She shivered.

‘You think they were more than casual footpads?’

‘I don’t know. But do go on. Tell me what else she said.’

‘Well, Yolande told Taillefer about the stranger with a jewelled dagger for sale and she thought it was that that had brought him over last night, that - and not being able to get back into the palace. She said he was interested enough to try to buy the dagger but the man would not sell unless he had gold for it, and of course, the boy didn’t have gold.’

‘He tried to use a bill of credit, apparently.’

‘Yes. But later, as you know, he stole the dagger and made off with it. The stranger followed and then, of course, the body was found at first light.’

‘This stranger, who was he? Did she have any idea?’

‘She said he told everybody he was just passing through but she didn’t believe it. She thought he was staying in the palace, either as a kitchener, or in some similar fairly menial job, anything he could take, maybe in the retinue of one of the guests.’

‘Why did she think that?’

‘Because she had a feeling she’d seen him in the street a few days ago, wearing mail but with no sign of his affinity and also because of the big way he was talking. She felt it didn’t ring true. He mentioned his master who was no petty lordling, apparently, but close to being a king in his own right, to hear him talk, and, he seemed to hint, a guest or envoy of someone with immense power, which of course could only mean the pope and she assumed he was hinting that he was a guest at the palace.’

‘Did she name this lordling?’

He shook his head. ‘She had no ideas on that but what she did seem sure of was that the stranger was not French. His scars suggested he’d been in the wars, a mercenary, maybe, and she suspected he was a deserter from the English army. Evidently they regularly fetch up here. She said she’d heard the accent often enough.’

‘Gaunt’s men are scattered all over the region since his Castilian campaign. There are probably deserters from Aquitaine as well. And of course,’ she gripped Hubert’s arm then remembered herself and let it go.

‘What is it?’ he urged.

‘Woodstock, of course, and his Brittany campaign. It went on for long enough. When he was paid off after the duke changed sides many of his men stayed over here rather than return to England.’

‘Some had no choice but to remain abroad,’ quipped Hubert with a knowing smile. ‘There was that little question of back pay which escaped Woodstock’s attention.’

‘There’s also Woodstock’s vassal, Sir John Fitzjohn - ’

‘The stranger might even have arrived with him.’

She grimaced. ‘Let’s face it, Hubert, these are just suppositions and he could be anyone.’

Hubert wore a serious expression. ‘It fails to tell us why he would murder the lad. He could have forced him to hand over the dagger, surely? It seems unnecessarily savage to kill him. Or was there a personal element? Could it have been a vendetta against the duc, his liege lord? Or -’ he paused.

‘Or what?’ she prompted.

‘Was it simply Taillefer’s misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?’ He gave her a searching look. ‘If Taillefer had been able to get back inside the palace after his nighttime exeat,’ he continued, ‘and if the stranger had found another buyer…?’ He paused. ‘Wrong time, wrong place.’ He pulled his cloak on. ‘I’ll have to leave it for you to mull over yourself.’

‘Thank you for your help. I’m not sure why you should bother but I’m pleased you were there this night. It leaves us with the question of how the stranger got hold of the dagger in the first place. He must have been already inside the palace or entered it unnoticed.’

Hubert got up. ‘Night office soon. I must get some sleep.’

When they left the Tinel they walked up the wide stairs towards the guest wing. At the top before they turned their separate ways into the darkness a moment of stillness drew them close.

Hubert reached out to touch Hildegard on the lips but let his hand drop without doing so. ‘The wrong time, the wrong place,’ he murmured. ‘Will it always be so?’

Turning swiftly on his heel and with a suddenly strong, ‘Vale, domina!’ he was soon swallowed up in the shadows between the intermittent lights along the passage.

His complex character was what she loved about him, it was what intrigued her, it was what drew her to him despite all the warnings that he was not as he seemed.

Now, against all expectations, he had brought her information that she could not have obtained herself. She did not know his motive. She knew now, however, that Taillefer’s killer might very well be within the palace itself.

Somewhere here. Maybe close. Maybe far. She gazed down the long shadowy passage that led to her cell. Somewhere here. A man with a scar.

**

In the events concerning the theft of the dagger she had nearly lost sight of the mystery of who had murdered Maurice. That was a puzzle no nearer being solved. She went through a list of those she considered to be suspect.

First was the glum little page of the bedchamber with his secret complicity in Maurice’s game and his undisguised penchant for gold. She dismissed him as he was such a puny little thing and she doubted whether his greed was so great it would drive him to slit a companion’s throat when his back was turned.

Everyone suspected the guards. But she could find no reason for it. They would have had a reward if they had been able to produce a prisoner. As it was, a miasma of doubt now followed them wherever they went, a response that even the most obtuse murderer might have expected.

The only other men known to have been in the vicinity were the pope himself and the attendants at the midnight office, none of whom would have been able to leave without drawing attention to themselves. Was there such a one? How on earth could she find out? When she tried to speak to the pope’s serjeants-at-arms they had been less than helpful and plainly saw her as an interfering foreigner.

Despite Athanasius’s apparent protection it was strange, if he was supposed to be influential, that he had been unable to smooth her path in that respect. But that was by the way. Whoever was present that night in the chapel must have remained in the company of the others and presumably everyone had left the small private chapel together once the two consecutive night offices were over. Stairs led from the chapel directly to the pope’s private chamber where he slept, screened from the presence of his chamberlains, his cubiculaires, above his treasure vault.

By the time he went back to bed the deed had been done. Maurice was dead and his body had been discovered.

The rest of them would have returned to their chambers in different parts of the palace. Would anyone have had time to get to the treasury before the pope entered his bed chamber? It would have been a dangerous rush and then they would have had to escape before the guards came on duty. This assumed a prior knowledge of Maurice’s break-in, to be there at the right time. The idea that churchmen would involve themselves in such a matter was also a preposterous idea, wasn’t it? She scowled. A residual respect for them - even now, after all she had witnessed - almost persuaded her to make allowances for them. Surrounded by the casual, daily corruption that prevailed throughout the ecclesiastical world it was irrational. There was no escaping the conclusion: as outside the cloister, so within.

It most likely came down to nothing more than petty theft. When the truth was discovered she would find it had not warranted so many hours spent trying to untangle a very simple knot. It would be a crime a humble retainer might commit and regard himself as rich beyond his dreams. That was one view.

On the other hand was the fact that it might not be so petty after all that made her refuse to give up. What if it wasn’t the worth of the dagger itself, great though it was, but the contents in the secret compartment that made it an object of desire?

If it had been poison, something, say, with no antidote, it could have a cataclysmic effect in the wrong hands. Had Maurice known this? Is that what made it worth risking his life for?

The idea of a master mind seemed more compelling from this point of view. He might have been instructed to obtain the dagger, the poison, for just this reason.

In all the fabulous wealth stored in the vault this was the one thing Maurice had been hanging onto.

And yet his killer had left it behind.

Could it mean he did not understand its significance? Or had he been disturbed by a sound from above - guards walking in the chamber above the vault and audible to anyone hiding underneath? Might it have been necessary to make a quick escape, leaving behind the one thing he had been seeking? And again, did it presuppose prior knowledge of Maurice’s quest?

There was nothing for it. She would have to return to the first guard she had spoken to and go over old ground. He had seemed keen to help and would no doubt be pleased to tell her anything if it kept the finger of suspicion from pointing in his direction. Repetition might show the discrepancies in an invented story.

**

The guard-room. Rain.

‘Me again.’

The guard glanced from left to right, saw his colleagues were busy, then stepped outside into the yard. He pulled up his hood. ‘I don’t like you coming here, domina. No offence. It looks as if - well, it looks bad.’

‘What if I’m asking about the time the gates are shut for the night?’

‘Very well.’

‘Simple question, who was in the pope’s private chapel the night Maurice was murdered?’

‘Apart from his Holiness, you mean?’

She nodded. ‘We’ll take his presence for granted.’

‘There was his priest, an old fellow of eighty. His personal servant, a child of seven. The sacristan and his assistant. And a handful of cardinals.’

‘Names?’

He frowned. ‘Let’s think. There was Grizac, Montjoie, Fondi and Bellefort.’

**

It was known everywhere that some new cardinals were to be elected. Hubert had avoided any mention of it. He was aware of her loyalty to King Richard. His supporters would have been invited to put in a word for him. He would leave them to it. That’s how it was done.

The couriers’ office was nearby and she called in, as she did every day, hoping for news from the prioress.

Again there was nothing. It was to be expected that mail would take longer to travel from Yorkshire than from London. The fate of Alexander Neville was constantly in her thoughts. She curbed her anxiety and prayed that he had been reprieved or at least escaped to safety until the king’s council had been brought to its senses.

She was worried about the king too, recalling the beautiful ten year old dressed in pure white silk and wearing the crown of state on his golden curls as he left Westminster Abbey after his coronation. He had ridden through cheering crowds on a little white pony caparisoned in red and gold and the citizens of London had sighed with love for him. Now he was a tall, fair, nineteen year old and fighting for his throne.

**

The attack by the unseen assailants outside the inn on the previous night had left Hildegard with one or two bruises that she only found as she sponged herself down in the communal wash house later that morning. Purple finger marks showed clearly on her hips and breasts. She hoped the man she hit had a black eye. Then the sound of that voice outside the inn came back to her. She was sure she had heard it before. But where? Whoever he was he had spoken in French, but badly, like somebody who had learned from an ill-educated tutor.

The guild of pages were sombre when she met them in the yard. They were trailing in to the mid-morning service, Fitzjohn striding ahead, expecting them to run to keep up. She supposed he was still in a rage over the escape of the two miners and what it meant for his own future prospects. The return of the dagger to the pope would hardly be of interest to him. Edmund caught her eye and stopped for a brief instant.

‘Have you heard any more?’

‘Only a little about Taillefer’s night time activities.’

Edmund blushed. He knew what she meant.

‘May we meet?’ she asked.

‘Same place?’

When she nodded he hurried off in Fitzjohn’s wake.

**

The boys were half hidden among the straw under the buttress when she ducked her head under the stone arch later on. Simon, posted on guard duty, followed her inside as the others began to emerge from the straw. They reminded her of wild cats, concealing themselves until it was safe to come out.

Edmund was first. ‘Any nearer the truth, domina?’

She told them briefly what she had found out as they brushed straw from off their court clothes.

When she finished, Bertram was tight with fury. ‘It must have been one of the cardinals. He’s going to get away with it!’

There was a murmur of protest but it was half-hearted and Peterkin asked, ‘Do you think Maurice’s murderer is the same man who stole the dagger?’

‘He must be,’ Bertram gritted.

‘He might escape us but he’ll never escape the wrath of God,’ Peterkin asserted.

‘Listen,’ said Hildegard. ‘This is how it seems to have been. Maurice was ordered to fetch the dagger secretly from the treasury by someone but was stopped before he could hand it over. It quite likely contained poison despite what the pope’s clerk tried to insinuate. It was similar to ones I saw in Florence when I was there a couple of years ago. Whoever instructed Maurice must have wanted it for that reason.’

Peterkin asked tentatively, ‘Could it have been Cardinal Grizac?’

‘If so it was a monstrous thing for a lord to ask of a retainer,’ said Bertram. ‘But why would the cardinal want to obtain poison in such a roundabout way?’

‘Does the cardinal have an enemy in the palace?’ Peterkin was looking thoughtful. ‘He’s the most pleasant of men. Devout and one of the few not given to lewdness. I can’t see him wanting to poison anyone. And how could it turn out that Maurice was killed on such a mission? Someone must have known he was going to break in.’

‘Who is the cardinal on close terms with here?’ Edmund looked at Hildegard. ‘Could he have let slip a word to someone about his desire to obtain it?’

Hildegard thought immediately of Athanasius. He and Grizac had a strange relationship. It was based on power with Athanasius’s quick, cynical wit often making the more tender-hearted Grizac wince. She couldn’t see him confessing anything to Athanasius.

‘What about Taillefer?’ she asked. ‘Where do you think he fits in?’

‘Obviously he was stabbed for stealing the dagger from the stranger in le Coq d’or.’

The boys fell silent at Edmund’s words until Peterkin made the observation that if Taillefer was stabbed when he was on the bridge, the sentry must have seen him run past, followed by the man who stabbed him. ‘But you say he did not mention seeing them?’

Hildegard shook her head. ‘In fact he said he saw no-one. The inn keeper also says he saw no blood on the stranger’s hands - although of course he could have easily washed it off in the river.’

‘You mean Taillefer could have been stabbed by someone else - someone already up there?’

‘It would have to be somebody in authority,’ broke in Peterkin, ‘those sentries are particular about who they allow to cross at night, for fear of French militia mounting an attack, or smugglers cheating on taxes.’

‘Someone in authority? Like the cardinals?’ broke in Edmund.

‘The cardinals?’ exclaimed Peterkin in a horrified voice.

A brief silence followed.

‘Maybe we have to ask ourselves who would have as strong a motive to kill Taillefer as the victim of the theft,’ Bertram pointed out.

‘But let’s suppose that if the dagger was stolen the first time round on Cardinal Grizac’s orders - for whatever reason - it was he who was the true victim of the theft. He would want it back as much as the stranger at le Coq d’or,’ Hildegard pointed out. ‘We know he passed over the bridge that night because the sentries at both ends said so - even though the timing doesn’t work out properly,’ she amended weakly.

‘Grizac? Surely impossible? I feel guilty even for thinking it,’ Peterkin admitted.

They were silent for a few moments, struck by the enormity of the idea, until Bertram tried another tack. ‘Do we know if Taillefer got on the wrong side of anybody recently?’

Hildegard remembered Elfric throwing down the gauntlet to Taillefer in the tilt yard the other day. ‘Elfric?’ She turned.

‘Not me. He was my sword partner.’ He seemed disinclined to say more.

‘There was that fellow in the Great Courtyard the other day. The one we thought was trying to frighten him,’ Bertram reminded.

‘We still have no idea why he issued such a threat,’ Edmund added.

‘We must find out more from this cursed sentry.’ It was Bertram again. ‘We’ve got to know exactly who went onto the bridge that night. Don’t you agree, domina?’

‘I do.’

‘We need to know who was involved in the argument the ferryman heard. It must have been Taillefer and his murderer. The sentry must be lying about the cardinals being the only ones to go across. There must have been someone else.’

‘I’ll talk to the sentry,’ Edmund interrupted. ‘I told Taillefer about the dagger in the first place. It’s my fault he went looking for it and got himself into trouble.’

‘Don’t blame yourself, Edmund. He was as eager to find Maurice’s killer as we all are and thought, as we did, that the dagger might be a clue to the mystery.’

Edmund gave her a grateful glance but was not entirely reassured. ‘I’ll go and speak to him, nevertheless.’

‘We only asked Taillefer to escort the miners to the ferry,’ Bertram pointed out. He placed his hand on Edmund’s arm. ‘We wanted nothing more from him. He’s the one who got himself into this mess by choosing to visit his girl at the inn -’ he broke off with a swift glance at Hildegard.

‘I know about her,’ she said.

‘Well, just don’t go blaming yourself, Edmund,’ he mumbled.

‘So what now?’ Edmund asked in a tone that showed he was still shouldering the blame.

‘I’ll talk to the priest of the bridge again,’ Hildegard told them. ‘I feel he knows more than he’s willing to admit.’ She moved towards the arch into the passage.

‘We could go and lark around near the ferryman’s cottage and maybe get him to tell us if he saw anything else. His cottage is so close to the bridge I can’t believe he didn’t have a good look when he heard voices. Despite the storm he must have seen something.’

‘He’s a liar. I wouldn’t trust him, Edmund.’ Peterkin gave a toss of his head.

‘Let’s hope he remains careful with the truth in regard to the payment he received from Taillefer,’ Hildegard admonished. ‘A more honest man would have refused to take the miners across.’

‘It’s called being pragmatic.’ Peterkin gave a cynical shrug of his shoulders.

‘The last thing we want is for him to start blabbing and setting Fitzjohn on their trail,’ observed Edmund testily.

‘Gentlemen,’ Hildegard looked round the circle of earnest faces. ‘I shall be honoured if you will give me your solemn promise that you will on no account put yourselves in danger. If there is anything that strikes you as at all suspicious I want you to come to me to discuss it before taking hasty action. Do I have your word?’

‘You have, domina,’ they chorused.

The boys replied with such alacrity her fears were unassuaged.

**

The sentry’s face reminded Hildegard of a slab of beef, red, raw, unexpressive. Now he stared at her as if she hadn’t spoken.

‘It’s a simple question, Emil,’ she insisted. ‘Did the fellow from the inn follow the thief onto the bridge? Remember, he had just discovered that his dagger was stolen, a weapon he hoped to sell for a large sum. He was angry. He gave chase. Did he, or did he not, chase the thief onto the bridge?’

‘I told you no.’

‘Not in so many words, you didn’t.’

‘Well, I am doing now. Nobody came onto the bridge except for the ones I told you about.’ Again he counted them off on his fingers. ‘Cardinals Bellefort, Fondi, Grizac, Montjoie, the foreign abbot. They all went over in a bunch.’

‘And an esquire could have crossed with them, passing himself off as one of their personal servants in the dark?’

‘Could have.’

‘My thanks.’

‘Don’t mention it.’

**

The priest was polishing the altar brass when she entered.

‘Forgive my intrusion.’

He put down the paten and replaced the cloth under the altar. ‘Salve, domina. I guessed you’d be back.’

‘The murdered youth stole a dagger from a guest at le Coq d’or. It seems his victim pursued him as far as the bridge. The sentry denies that he allowed him access.’

‘Therefore your suspicions have alighted on the unlikely suspects of four cardinals and an abbot.’

‘The sentry tells me they all crossed over in a group. Is that so?’

The priest turned away and went to the window and gazed downstream with a faraway expression. Eventually he murmured, ‘You know it is not.’

‘Can you tell me more?’

‘They came onto the bridge in a group straight after lauds. That so far is true. But they did not cross in a group.’

He indicated a bench against the wall. ‘It’s a long story. Sit.’ He lowered himself beside her.

‘You will not know of me,’ he began. ‘I am before your time, domina. These latter years are a gift I had not expected.’ He paused and a look of reminiscence came over his face.

‘Once upon a time I was a famous counter tenor - but not, I hasten to add, with the physical interference that creates such voices in Byzantium. Mine was a natural gift from God.’ He exchanged a smile with her.

‘I knew it was a fleeting grace, that soon my voice would be lost forever.’ He sighed deeply.

‘Despite the glory that was promised and would have reflected onto my fellows, I drew nothing but jeers of jealousy from the other choral scholars, the nature of which you can imagine from rough peasant boys as many of them were. I was a young lad of some spirit and soon lost patience.’ He chuckled. ‘What happened was frightening at the time but the years heal all memories, do they not?’

‘I’m still pondering the truth of that,’ she replied, thinking of Rivera whose memory was a source of continual grief.

‘I said to my tormentors, “If that’s what you think of my masculinity, bring me your sisters if you dare, then discover whether I’m a eunuch or not!” This defiance didn’t go down well. One night three bully boys cornered me and you may guess what outrage they forced on me. I was then, as now, passionate about the rule of law and felt no compunction in going to the head and demanding justice. The result was the three were punished and thrown out of the song school. For many years I had no idea what had happened to them. Meanwhile, my career, starting with promise, exceeded my wildest desires. I became chief soloist in the papal choir. I was feted far and wide. My life was a glittering success. Even when my voice faded, I achieved honour as master of the pope’s music.’ He gave a deep sigh.

‘Such is human nature, however, I was haunted by the fact that I had caused the destruction of three lives, whether justly or not. I resolved to seek out those three and make reparation. In some way too I wanted their forgiveness. Does that sound strange to you?’

‘I understand. But tell me, this must surely have been many years later. Were they easy to find?’

‘Indeed they were not but eventually I discovered that one of them had become a goldsmith, had a wife and six children and was living in a distant town in Burgundy. The second was a monk in a silent order in the mountains. I visited both men and both were forgiven and forgave me in turn. The third turned out rather differently.’ He frowned.

‘The truth is he’d chosen the life of a thief and a vagabond, in and out of gaol, vengeful and violent, with the accusation of several murders never proven against him. When he recognised me and found me in his power again he wanted nothing more than to destroy me. He rounded up a gang of ruffians who lay in wait near my lodgings. Remember, I was far from home. He’d led a peripatetic life. But he wanted to teach me a lesson as he put it although what that lesson was I’ve still no idea. In the scuffle that followed it so happened that I grabbed a sword from one of them and ran him through. According to the rule of law I had myself invoked in the past I was now required to give myself up and receive my punishment for murder. The alternative was to forget my principles and make good my escape.’

He turned to her with a look of wonderment on his face. ‘Isn’t it astonishing that I remember the moment of decision? What was I to do? I glanced down the empty street after my attackers fled. The dead man lay at my feet. My hands were covered in blood. But even so, who would know it was I who had despatched him? I could escape and continue on my glittering path. Then I came to my senses. The rule of law must be upheld.’

‘That was brave. What did you do?’

‘At that time the pope was Urban in Rome. I prostrated myself before him in the great auditorium in the Vatican. A murderer. Guilty. The words from my own mouth confirmed it. He had no choice but to condemn me. But before sentence could be passed something unexpected happened. A young law clerk stepped forward. He set out my case so convincingly I was acquitted. It was what he described as a half-crime. I was ordered to do penance as a monk in a remote community dedicated to St Rufus.’ He paused and his eyes again held a faraway look. ‘You may be thinking why is this old man telling me such a story? Has he nothing better to do than reminisce about the past?’

Hildegard inclined her head.

‘It is because that young lawman is now pre-eminent in the papacy of Clement here in Avignon. Obligations do not die over time. They continue to exist in the great chain of justice that links us all. I owe my life to him. Does that explain anything to you?’

‘I expected you to invoke the secrecy of the confessional in order to tell me nothing.’

‘That also, dear domina, that also.’

**

So what was he telling her? That the young law man who had saved his life all those years ago was one of the cardinals who had crossed the bridge that night? That he had a debt to repay. And the cardinal, whoever he was, had now himself made a confession of murder? And, even if not already bound by the secrecy of the confessional, the priest respected the bond of obligation in order to protect his saviour.

It should be easy to discover the identity of this supporter of Pope Clement, the murderer of Taillefer and Maurice. There were only four possible suspects. And he would be the one who had returned late to Villeneuve.

**

‘Hubert? A word in private?’

‘My joy and my pleasure, dear heart.’

‘No nonsense, please.’

A smile lifted the corners of his mouth. ‘You are a light in this world of darkness. How else should I address you?’

‘This is serious.’

‘The loggia again. So busy as to allow us to confer unnoticed, vast enough for a hundred intimate exchanges to pass between us.’

‘There’ll be none of those.’

**

‘I have heard,’ she began, ‘that on the night Taillefer was killed only certain people crossed over the bridge. All named.’

‘And I was one among them.’

‘That’s true, but for heaven’s sake, surely I can discount you in all this?’

‘You can discount Fondi also, I would imagine.’

‘It’s him I wanted to ask you about as you seem to be on friendly terms with him. Do you know him well?’

‘I know Carlotta very well.’

‘Carlotta?’

‘His concubine. I’ve only met Fondi once or twice in my travels and I respect the man but I got to know Carlotta in Urbino years ago when she was an artists’ model. You’ll see her face smiling down from a dozen altar pieces playing the madonna with a variety of delightful children on her lap posing as the Christ child.’

‘Fondi allowed her to work as a model?’ Hildegard was aghast. The man was no more than a pander.

‘This was her work before she met him. I was the one who brought them together.’

‘I see.’

‘I doubt whether you do.’

Feeling that she was somehow cast in a less than attractive role she replied sharply, ‘I’m not the least interested in her and her relationship with - ’

‘With me?’ he asked. ‘Of course not. Why should you be? Now, my dear white heart, what was it you wanted to ask me?’

‘Do be serious. This is important. I suppose you can vouch for the fact that Fondi and his - and Signora Carlotta - went over to Villeneuve with everyone else?’

‘Of course. I was invited to stay at his house. He’s had a rather beautiful villa built in the Italian style in splendid gardens. The perfect setting for his pearl, as he says. That’s Carlotta, of course. They are each fortunate to have found their soul mate.’

Hildegard sighed impatiently. ‘And to have no guilt about breaking vows of celibacy either. So, to continue, Hubert, can you vouch for him? He did not stop off at the chapel of St Nicolas for example?’

‘I told you before when you were cross-questioning me, we thought of it but decided to press on to our beds.’

‘Did you notice anyone not follow you over?’

‘Again, as I told you, it was a terrible night, wind, rain, and once away from the chapel light, pitch dark, with the river raging close below. At one point we thought the arches were going to give way and pitch us into the torrent.’

‘Luckily they did not,’ she replied somewhat tartly. ‘Thank you, that’s all I wanted to know.’

‘Do you consider me a reliable witness, Hildegard?’

She felt a stab of guilt. ‘In some things, Hubert.’

‘But not in others?’ He hesitated then turned with a curt ‘Vale!’ and walked off.

Why was he so infuriating? She muttered a few calming words to herself that she was glad no one could overhear and went in search of the next witness.

**

Bellefort. She had seen him around the palace. He was one of those with a following. Now when she was conducted into his opulent privy chamber in the guest wing, in a part reserved for visiting monarchs, she noticed at once the confusion of young men attending him, one peeling grapes for him from a silver dish, another to massage his feet in their silk stockings, another to sing a ballade in a nasal accent like a troubadour with much superfluous tossing of his hair.

‘Dear domina, welcome!’ Bellefort greeted her with a languidly raised hand from his couch of silk in an accent so affected she had difficulty in understanding him. ‘The pleasure is all mine, pray be seated.’

An acolyte rushed forward with a velvet covered stool. To her chagrin she was forced to sit at the prelate’s feet among a bevy of his followers.

‘I have an interest in the murder of the English youth found in the treasury,’ she began, straight to the point.

‘Ah, such a loss. A young singer of incomparable delight,’ he drawled. ‘Grizac must be heartbroken at his loss. And how may I help?’

‘It seems his death set in train a series of events which are too boring to relate, your eminence, but they lead onto the death of Taillefer, the esquire of the duc de Berry.’

‘Le duc, my greatest friend, a distinguished collector, a scholar, a man of taste in this barbarous wasteland. His legend will live on forever. And?’

‘Taillefer - ’

‘Is that the esquire’s name?’ He pretended to puzzle over it.

‘It is,’ Hildegard’s voice sharpened. ‘The evidence suggests that he was murdered by someone crossing the bridge that night.’

‘Some barbarous cut-throat, a man with no soul, a being willing to barter a finely worked dagger, a glory of the artisan’s skill, for mere gold, and in an inn of all places, or so I’m told.’

‘Or maybe it was someone else entirely.’

‘Really?’ He expressed a show of interest. ‘Who, pray?’

‘His identity is at present unknown but be assured, it will be revealed very soon.’

‘Oh, I love revelations! And this will no doubt be due to your dogged tenacity, domina?’ His insult was veiled but Hildegard would have ignored it anyway. No time for pettiness now.

‘If I may persist in my doggedness, your eminence, did you happen to pause to offer a prayer to St Nicolas on the way across the bridge?’

‘Pshaw! What do you think, boys? Would I ever stop at the river chapel? A hole for travellers, mendicants and pilgrims to sweat out their prayers?’ There was instant laughter, rather high, somewhat tinkling.

‘Domina, may I remind you that in any case it was a night of atrocious weather? Anyone but a madman would want to cross to their own property as soon as possible. I am not made for harsh conditions, my dear.’

‘That is all I wished to know, your eminence. You saw no-one.’

‘I saw no-one. What’s more my litter was nearly pitched into the river and I had to keep the blind down as the sight of nature’s violence was too distressing. Now, I beg of you, stay a moment. Let us offer you something to brighten the austerity of your days.’

**

Patronised twice over, the first, obscurely, by Hubert, and now by Bellefort, Hildegard wondered why she had pitched herself into this web.

London beckoned.

Momentous events were taking place at Westminster and she was trapped in the inconsequential affairs of a distant backwater where corruption was the norm. Please, God and all the saints, let me go home. No-one would thank her for her efforts. For her dogged persistence. Go. Go back, an inner voice urged.

**

Then something she could not have foreseen happened. As she was leaving the Tinel after breaking her fast on the next morning, after a restless night with thoughts churning fruitlessly round in her dreams, a friar detached himself from the crowd and fell into step beside her.

‘Domina, pray forgive me. I have something to say to you.’

Thinking it was connected to her inquiries she halted to hear what he had to tell her.

‘It is this. It has not escaped my notice that you are an intimate of Abbot de Courcy. I beseech you, find some way of persuading him to vacate the palace for a day or two.’

She stared at him.

‘I can see this is a shock to your understanding. Plots are afoot. He is in danger. Persuade him to leave.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Of course not. How could you. I beg you to put your trust in me. Make sure he is absent from the palace for a few days until the danger is past.’

‘But what sort of danger?’

‘Danger to his life, domina.’

With that the friar melted into the crowd. She tried to follow but he disappeared round a corner and when she managed to pick her way after him the cloister was empty.

**

‘And you expect me to take fright at this and run away?’

‘Of course not. I’m only telling you because I feel I should pass it on and let you make up your own mind. I knew you’d make light of it. But at least you’re warned.’

Hubert slipped his arm in hers. ‘I think I should take this seriously, Hildegard. Let’s go away for a few days. Just you and me. We can take the hawks and have a fine time, hunting and exploring the countryside.’

‘Hubert.’

‘Come on, it may save my life. You heard what the friar said.’

‘This is ridiculous! You’ve just said you wouldn’t run.’

‘I’ve changed my mind. You know it makes sense.’

**

No more than two hours later they were galloping on hired horses through woodland on the west side of the palace beyond the walls of Avignon. It was a fine day. Exceptionally so. The rains had stopped. The pines gave off a rich and heady scent while on the far side of the woods countless hills unfolded in shades of grey and palest green to the horizon.

Hubert had his favourite hawk with him, one he had brought from Meaux, and when they reached the top of a hill he let her loose with a loud cry of encouragement.

Hildegard watched as again and again the bird gyred into the cloudless sky, hovered at its zenith then stooped to its prey.

By late afternoon they were both breathless with the exertion of galloping their horses through the woods, with the exhilaration of the hunt, with the freedom outside the grim fortress of the pope’s palace and, it must be said, with the joy of being together.

‘We shall do as the friar suggested,’ Hubert told her. ‘We shall stay away until tomorrow. What do you say, my heart?’

Somehow Hildegard was persuaded. The friar was probably mad but she would not take any risk with Hubert’s life.

**

They found a remote hillside inn some miles from Avignon. Soon, replete with good country fare and a potent local wine the awkward moment of retiring to their sleeping quarters loomed. Before that, however, the conversation veered towards the purpose of the friar’s warning.

‘I’m glad to see you’ve taken it seriously,’ Hildegard teased.

‘I’m taking it more seriously than you realise. Someone wants me out of the way,’ Hubert frowned. ‘I can’t think why.’

‘Because of your imminent election as cardinal?’

‘You’ve heard about that.’

‘As has everyone in Avignon.’

‘It’s not as you might imagine.’

‘You have no idea what I imagine.’

They both lapsed into silence for a while until Hubert said, ‘Maybe this is a test as to my fitness for such a position?’

‘Whether you succumb to a test of your celibacy?’

‘More likely the opposite. They’ll want to know whether I really am one of them, as steeped in carnality, greed and corruption as they are. I’ve already shown I can’t be bribed. But to fail that test is not important. It can be used to work in their favour too. But this - you - is a test of the former, maybe? Am I going to stick to the precepts or bend happily to the prevailing mores?’

‘This is most flattering,’ her tone was acid. ‘What is your answer?’

‘I’ll let you guide me. What would you like it to be?’

She saw his hand move towards his sword almost before she heard the cracking of the door as it was booted in. Hubert was on his feet in an instant as two men came hurtling into the chamber. They were armed, she noted in dumbfounded amazement, short swords drawn, visors down. She remembered screaming.

Then one man was howling on the floor, blood pumping from a vein in his neck, and the other one was on his knees as his sword flew across the chamber, and Hubert’s blade was scraping his throat.

Hubert let out a snarl and pricked the point of his sword deeper, drawing blood.

‘I am a vassal of Pope Clement sent to test you, lord. Save me!’ the man stuttered.

Scowling, Hubert bent to pick up the fallen weapon, hefting it in his left hand with the point of his own sword still firm against his attacker’s throat.

‘I’ll keep this as proof.’

‘Don’t kill me. I’m only doing my duty.’

‘What the hell is Clement up to?’

‘He needs men of action, my lord. You have passed his test. If I live I’ll vouch for you.’

‘Would you have killed me?’ Hubert asked in an interested tone.

‘The plan was to disarm you and take you back to Avignon as our captive, to your humiliation and to end your aspiration to be elected cardinal.’

‘What about this miserable devil here?’ Hubert prodded a foot against the dead man.

‘It is the fortune of war, my lord.’

‘Get the hell out before I kill you in cold blood!’ snarled Hubert. ‘And take the body of your poor benighted comrade with you, save his soul. Make sure they give him a proper burial with full rites.’

**


The inn keeper entered uttering apologies. ‘I had no idea who they were,’ he excused. He ordered his servants to bank up the fire and fresh food and wine was brought.

‘We won’t stay,’ Hubert told him. ‘But my thanks for your courtesy.’ He gave the man a gold coin. ‘See that the body is conveyed to Avignon. His companion will have to set to.’

‘Very well, my lord.’ The frightened fellow, bowing and muttering apologies, backed from out of the chamber.

‘You’ll be relieved to be riding back through the night rather than fighting me off.’ Hubert’s tone was savage.

‘It wasn’t your fault. You had to defend yourself. I can’t believe they’d do such a thing. It’s monstrous. Do you have to be mixed up in all this?’

‘I’m the Abbot of Meaux,’ he replied in a derisive tone. His face was set in stone. He slumped down on a bench near the fire and stared at his hands for a long while without speaking. Eventually he raised his head. ‘Pour me some wine, white hart.’

After doing so she went to sit beside him and while he drank from his goblet he said, ‘Remember my confession to you in Beverley Minster? The time when I told you about my bloody past as a knight in the pay of the Duke of Burgundy?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re still - ’ he became uncertain. ‘You don’t think less of me? You forgive me?’

‘Forgive,’ she replied heavily. ‘I can’t do otherwise.’

‘My past follows me. Why else do you think Clement wants to recruit me? The English chapter of the Cistercians have become powerful through our trade. We’re a force to be courted by those who threaten England.’

‘I understand.’

‘I’m for peace, you know that, Hildegard, but I’m neither a fool nor a martyr.’ He paused, watching her. ‘I know you have a weakness for martyrs.’

Another pause followed, full of the questions and doubts and desires of a lover who fears and yet longs to hear about his beloved’s past.

Hildegard’s glance never left his face. ‘I suppose you’re referring to Rivera?’ The name sounded strange to her, spoken aloud after so long. She felt her lips tremble.

Hubert’s eyes were luminous in the firelight. ‘I know what happened between you and him. I’m not a fool. And I cannot pretend to live up to him. He must have been a remarkable man.’

Rivera had been a friar following the code of St Serapion, its purpose was martyrdom in the cause of justice. The basic rule was to offer oneself as hostage in cases of kidnap. Hildegard had encountered Rivera over a year ago when he was a spy for John of Gaunt. Through strange and exceptional circumstances he had become her lover and, in obedience to his Order, one violent and terrible night he had gone to his execution on Ludgate Hill at the hands of the London mob. Her grief at losing him had become more bearable in recent months but now she was compelled to put a hand to her eyes. Her voice thickened. ‘Forgive me, I can’t talk about Rivera just now.’

He enfolded her in his arms, sword, blood, death around them. ‘I understand, dear heart. Some other time.’

Against his shoulder she muttered, ‘The truth is, Hubert, I’d rather have you alive than dead.’

**

They left the inn that night, riding through the darkness of the countryside to reach Avignon as dawn was turning the sky to pearl.

They discovered the palace in a state of uproar when they arrived.

Another murder.

It was close enough to Hildegard to make her feel dizzy with fear.

The nun who shared her cell had been found with her throat cut. A servant had discovered the body lying in a pool of gore on a bed in the cell she shared with Hildegard.

The rumour that met them was that it was Hildegard who was dead, the interrogating nun from England, a spy probably, deserved all she got. That was how it was told by one of the stablers soon after they rode into the yard.

Then Hildegard was recognised and the rumour was revised. The nun was a concubine of one of the cardinals and a love rival had done away with her. Or she was with child and the father, a prelate, refused to accept it and thought it expedient to get rid of her and the child both. And on, with ever more lurid accounts, until Hildegard wanted to escape into a place of peace and security where common sense prevailed. But there was nowhere like that in the whole of Avignon. And she had to brazen it out and pray, with one eye over her shoulder, that the murderer would not strike again.

One thing was obvious. If it was a case of mistaken identity as it seemed, it must mean someone was frightened. And that could only mean one thing, she was getting closer to the truth.

**

Cardinal Fondi was a handsome man in his thirties, not, Hildegard judged, as handsome as Hubert his contemporary, but good enough to attract women and make his choice. And it was certainly a fact that his choice was an admired beauty, easy to see as an ideal image of the madonna with a serene, oval face, long dark hair parted in the middle, eyes so unnaturally large and dark that Hildegard suspected she used Belladonna, and her child pretty too, all three drawing admiring glances whenever they appeared in public.

For the most part Carlotta and the child stayed over in Villeneuve at their spectacular villa and lived the life of any other noble family. The only difference was that their allegiance went to the head of the Catholic Church in France and not to a secular monarch, chosen by birth or fortune. The pope himself of course owed allegiance to no earthly lord but saw every monarch in Europe as his personal vassal.

Carlotta played the grand hostess to the hilt. Hildegard could not fault her grace and charm. Even so, when she found those darkly foreign eyes that seemed to have no depth to them fixed unmovingly on her face she felt a shiver of uneasiness.

‘You look pale, domina. Drink this.’ Carlotta plucked a goblet from a silver tray held by a brocade-clad page.

Hildegard took it but eyed the contents with misgivings.

‘I assure you, there is no poison in it,’ Carlotta gave a throaty laugh and touched Hubert on the arm in a gesture that did nothing to allay Hildegard’s qualms. The love rival rumour about the murdered nun flew into her mind before she realised how absurd it was. She was not Hubert’s lover and there was no rivalry to speak of. This woman could do whatever she pleased as long as she could square it with her protector. Hubert and Fondi drawing swords made her smile.

Carlotta turned to Hubert. ‘Her face has the look of an avenging angel, carissimo. So pure, so untouchable. You will never defeat her. I believe you’ve met your match at last. Perhaps I shall mix her a love potion? Would you like that?’

‘You talk nonsense, cara.’ Hubert, however, looked strangely pleased.

When they had a moment alone Hildegard hissed at him. ‘How could you arrange for me to stay here without consulting me first? I can’t do it.’

‘I’m your abbot. You’ll do as I think best. You’ll be safe here. That madman who killed your cell mate in her bed obviously mistook her for you. He’s not going to give up.’

‘We don’t know I was his intended victim.’

‘Oh come on, she was a blameless Scots woman, an Augustinian over here in the train of a petitioner for some obscure living up there. All she was known to do was pray, eat and sleep. Whereas you - everybody knows you’ve been ferreting around, asking questions, stirring up trouble.’

‘You should have asked me first.’

‘I knew you’d object.’

Hildegard closed her eyes in exasperation. ‘I’m close, very close, to finding out who killed those two boys - and now that poor nun. I can’t just give up to wallow in luxury over here.’

‘As you said to me yesterday, I want you alive, not dead. You’re safer here.’

He refilled her goblet and pressed her fingers round the stem. ‘I’ll taste it first for poison.’ He drank from it then turned it so she could drink from the impress of his lips.

‘Even so,’ she continued after sardonically doing as invited, ‘the friar who warned me to get you away to safety saved my life too.’

‘Was that his intention? If so, we have an ally.’

‘Which is more than that poor nun had. Oh, Hubert, I do wish I’d spoken to her. She seemed to sleep all the time, or pray, for what good it did her.’

‘She died as she would have wished, in the sanctity of her belief.’

‘I need to be in the palace, Hubert. I can’t do anything from here. I’ll decline Fondi’s invitation.’

‘Tell me what you’d do if you were over in Avignon and I’ll do it for you.’

A flame of doubt was reignited. He was Clement’s man. How could she forget? He wove a spell over her and she kept on forgetting. He must be trying to find out what else she knew.

‘Suspicion must fall on whoever crossed the bridge that night when you and Fondi walked over. I’ve spoken to Bellefort and he seems an unlikely candidate and he also has plenty of witnesses to say he hurried straight across.’

‘If that gaggle of fools can be trusted. They’ll say anything Bellefort tells them to. But I take your point. I can’t see him getting out of his litter in a raging storm to say his prayers and slit the odd throat without making a drama out of it.’

‘Then there’s you and Fondi.’ She gave a little laugh as she ticked their names off on her fingers. ‘Another name that came up is Montjoie, and then, of course, there’s Cardinal Grizac.’

‘Whose acolyte it was in the treasury. That must rule him out.’

‘Why so?’ She looked at him with curiosity.

‘Maurice was his acolyte. Why would Grizac murder Taillefer?’

‘Revenge? Don’t forget Maurice might have had a companion in the treasury and if they quarrelled and a knife was drawn - it could easily have been Taillefer. Think how Grizac would feel then? Positively murderous.’

‘It sounds plausible.’

‘It was the same method. Just like the nun yesterday. I know it’s not in the least evidential but - ’

‘It suggests something else to me.’ His lips scarcely moved.

‘What’s that?’

‘Execution.’

She stared at him.

‘Deliberate and planned. Were those three linked in some way we’re unaware of? Or is it a warning?’ His face was without expression.

Both were silent until Hildegard whispered, ‘A professional assassin?’

‘Maybe there’s something big at stake, bigger than either of us can know?’

It was a relief to feel she was not alone. ‘It was what I thought at first.’ She avoided mentioning the miners and John Fitzjohn. ‘But if there is something behind it what is it?’ She stopped suddenly. What had led Hubert to make such a suggestion? Who was being warned off? She shivered. She waited for his reply with bated breath.

But he did not say anything. He seemed to be waiting for Hildegard to supply the answer.

Suppressing what was a horrifying suspicion she stared at him for a long moment.

‘There’s also this,’ she managed to say at last. ‘Someone must have known Maurice was going to break into the treasury, apart from the page he changed places with, I mean. And it must have been someone with knowledge of the lay out and how to get into it and what the movements of the guards were. A professional killer would have that knowledge. Unless,’ she finished weakly with her thoughts in turmoil, ‘the page was lying and he conducted an outsider to the pope’s chamber by a similar ruse.’

Hubert frowned. ‘Where is he?’

‘The page of the bedchamber? Back in his village in the mountains. It’s a day’s ride from here. I checked.’

‘I’ll go and search him out. I’m sure I can be persuasive enough to make him tell me every secret he’s ever known.’

Shelving her fears she asked, ‘Might I come with you?’

Hubert’s response was an unexpected look of pure delight. It made her squirm with guilt.

They rejoined Fondi and Carlotta in the gilded chamber. Musicians were brought in and soon a night of black velvet turned to silver as dawn approached and the winter beauty of the villa and its terraces and gardens brought some solace to Hildegard’s troubled thoughts.

To witness the loving exchanges between Fondi and Carlotta, however, only made her long more hopelessly for what could never be.

**

On good horses, the same ones they had hired before, they covered the distance into the mountains in rather less than a day. It was late afternoon by the time they rode into the hamlet where the page of the bedchamber lived.

The place was impoverished like many of the villages in the countryside round here where the peasantry was forced to eke a living and, in fact, it was little more than a muddy track sloping between a few rough looking thatched barns.

A labourer wrapped in rags pointed with his ash wand to a house at the top of the lane and when they entered the enclosure at the side they saw that building work had started on an enlargement of the living quarters and that a barn for the cows was being rethatched. Someone was beginning spend money.

Hubert slid down from his horse and went over to the door at the back. A suspicious voice stopped him. ‘Who’s there? Who are you?’

‘I come from Avignon,’ Hubert replied. ‘I’m searching for the page to his Holiness the pope.’

‘Is he calling him back?’ A face appeared in the window space but the door remained bolted.

‘He may do if he answers one or two questions,’ replied Hubert.

‘He’s out there.’ The woman, his mother or elder sister, gestured over to the barn.

Hildegard got down and crossed the yard with Hubert.

When they ducked their heads under the lintel they saw the page, now dressed in rough work clothes, with a knife at the throat of a lamb. He slit the struggling creature’s throat with practised efficiency and flung the bleeding carcase to one side. Then he heard his visitors and looked up. The knife dripped blood.

He began to back away into a corner of the barn, the knife held in front of him. ‘Who are you? What do you want? I’ll use this!’ he threatened.

‘Peace, child. We come merely to talk.’

‘I don’t know anything.’

‘I’m sure you know many things.’ Hubert nodded to Hildegard to leave them.

Walking away she heard Hubert talking softly to the boy. Soon they appeared at the door of the barn and while she waited outside with the horses, they went inside the cottage after an exchange of shouts between the boy and the woman.

Hildegard stood by the horses for some time. Night fell. One or two candles came on inside the cottage. The village street was devoid of human life.

A wind began to whine from off the summit of the mountains. It was a bleak place. Anybody would want to leave it. The boy must have some special skill to have been plucked from such a place to be raised to what for him must have been a dizzying height. A village priest, she supposed, his bishop, the hierarchy by which peasants with some sort of promise could be lifted from their origins to a different life.

She thought of William of Wykeham, back in England, a clever boy who had impressed his tutor, attracted a benefactor, and after achieving the zenith of becoming Lord Chancellor of England, had now founded a college in Winchester for the education of impoverished boys such as he had once been.

Her musings stopped when Hubert reappeared. The door was noisily shut and bolted behind him.

They rode right away from the village before he told her what the boy had said to him.

**

Their horses walked side by side through the woods. Shafts of moonlight stippled the path. When she looked at Hubert his face was silvered by the mysterious light as he spoke.

‘When Maurice failed to return down the back stairs that night after dealing with the pope’s bed and doing what else he had been assigned to do, our young friend Gaston here began to worry. He feared that Maurice had been caught red handed and that his own part in the break-in would be revealed. He said he waited half the night and only when his nerves got the better of him he crept back up the stairs. He had to pass the guards but they were so involved in their dice they didn’t notice him or if they did it meant nothing and was straightaway forgotten because, of course, he had a right to be there.’

‘What happened when he reached la chambre du pape? Did he go right inside?’

‘No, he heard voices. One voice stood out. It was the pope himself. Clement’s gravelly tones are unmistakable. The other voice he did not recognise. But he did hear a name.’

Yes?’

‘Grizac.’

‘But was he mentioned because Maurice was his acolyte or was it because he was being addressed?’

‘My very question. But Gaston was unable to answer. He said he thought it sounded as if it was mentioned in passing and it was likely to be so because only one other voice spoke, that was the one unknown to him. But he admitted that Cardinal Grizac might have been standing by in silence, too shocked to speak. In retrospect he realises that they must have found Maurice’s body but at that point Gaston didn’t know he was dead. He fled in terror, nevertheless, back down the stairs, praying, he said, that Maurice would not betray him. When he heard he was dead he had the grace to say he was ashamed of the joy that sprang into his heart. He was saved. Maurice could never betray him now.’

‘That explains his surly manner when I spoke to him. He was in a state of sheer terror for his life.’

‘He also told me that Cardinal Grizac was in the chapel from matins to lauds. My two brothers confirm this as they were there themselves.’

‘I know.’

Hubert raised his eyebrows. She could see his expression in the moonlight. Grim and unyielding.

‘Presumably your brothers did not accompany the pope to his bedchamber so they will not know who was there when Maurice's body was discovered.’

‘That would be too easy.’

‘What time did Gaston go up there?’

‘He says it was after lauds.’

‘He just missed being seen by the guards then. That’s when they say they went up.’

‘It means that the body was discovered first by the pope and this unknown fellow.’

‘And left to be discovered by the guards?’

They rode for some way under the trees until eventually Hubert murmured, ‘I feel we can discount Gaston as the murderer. I’m afraid, though, it only brings more confusion.’

‘We’re looking for an assassin?’

Later she asked herself if it had been Hubert’s intention to drive her to that conclusion.

**

Grizac. Had he been in la chambre du pape and if so why? Was it important? He had to discover the truth about his acolyte some time. It was natural for him to be one of the first to be informed. The official identification when Athanasius and Hildegard had been present might have been a formality. More to the point who was the other person in conversation with Clement?

It was some time since Hildegard had seen Grizac visit Athanasius in his cell. When she made her daily call on the old monk she brought his name into the conversation.

‘The cardinal must still be grieving over the death of poor Maurice.’

‘I’m sure he is.’ He did not raise his head from his book.

She tried again. ‘Have you seen his eminence recently?’

‘He’s staying at his villa on Villeneuve, I believe. Licking his wounds.’

‘Wounds?’

‘The wounds of losing his Maurice, of course.’

He wasn’t the only one. Hildegard remembered the stricken little face of Elfric. It swam before her in all its pathos. He had lost a beloved brother, tied to him by the blood of kinship. She recalled Peterkin’s attempt some time ago to start a courtly discussion about the comparative grief of losing a father or losing a brother. Now she wondered how the grief caused by the loss of an acolyte would be tallied.

**

Inconvenient as it was to submit to Hubert’s plan that she should become Fondi’s guest, she had to admit it was pleasant.

Fine dining, music and frivolity. But the next day everyone was summoned to dine with the pope in the Great Tinel. After that would come forty days and nights of privation during Lent.

Hubert suggested that Hildegard remain behind at the villa rather than risk another attempt on her life but she refused.

Alone, in a villa, far from help?

‘I’m sure you mean it with the best of intentions, Hubert, but no, definitely not. I want to see what’s going on,’ she added, unwilling to let him know how much she was beginning to fear the assassin, if that was what he was. She could not see how she was part of any larger plot but the Scottish nun’s murder weighed heavily on her mind. She felt remorse that the poor woman might have died in her stead.

They crossed the bridge that afternoon in a cavalcade, bodyguards on both sides of Carlotta in a silk curtained litter, Fondi and Hubert walking on either side of Hildegard.

The rain had let up and a watery sun appeared and disappeared behind scraps of scudding cloud.

The palace was buzzing with activity as all the guests from their Avignon town houses mingled with those who dwelt in Villeneuve, everyone accompanied by retainers to add to the clamour of the guests staying in the palace itself.

It was Shrove Tuesday. Clement dined alone in his enclosure at one end of the refectory, sitting on a dais so he could look out over the heads of his flock, safe from any attempt on his life. Armed guards stood in a stiff row, eyeing everyone with cold suspicion.

Clement’s food taster was placed a little below him near the doorway from the pope’s own kitchen where he received the dishes specially prepared for him. Before the pontiff was allowed to taste the slightest morsel the food was tested, gingerly it had to be admitted, by an elderly courtier. Wine was tested too. Poured into a goblet of chalcedony, held to the light and inspected for a change of colour that would betray the presence of poison. When it was passed as safe it was handed next to a servant and placed in Clement’s jewelled grasp. She saw him drink deeply, ask for more, and the same drawn out procedure took place. Meanwhile, he picked pensively at the food in front of him served on an array of gold platters.

She thought of the peasant woman they had met earlier, living in the mountains in what was little more than an animal barn and wondered what she ate off. Not gold, that was for sure. Well, not yet. Not ever.

Fondi was enjoying himself and started to recount some joke to Hubert. The two Cistercian brothers who accompanied Hubert could not take their eyes off Carlotta. Her wild beauty, if tinged by madness, held them spellbound.

She was showing them her daughter’s squirrel and they passed it along the table, the little creature quivering at the sight of food, while Carlotta, teasing it with morsels from her plate, tossed her head and gave that familiar throaty laugh as it tried to snatch the titbits from between her lips. Soon bored, she handed it over to Fondi who absentmindedly stroked it as conversation with Hubert became more serious.

Too distant to hear what was being said Hildegard looked round at the other diners. A lot of wine was being downed. Bellefort's noisy group at another table were urging one of their number to get up and sing. He was lifted up onto their table where he launched into a popular chanson. The pope’s personal entertainers had not yet arrived. A lute player, inaudible in the developing uproar, doggedly continued with what was evidently a ribald song he was mouthing to judge by the guffaws of the men sitting near enough to hear the punchline.

When no-one was looking Hildegard got up and began to make her way towards the doors.

**

Apart from one guard sitting at the top of the steps with a stoup of ale in one hand there was no-one else guarding the upper floors. They were all carousing inside the Great Tinel.

The cressets had not been fired up yet and the passage grew darker further along towards the guest chambers. Her soft boots made little sound on the tiles as she walked to the end.

The body of the nun would have been removed by now.

When she reached the door she hesitated.

From far off came the sound of musicians, the shrill squeal of bagpipes sounding as macabre as a stuck pig, followed by the muffled war thump of a bodrum adding a more ominous undernote to the roar of conversation and masculine guffaws. The arrival of the musicians marked the start of the night’s entertainment. Eventually everyone would pour into the Grande Chapelle to sing lustily to the saint in whose honour they were enjoying themselves. Close at hand was only a thick silence. If she listened she could hear herself breathing and the whirr of blood through her veins.

Lifting the latch slowly enough not to make a sound, Hildegard pushed open the door and stepped inside.

**

It was early evening. The sun had appeared from behind the clouds for a last show of brilliance throwing a dazzle of light across the chamber through the narrow window slit. There was no need for any additional light.

Illuminated in its brief gleam was the nun’s bed against one wall. It had been stripped to its straw pallet. A faint stain showed at one end, no more than a shadow’s breath. Her own bed, unillumined, on the other side had been made up as if for its next occupant. A few belongings lay orphaned on the blanket.

Facing the door, in the same stream of light was a wooden stool, empty. The floor had been swept. In the glare of the sun the polished stone gave off a transient lustre the colour of a nightingale’s egg.

Hildegard moved further inside. Nothing here to speak to her. Nothing to say what had happened. Who had caused it to happen. What the nun’s last thoughts were. Nothing here.

She went over to the window, sunlight catching her in a hard dazzle and she turned, blinking, to view the chamber from a different point of view.

When her sight cleared she hesitated.

The servant had been too hasty after all. The job was only half done. Under the nun’s bed was a layer of dust.

There was something…picked out in the harsh light. She crouched down to get a better look. In a scuffle of paw marks there was a little pile of mouse droppings.

She remembered the many cats slinking around the palace.

Not a mouse, surely?

Straightening, she searched round to find something to contain the crusted heap until she could have another look at it in a good light.

Already the beam of the setting sun had shifted, falling now into an empty corner and, as she searched her sleeves for something to wrap the droppings in, the light decayed little by little, leaving her in a silver gloaming.

She bent down and scooped the droppings into her scrip. In the sudden darkness as the sunlight shifted something made her glance towards the door. A movement on the threshold made her freeze.

Someone was watching her.

**

A blur of white emerged from the darkness and a figure stepped into the chamber.

Hildegard jerked to her feet. ‘Hubert! What are you doing here?’

‘Why did you leave us?’

‘I knew I’d left some things here,’ she told him, feeling the lie was justified.

‘Get them then and let’s return to the others.’

‘I didn’t think you’d notice I’d left.’

He stepped aside as, quickly picking up her few belongings from the bed, she walked out into the passage.

‘Let me carry those for you.’ He insisted on taking each article separately, her comb, leggings and missal. ‘Is this all?’

‘Yes.’ Except for the small parcel hidden in her scrip she added silently.

She stepped aside so he could lead the way. She did not want anybody walking behind her just now. Especially one of Fondi’s allies.

Not after what she had just found under the bed.

**

All her old suspicions of Hubert were swarming back as they made their way down into the Tinel.

‘Why on earth did you follow me?’ she rounded on him before they sat down.

‘To make sure no-one else did.’ He was curt.

Throughout the rest of the feast he avoided her glance but she caught him once or twice giving her a surreptitious appraisal that baffled her. Everyone’s attention, however, was on Carlotta.

She was gorging on peaches and figs, brought in from the hotter climate of Outremer, and every now and then she would feed one to Fondi with a great show of sensual pleasure as his strong teeth bit into them and made the juices run.

Food was so plentiful it arrived in any sort of order. Fish with sugar subtleties. Fowl with lobster. Crayfish with hare. Wild boar with eel.

Enormous meat platters were brought in, spilling over with haunches of venison, hams, pig’s trotters, steaks and sausages, and when wild boar, rare and bloody, was placed before them Carlotta with a loud laugh speared a piece Fondi cut off for her, and tipped it on the end of her eating knife into her mouth with a sigh of pleasure.

Blood ran down her chin and Fondi, with an amorous smile, put out the tip of his tongue to lick it away. Soon their faces were smeared with grease. What remained of the torn carcase swam in its own blood. Carlotta’s sharp knife speared it again and again.

Hubert, noticed Hildegard, ate little and must have been fasting because he avoided meat altogether and only picked at a few shreds of fresh water fish cooked in almond milk, toying with each piece before slowly putting it into his mouth and chewing with pensive deliberation.

Clement was dining in full view of everyone to fit the importance of this last rich meal before Lent, instead of alone in his privy chamber as usual. He was leaning comfortably back among the braided cushions of his wooden dining chair, an object gilded and grand enough to be called a throne, both hands clasped in front of him under his pectoral cross. A stouter man would have rested them on his stomach but Clement was lean and rested them lightly as if prepared to use them.

He had a cold look, with very black, all-seeing eyes that continually flickered over the faces of the diners. They scraped unblinking over her own table, paused, returned, then moved on to encompass the rest of them.

Countless dishes continued to be heralded forth to be piled on the trestles in front of them, servants hurried back and forth to the kitchens, the botteler brought more wine from the cellars. The music played. The temperature rose.

A page went up to the enclosure, bowed with a pretty flourish, said something at which Clement’s lips drew back in a narrow smile, and received a morsel from the holy platter as a reward.

Subtle concoctions of sugar in the shape of gilded castles and ships in full sail were brought in to accompanying cries of wonder. Soon after that Clement rose to his feet as if wearied, called his guards and, as they formed a path of honour so that he could leave, processed formally down the centre of the Tinel. Everyone clattered to their feet, those who could, knelt, crossing themselves.

Two cardinals were summoned by a raised finger. As everyone else struggled to their feet again they followed and the double doors at the far end leading into Clement’s private chambers slid shut behind them.

Hubert leaned towards Hildegard across the table and whispered, ‘As well as Grizac that was Cardinal Montjoie who was invited to a private audience with Clement, if you’re still interested.’

**

Hildegard’s sumptuous guest chamber at the Fondi villa had a view across the Rhone towards the towers and crenellations of the palace of Avignon.

She could see people coming and going along the water front, or driving their horses under the gatehouse in the town wall. The bridge was busy with traffic now dawn had chased away the night but the weather was still blustery, squalls shuddering over the surface of the water, stirring up white caps in the random eddies. It still looked difficult to navigate. She guessed that trade from the Middle Sea would be held up until the floods subsided. Yawningly she fumbled in her scrip for the strange findings from under the bed of the murdered nun.

She shook out the contents onto the window embrasure where it was brightest.

Mouse droppings were small and grain like. She was familiar enough with them from around the grain stores at Meaux.

In the blue light of early morning she saw that the ones here on the sill were larger and darker than expected. It was no mouse that had left them. Could a cat have got in? A cat was a clean creature and would have tried to cover its excrement. She poked at the crumbs with a finger nail. They turned to dust. They must have lain under the bed for a day at least.

She decided to check her suspicion, unlikely as it was, by finding an excuse to play with the squirrel and observe its habits.

**

Montjoie did not like women in his exclusive man’s world. Everything about him demonstrated disdain. It was probably true that Bellefort did not much care for them either, but this was more likely due to a difference of preference than from outright antagonism.

Montjoie was a short, spare man with a thin face and fastidious features. He would have been undistinguished, with his height and build, but for the richness of his apparel. Gold brocade sleeves trailed to the ground, a magnificent surplice embroidered with infinite skill and a deep red velvet skull cap made him impressive.

He played irritably with the rings on his fingers after he was introduced to Hildegard as if her sight of them might have reduced them in value.

Hubert was impassive.

He must have guessed that conversation would be almost impossible between the cardinal and Hildegard because he did not allow the silence that followed their greeting to last more than a moment before he broke in smoothly with some arcane scriptural remark that only a scholar would have understood. It established a bond that could exclude a mere woman and Montjoie, so misnamed, must have taken it at face value because he even attempted a narrowed smile of triumph at Hildegard’s apparent exclusion.

Supercilious. A bigot, she registered. Too vain to stoop to murder?

In her experience murderers committed their acts out of impotence, if they were not outright mad. They could find no other way to survive on their own terms without destroying someone. How they chose the victim who stood in their way was personal and often unexpected to the casual observer.

Who stood in Montjoie’s way? Whom might Montjoie consider worthy of the vulgarity of murder?

On first meeting he seemed rather the type to choose the law to destroy someone. Law was neater, cleaner. And cleverer than the knife.

He clearly valued cleverness.

Whether he would take the trouble to get someone saved from punishment by recourse to law was another matter. She could not see the light of compassion in his egotistical features. The priest of the bridge had been saved by a compassionate intervention.

Murder then? What had he to gain? In the matter of Maurice’s murder there could be any number of motives, as a demonstration of loyalty to Clement being the most obvious.

Imagine, he had stumbled across the would-be thief when returning with the pope after mass, maybe to discuss some church matter, some interesting legalistic question that only so-called great men would understand, he had discovered the thief, and killed him to protect his holiness. That was one way of explaining it. The pope in setting his men onto discovering the murderer might then have used them as a ploy to direct suspicion away from his own man.

Unfounded, she reproved herself, switching her attention more carefully to what Hubert and Montjoie were discussing.

Dull nonsense, she decided after a moment. Hubert was simply marking time so she could have a good look at the cardinal and make up her mind about him. Then, if he was complicit in her game, he would work round to that night on the bridge.

‘And praise God that in His wisdom He is sending us more clement weather,’ Hubert eventually remarked.

‘Clement? He has surely a hand in the matter too,’ murmured Montjoie with coy humour.

‘Without doubt. I remember in horror the walk across the bridge a night or two ago - you remember, when we had been privileged to dine with his Holiness, en prive.’

Flatterer, thought Hildegard. Why not say ‘in private’ instead of all this en prive stuff.

But Montjoie was at home with it. ‘That was a most satisfactory evening,’ he purred. ‘To be honoured with an invitation to confer with His Holiness in the privacy of his inner chamber - ’

‘Only spoilt by the walk back to Villeneuve,’ Hubert interrupted, smoothly bringing him back to the point. ‘We were in such straits we were almost driven to stop at the chapel half way to seek shelter and offer up a prayer to St Nicolas but, undaunted, we decided to press on. Did you go straight across too?’

‘Most certainly.’ Montjoie gave a shudder. ‘I’m not at my best when soaked to the pelt. I hurried back as fast as my lazy servants could carry me. Even so I had to have hot water brought to me so that I could lie in a tub for a while to recover. I’m happy to say my villa, although not as vividly decorated as Cardinal Fondi’s,’ he paused, ‘has enough comfort for my humble needs.’

‘Fortunate, God be praised,’ murmured Hubert with the air of a man fascinated by such revelations.

**

‘So what do you think to him? Not much, I can tell by your face.’

‘I thought I covered my feelings rather well.’

‘In front of him, maybe, but not now. Just look at you!’

‘If there was any justice he would be manacled and made to kneel in a puddle to plead in seven languages for his humble life.’ She shrugged. ‘Justice is blind. Nothing links him. To my regret.’

‘I’ll check with his servants to see if he really did cross straight over.’

‘I’d bet on it. I’m afraid it only leaves Grizac.’

‘Poor old Grizac.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘He strives so. He’s a man who had everything, by birth and family connections, and what has he done with it?’

‘He is a cardinal, Hubert.’

He gave a disdainful shrug.

The gesture did not fit with his own apparent ambition but she let it pass.

‘Apparently he wrote some good music when he was in York but somehow he’s one of those people who always seem to be hurrying to keep up with themselves. Since being made bishop of Avignon when Clement took over he’s done nothing very much. He doesn’t even write music any more as far as I know.’

‘Is he not charitable?’

‘I grant you that. He gives lavishly to the poor.’

As she turned away she said, ‘Thank you, Hubert. I must say you played Montjoie like a master angler enticing a fish onto your line.’

‘I always do my best for you, Hildegard.’

As he raised a hand in farewell he said, ‘You’ve changed again. I never know what you’re going to be like towards me. You’re more variable than the weather.’

**

If you only knew, she thought as she trailed off to the couriers’ office, I’m always the same underneath. It’s only suspicion and doubts in these terrible times that make me seem to change towards you. And you are such an infinitely skilful fisherman. I fear the hook.

They could not dwell in the same building without some heart-stir like a sickness, nor meet without some well of healing opening up by being in proximity. Yet suspicion cut them asunder. And the bonds of allegiance bound them to different masters. And nothing could come of it.

**

The esquires were crossing the yard, Edmund and Bertram, followed by Elfric and Simon and when they spotted her they changed tack and soon surrounded her. Nobody broke step. In the busy courtyard it must have looked like a natural configuration to anyone watching.

Edmund. Scarcely moving his lips. ‘We spoke to the sentry.’

‘So did I. What did he tell you?’

‘He saw nobody else go onto the bridge except for the cardinals and your friend Abbot de Courcy.’

‘What were his words?’

‘He said: after them lot went over nobody else showed themselves until one or two left the Coq and ran under the bridge, out of the wet.’

‘That’s where the girls who don’t work at le Coq ply their trade, is it?’

Edmund, blushing, nodded. ‘Nobody was there because of the weather.’ He added sheepishly in the voice of the sentry, ‘No point in plying your trade with no punters, is there?’

‘Quite!’

What a night to be unable to get back into the palace. All because somebody forgot to leave a gate unlocked.

‘Did he say anything about hearing the uproar from le Coq?’

‘No. He said it was too windy to hear anything and he only found out about it when it was light and folk wanted to bring their carts across.’

‘Do you think Taillefer was one of those who ran under the bridge?’

‘Not for that he wouldn’t.’

‘I know about Yolande.’

‘There you are then.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Fraid so.’

Without changing pace the boys peeled off to wherever they were originally heading.

Hildegard went down to have a look at the side gate. The guards nodded her through into the street. That interfering nun. Where’s it got her?

She paced round the outside of the walls. When she came to the little postern, the side gate, it was locked.

She returned to the palace, back through the gatehouse, located the same gate from the inside. No key. When a servant went shuffling by with a sack of something she called a question to him.

‘Kept locked, domina. Second steward has the key.’

She went to find the second steward.

‘A matter of some discretion, master, may we step outside?’

They went into one of the nearby courtyards where the vast amounts of produce needed to feed the hundreds in the palace was stored.

‘The little side gate in the wall, I know you were helpful to the young lads wanting to get out into the town for a bit of fun. How did it work? Did you leave it unlocked most of the time or did they have a key?’

He glanced over his shoulder. ‘I don’t know how you found out - ’

‘And I’m not going to tell you. Discretion is the word I used.’

‘Thank you, domina, most grateful, my genuine thanks. I’ll tell you this. I used to open it before midnight and lock up again just after lauds. What went on in between is not my concern.’

‘If they didn’t get back before it was locked?’

‘Then the young sinner would have to go back to where he’d been bedding down outside till the gatehouse was opened up, get me?’

‘Indeed. Did it often happen?’

‘What?’

‘That somebody would be accidentally locked out?’

‘Ah, I understand. This is about young master Taillefer. Poor soul.’ He crossed himself. ‘He was unlucky. With it being the devil’s weather that night I thought they’d all stayed in the palace so I didn’t bother to unlock it at all.’ He paused. ‘That’s funny.’

‘What is?’

‘I never thought to wonder how he got out till now.’

Hildegard thanked him and walked away before he could have any more inconvenient wonderings.

A door that could be left unlocked to allow people who were in to get out. And a door that could also be left unlocked to allow those out to get in? It meant that anyone from outside who knew about this arrangement would have no difficulty in getting inside the palace whenever they chose.

**

That mysterious time in the early hours between matins and lauds when most people were asleep. A night of rain. A raging wind. The river in flood. And two figures running under the bridge. Was that the key?

**

And now the squirrel. Red and sleek as a chestnut. Small paws like human hands. Observant eyes that seemed to hold an answer as the child whispered her stories to him.

‘Flora, your squirrel is so sweet,’ said Hildegard, ‘but he’s a creature used to living in the wilds. Does he make an awful mess everywhere?’

The child pointed to a broom and a small pail in a corner of the chamber

‘Do get someone to remove it all, cara.’ Carlotta frowned and brushed her skirt as if the squirrel had suddenly spoiled it.

**

Hildegard was unable to prevent an icey shiver running up her spine as her suspicions were confirmed. She watched the little girl carefully sweep up after the squirrel and brush the droppings into the pail.

Someone carrying the squirrel had entered the nun’s death chamber.

Surely it can’t be Fondi, she admonished herself. He’s a friend of Hubert.

And Hubert was a Clementist.

She tried to remember if Fondi had been told that she and Hubert were not returning to Avignon that night when they went out hawking for the day.

She went to find Hubert in the small ante chamber Fondi used as a scriptorium where he appeared to be writing a letter. And without mentioning squirrels she asked him when he had told Fondi they were going to be away for the night.

‘I didn’t tell him. How could I? He was here in his villa and anyway, until we were actually riding our horses out onto the palace foregate it would have been premature. I wasn’t sure you’d come with me, let alone stay overnight.’

‘He thought I’d return to the palace that night then?’

‘I’ve no idea. He probably didn’t even know we’d left.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘What’s on your mind?’

‘Nothing.’

**

At last the couriers’ clerk had received a message for her. It was not from England, however, but from Aquitaine. As English as makes no difference she could hear the miners claim.

It was couched in ambiguous terms in order not to incriminate her or her accomplices when it was read by the censor. It began, ‘Dearest sister mine’ and continued as if written by a merchant accompanied by his wife, referring to ‘the companion of my heart’ and their trade which was going well, the gist being that they had found a spice merchant travelling in a hurry and had gone with him through France until they reached English territory. They had even gone on to Bordeaux with him and were now waiting for passage in a wine ship but, it continued, her brother was strongly tempted to stay with the English army and make his fortune by using his special skills to improve the appearance of a few Burgundian castles.

She smiled at this.

The message itself was written in a flowing hand that they must have paid a scrivener to produce. It ended with flowery wishes for her safe return home ‘after her long pilgrimage’ and promised to attend her to pay their undying respects. It was signed ‘your ever loving brother in this world and the next’ with a name that might have been deliberately blotted.

When she found the guild of pages in their secret lair she told them that the miners were safe.

‘At least that matter has ended well. But it’s still a mystery to me how they managed to get themselves kidnapped in the first place,’ remarked Bertram, furrowing his brow much as his own father probably did.

Hildegard told him how it had come about. ‘They assumed they were targets because their skill was something Fitzjohn’s lord could use as barter.’

‘So what did he want in exchange?’

Hildegard gave a sudden start.

Apart from the money to raise an army what else was useful to Woodstock?

Poison.

The acknowledged poison-masters were Lombards. They were skilled and knew of concoctions that could kill at the slightest touch of a doctored garment, or cause death by a single sniff from a perfume bottle, or by kissing a poisoned ring, or by all the old methods of adding some lethal ingredient to food or drink. Some poisons worked slowly, others in an instant. Some copied known symptoms and were never detected. Some were so sudden and violent they were blamed on the Plague. The Lombards were masters of them all.

Both popes, to their shame, were reputed to have access to the latest potions of the poison-makers and employed their adepts, secretly, in their palaces. As she had seen, Clement took the greatest care over his food and drink as, to be honest, most monarchs did these days.

The poison from Clement’s treasury must have been precious and rare to be hidden in the hilt of the dagger. What if it had been a poison so refined that it could never be detected?

Woodstock, through his vassal Sir John Fitzjohn, would want above all else to obtain such a weapon against his enemies.

A poison that would be undetectable. And the victim? The answer made Hildegard dizzy.

Woodstock desired one thing above all else. To be King of England.

And one man stood in his way.

Richard.

Unaware of the direction of her thoughts, Bertram was asking in a tone of bafflement. ‘Why would the pope want to get hold of a couple of miners, no matter how good they think they are?’

Hildegard focussed her thoughts to answer the question. ‘It’s to do with the English alliance with the Holy Roman Emperor, Clement’s great enemy.’

The boys stared.

‘When King Richard was married to the Emperor’s sister, Anne, at the age most of you are now, she came with no dowry. Ordinary people were up in arms and thought it was a bad bargain and she was unpopular at first until everyone saw what she was like.’

‘They call her Good Queen Anne wherever you go.’

‘Now, yes. But at first they thought it a bad bargain because they didn’t know the truth, that it was a secret arrangement between the Emperor and Chancellor de la Pole.’

‘God save de la Pole,’ murmured Bertram. ‘My father says he’s the only one of the lot to talk sense.’

‘Well, de la Pole has been anxiously aware of the shortage of silver to make coin and keep trade flowing for some time. He knows the country needs a new source. Bohemia is famous for its silver mines as you know. Anne’s dowry came down to this - it was to give King Richard a share in the silver ore extracted at Kutna Hora.’

‘So that’s it!’ Bertram nodded with satisfaction. ‘I knew it would have to be something to do with the revenue. If he can get his hands on a source of silver King Richard will at last have the means to raise an army.’

‘To protect us against invasion?’ Elfric surmised.

‘And against his enemies the barons. His uncle Thomas Woodstock has his own army. The king has nothing to use against him.’

‘Remember the massive fleet the French assembled last year,’ reminded Edmund, ‘everybody thought London was going to be under siege. Everybody expected to be slaughtered in their beds. We had nothing to defend ourselves with except for a few warning beacons on the south coast and some ditches round the walls dug by Londoners themselves. And why were we in such parlous fear?’

‘Because the King’s Council would not allow Richard the money to raise an army and equip a fleet,’ Bertram cut in.

‘He has no money of his own,’ agreed Hildegard. ‘He has nothing that isn’t granted to him by the Council.’

‘And the King’s Council is run by Gaunt and Woodstock.’

‘So you’re saying that with access to Bohemian silver King Richard will have enough money to provide ships and a paid militia to defend the country against all enemies and make himself independent?’ Bertram summed up.

‘Quite so.’ Hildegard nodded.

‘But why miners?’ persisted Peterkin. ‘Don’t the Bohemians have any of their own?’

‘Those particular two are skilled in deep mining, knowledge the Emperor needs.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because his mines are almost worked out near the surface so he has to dig deeper. Pope Clement and no doubt the French king thought that by kidnapping them and stealing their special knowledge they could do three things. They could spoil England’s alliance with the Emperor, ruin our trade because of lack of coinage, and gain the means to further their own mining interests.’

‘So those two were pawns in a very big game?’

‘So it seems.’

Bertram looked as if nothing would ever surprise him again. ‘That makes such sense,’ he remarked.

‘And is that why my brother died?’ Elfric spoke. ‘Because he knew about the poison that the pope was going to exchange for the miners?’

‘You’ve got it,’ said Edmund putting an arm round the boy’s shoulders.

‘I still don’t understand,’ persisted Peterkin. ‘Maurice was murdered before Fitzjohn and the miners even got here. Did Maurice know Fitzjohn was after it?’

‘And what would Maurice have done with the poison when he got hold of it?’ Bertram asked.

‘Was somebody else after it, domina? Did they order Maurice to get it first? Is that what it means?’

‘It must do,’ Bertram was emphatic.

‘It would certainly add to Fitzjohn’s rage,’ Edmund exclaimed. ‘Somebody getting there before him.’

**

As Edmund said, somebody had got there before him. Hildegard wanted to hug the boys for their persistent questioning. They still did not have all the answers but the problem was clearer now. The link between the Fitzjohn-Woodstock faction and the poisoned dagger was slim, nothing but circumstantial, and yet the more Hildegard thought about it, the more plausible it seemed. Maybe it was the fact that Maurice was English that made the connection plausible. What they needed though was evidence.

‘Are you sure Sir Jack has never mentioned poison?’ she asked Edmund.

‘I’d know if he had because I’d be looking for it to tip into his wine goblet,’ he replied rubbing his sore head.

Elfric seemed proud to think his brother might have been involved in important matters and not killed on some trivial pretext. It seemed to dignify his death and make it more bearable.

‘He would only have agreed to get the poison for a good reason,’ he confided to Hildegard as they left. ‘He would never do anything bad.’

Hildegard prayed that when the truth was revealed Elfric would not have his faith in his brother turn to ashes.

**

The rains returned. The discomfort such weather brought only added to the austerity of Lent. It was bleak. People trudged about the main court yard whenever they had to venture outdoors swathed in cloaks or if they did not possess one, in blankets, heads covered, faces barely visible, and feet, red raw in their sandals, wet, muddy, and throbbing with chilblains. Penitents flocked into the warmth of la Grande Chapelle.

Hildegard informed Hubert that she would prefer to remain in the palace rather than make the journey back to Cardinal Fondi’s villa on Villeneuve in such vile weather. To her surprise, he agreed without argument. This was so rare she looked at him in astonishment. All he said was that as his fellow countrywoman and one of his nuns from Meaux he would find accommodation for her that was both safe and agreeable as was his duty and his right.

On the point of asking him if he was feeling well, she held her tongue just in time.

‘I’ll send Brother Gregory to conduct you there when I’ve found somewhere suitable for you.’

‘Which one is he?’ she asked. Neither of the monks had made much impression.

‘You’ll know him by his solicitous manner,’ he remarked with a long look.

She was to wait for him in the Tinel where he would come to find her.

**

The refectory, le Tinel, was always busy with guests, petitioners and other folk, enjoying the lavish fare usually available. Today they were on short rations because of Lent but it didn't prevent an army of servants catering busily to everyone’s needs within the restrictions that prevailed.

Trays of flat bread were piled high. Hard cheese was brought out in great wedges and set down on the trestles to become the immediate focus of a forest of hands. Now and then fish from the ponds or the river was carried forth. White flesh falling off spiked bones needing careful sifting with the tip of a knife. Sauces, none. Meat, none. Subtleties, none. Wine? Some, of course. Nobody wanted to go down with the stomach cramps by drinking contaminated water.

Safety in numbers, Hildegard observed to herself as she found space on one of the long benches at the table reserved for women. Everyone fleeing starvation and the grim reaping of winter. She sat with her back to the wall so she could see anyone approaching.

While she waited for Brother Gregory her thoughts ran over her conversation with the pages and then she cast her thoughts back to the occasion when Athanasius had taken her along to have a look at the body of Maurice in the treasure vault.

It was a slightly blurred memory now. The shock of what she had seen shed a light on some things and left others in darkness. She saw in her mind’s eye the stiff body in its beautiful court garments, the gold-red hair thick and vibrant, the hand fiercely gripping the jewelled dagger. Then she recalled the weeping cardinal and how she had felt a slight, uncalled for irritation at his lack of control.

Then what had happened? Had she climbed out of the vault before him? She thought she remembered turning to look down into the vault when his mumbling pleas to have the youth brought back to life had ceased. She closed her eyes the better to focus on what she had observed then.

It was Grizac, holding the hand of Maurice, holding the hand with the dagger in it.

She recalled the fleeting thought that the rigour of death would soon abate and then the fingers would relax and the knife would be released of its own accord.

It was a flash of memory and she could not decide whether she had seen the cardinal holding the hand out of grief, or trying in vain to prise the knife from it.

She remembered how when she went back into la chambre du pape the pope‘s bodyguard must have already been there. He had climbed down to shine the light on Maurice’s face as Athanasius had directed. He must have climbed out first because she and Grizac were left in a small pool of light from the chamber above. She could surely not have seen anything as detailed as a hand holding another hand.

Athanasius had stepped forward to assist her out of the vault. She had seen his face in the glare of light. Its expression was empty. Then she had looked down to watch Grizac climbing with difficulty out of the black hole. Tears glistened on his cheeks before he turned his head and moved into darkness.

After that came the understanding touch on the sleeve as Athanasius edged past him.

The light followed them down the stone steps outside onto the landing where the stair divided and the guards played dice. They were there then, wary, attentive, fearing to put another foot wrong.

It was one of the pope’s personal body guard who had dutifully held the lantern through all this. Poor Grizac. When he first cast his eyes on Maurice he was controlled enough. It was only as Athanasius began to inspect the body that he broke down and began his tearful prayers.

She went over the scene again. The bodyguard holding the light as directed. Athanasius, thoughtful, assiduous in his duty to confirm death. Herself, bewildered, travel-weary after recently arriving from England, and filled with a sense of horror at what she saw. The cardinal, stoical, then tearful. With shock? With fear? With rage? With confusion? There had been no way of reading him.

Brother Gregory leaned across the table to attract her attention. ‘Far away, domina? Forgive me for breaking into your meditations. Our lord abbot sends his greetings. Will you be kind enough to follow me?’

As she rose and came towards him he put out a protective arm when a servant blundered past. ‘Have a care now, fellow,’ he warned mildly. ‘This way, if you will, domina, please follow me.’

**

She threw her bag down and sat on the bed when Brother Gregory left. Hubert had found her a small, pretty chamber in the guest wing, without the austerity of the quarters assigned to visiting monastics.

A single window faced east overlooking a small garden in the lee of the battlements. Espaliered fruit trees were growing against the walls and in the middle of a paved area was a spring sending up a fountain that fell back into a shallow marble basin. A door led into this miniature paradise and she decided she would go and find it when she had time.

Now, plumped down on a bed that was rather more comfortable than the ones allotted to the nuns, she had one name on her mind.

Grizac.

It seemed to turn up again and again. His grief-stricken face appeared before her, his tears in the treasury that day - for the loss of a favourite acolyte or for something else? Again she asked herself why Maurice had entered the forbidden vault, why he was holding that particular treasure of all things. Had it been a dare? Or had somebody put him up to it? If so, who?

She remembered the suggestion that he was working alone. But why? Was it really the dagger he wanted? What use was it to him? Did he know it contained poison? She wondered how Grizac felt about finding him there. His feelings had been impossible to gauge.

Maybe he saw Maurice’s presence in such a place as a betrayal of trust. Or was Grizac the mastermind behind the theft, his tears ones of shock that everything had gone so disastrously wrong? He would have known how dangerous it would be to make an attempt on such a valuable hoard. Perhaps his tears were of regret.

Another failure to add to the list.

She considered his long life playing second fiddle, first to his brother, Pope Urban V, and then to his contemporary Clement VII. To be Bishop of Avignon was poor reward for a lifetime with such promising connections. He was a man of qualities, everyone agreed, a scholar of repute, compassionate, piously living up to his vows, a sagacious and respected member of the College of Cardinals.

That is, if a suspicion of murder were discounted.

But then if it was a case of Grizac guilty in the treasury, what about Grizac guilty on the bridge? What about Grizac in her own cell, murdering an innocent nun?

A knife ripping across the tender throat of a lamb came to mind.

Blood.

Then Carlotta, blood on her chin from the carcase of meat, blood on her knife. The sign of squirrel’s paws under the bed. A blood stain on the nun’s mattress.

Blood everywhere.

She turned her deliberations to the death of Taillefer. Somehow she could not see Grizac entering the debauched darkness under the bridge.

If what she had been told were to be believed, he had crossed over, taking his time, arriving at the other side long after the others. He had been alone. Even so, he started with the others. The sentry had said so twice, once to herself and once, independently, to Edmund.

After the others crossed he would have had time to kill Taillefer on the bridge and then stop at the chapel to make confession.

It was the ferryman who had told her he heard an argument coming from the direction of the bridge. His testimony had persuaded her to look there. The priest confirmed the sound of an argument. Voices raised in anger above the howling wind, a knife in the darkness, a body splashing into the black waters of the Rhone.

It was the priest who had mentioned the bell for lauds, said he heard the voices before he rang the bell. But Hubert, Fondi and presumably the others stayed on for lauds because it wasn’t worth crossing from Villeneuve twice in such a violent storm.

The murderer could not have attended lauds. There would have been no way he could have been on the bridge shortly before the bell and then in attendance inside the palace.

It was a good fifteen minutes’ walk down the lane and then the complicated access to get into the chapel, another ten minutes at least. She saw the priest’s expression as he mentioned the bell and felt there was something evasive about it.

Was he confident that he had in fact rung the bell at the time he claimed? I sleep fitfully, he had told her. Had he woken earlier than he thought he had? Did he ring the bell long before lauds took place in the palace?

First the voices, then the murder, then the bell giving the murderer time to get back to the palace and into the office for lauds? Alibi intact. Grizac could have done it with time to spare.

It was a theory at least.

**

She went to find Hubert. He was in the Tinel with his two supporters.

Before she could speak he said, ‘I was just finishing my bread and water before coming to find you. I have something to tell you. But first, I trust your new chamber is satisfactory?’

‘Very,’ she replied. ‘I’m most grateful for your string-pulling on my behalf.’

‘No point in being a cardinal in waiting if I can’t help my friends,’ he announced dryly.

Gregory and Egbert chuckled.

‘You first then,’ he said. ‘You have something to say?’

She shot a swift glance at the two monks. They both beamed. They were clearly going to listen in.

Turning to Hubert she said, ‘It’s about that night when you crossed the bridge, when Taillefer was murdered.’

The two monks leaned forward with interest. Wild horses wouldn’t have dragged them away. When Gregory spoke the matter had evidently been discussed with Hubert because he said, ‘Have you found new evidence, domina?’

‘Not really.’ She gave Hubert a helpless glance.

‘Have no worries. They know as much or as little as I do and whatever they hear will go no further.’

With no choice, she explained the problem so far.

Egbert looked interested. ‘So the murder took place on the bridge after an argument and around the time of the bell for lauds, thereby giving an alibi to any of us who were in the palace at that time. Well,’ he said, sitting back, ‘that’s a relief, eh, Hubert?’

Hubert smiled in acknowledgement. ‘But what Hildegard is saying is that the innkeeper at le Coq d’or told her the fellow who was trying to sell the dagger - probably the same one who stole it from the mortuary - went rushing out in pursuit of Taillefer as soon as he found out it’d been taken from his pack. Hence voices not on the bridge but in the lane outside the inn.’

‘But Taillefer was found on the temporary dam that had built up underneath the bridge with his clothes still partly dry.’

‘Meaning that he must have fallen from the bridge?’

‘Yes.’

Gregory frowned. ‘Were there any witnesses to this racket of shouting we understand to have taken place outside the inn?’

‘Plenty, apparently,’ Hildegard replied. ‘The stranger woke everybody up with his ranting. He chased Taillefer down the lane towards the bridge then returned a few minutes later complaining that the thief had got away. After that he gathered his things and left, to vanish into the night.’

‘And did he leave by means of the bridge?’

‘If so the sentries must have seen him go over.’

‘The sentry said nobody but the cardinals and Hubert crossed the bridge that night. But he heard no argument because of the storm.’

‘You believe him?’ Gregory’s eyes were sharp.

‘I see no reason for him to lie about it.’

‘Not unless he’s complicit with the murderer.’ Gregory frowned.

‘He means it could have been the sentry who murdered Taillefer,’ Egbert interpreted.

‘It could have been anyone,’ she admitted glumly.

‘Storm, argument, bell, theft, murder. Is it one of those puzzles destined to remain forever unsolved?’ Egbert shared her gloom.

‘Let’s look at it from another angle,’ Hubert suggested. ‘How did this second thief get hold of the dagger? Did somebody inside the palace pass it to him to sell at the highest price or was he working from inside the palace himself?’

‘There is a way somebody from outside could get into the palace,’ she mentioned hesitantly, wondering if she was breaking faith with her informant. ‘I was told in confidence that a certain postern is left unlocked some nights. If the fellow trying to sell the dagger knew about that he could easily have got inside - ’

‘Entered the mortuary - ’

‘And stolen the dagger.’

‘And then,’ added Hubert, ‘he could have found his way out to le Coq d’or?’

‘Easily.’

‘And the rest follows.’

‘Taillefer, knowing he would not be allowed onto the bridge, fled underneath the arch where the whores usually worked and was killed there.’

‘Except,’ Hildegard interrupted, ‘Taillefer’s garments were almost dry.’

‘So our version of events doesn’t answer the question how he got onto the raft without getting thoroughly soaked to the skin.’

‘And another yawning hole in all this is that no-one saw him under the arch.’ Hildegard frowned.

What seemed much more likely was that Taillefer had met the cardinal at the steps leading onto the bridge. Grizac was a figure of authority who could take him across, but then a quarrel, the raised voices, the knife across the throat, the body over the parapet, falling, to the cardinal’s ill luck, onto a floating raft of debris instead of into the water where he should have been swept away, the current taking with his lifeless body all clues to his murder.

She could not accuse one of the cardinals in front of these three men. Their allegiance was to Clement. They would close ranks against her.

There was a silence but then Gregory got up and went over to one of the servers. When he returned he had a flagon of something that when it was poured out into four beakers was definitely not water.

‘The flaw is that this boy, Taillefer, was not seen to go onto the bridge and it’s equally true that he wasn’t seen to run under the arch. Even if he had done so without being noticed - in all the rage of wind and rain that wouldn’t have been unlikely - he couldn’t have got onto the dam unless he had swum across from the bank. And that was impossible in the given conditions.’

Hildegard sighed with frustration. ‘Thank you, Hubert. That sums it up.’

‘There’s no escaping the fact that Taillefer had to have fallen from the bridge?’

‘That’s the only way to account for his garments being wet on the outside and relatively dry on the inside, something that’d have been impossible if he’d been immersed in water for the time it would have taken to swim across to what he imagined would be safety.’

‘The river was treacherous anyway,’ Gregory pointed out. ‘Surely it’s doubtful whether anyone could have swum across, even when driven by the terror of being pursued.’

‘He couldn’t have jumped?’

‘Fifteen feet from a slippery, shelving bank?’

‘Round and round.’ Gregory tapped impatiently with his finger nails on the table top until he saw Egbert’s glance. ‘Sorry. Bad habit.’ He pushed his hands inside his sleeves.

Back to Grizac. He was on the bridge. Fact. If the bell was rung early he could have hurried back in time for lauds. Hildegard almost blurted out his name but decided at the last minute to hold her tongue.

Even Grizac did not solve all questions. What grudge could he have against the esquire to kill him? Why the quarrel? It made no sense.

Was it because Grizac suspected that Taillefer knew about Maurice’s intended theft? Did he fear what else the esquire had been told? Did Taillefer need to be silenced? That would assume Grizac was the brains behind the whole thing. And a man who could kill without a qualm. Grizac? He seemed so devout, a man with a kindly manner. Like Peterkin she felt guilty even to entertain such heinous suspicions. Rather than the extreme response of murdering Taillefer, Grizac would surely have tried to bribe him or frighten him into handing over the dagger if he was so desperate to get his hands on it? And, anyway, how could he know Taillefer had the dagger that night unless somebody had told him?

Was it possible that Grizac overheard the commotion from the inn himself as he arrived at the bridge?

The inn keeper admitted he had gone bellowing out after the stranger who was also by all accounts yelling stop thief at the top of his voice.

It might have been that Grizac, miraculously reaching the bridge at the same moment as all this happened, again miraculously guessing what dagger the stranger was shouting about, enticed Taillefer onto the bridge, drew his knife, and…wrong place, wrong time.

Or, Taillefer, running away from his pursuer meets Grizac, begs him to save him, is taken onto the bridge, to safety, as he imagines…and then.

Supposition. Nor did Hildegard believe in miracles. It was all too coincidental. Nor did Hubert’s earlier theory of an assassin murdering all three persuade her either. Where was this assassin? Who was he? What possible link could there be between the two youths and an elderly Scottish nun?

The flagon seemed to have been emptied as they talked and Egbert got up to have it refilled.

While he was doing that Hildegard turned to Hubert. ‘You can confirm that Cardinal Grizac was in lauds at the palace with you?’

‘I can vouch for it.’

‘Me too,’ added Gregory. ‘And Fondi, Bellefort and Montjoie. I can promise you, domina, they all left together, groaning about the weather and how lucky Brother Egbert and I were to be staying behind in the palace guest quarters. Montjoie was livid.’

Egbert returning and catching the end of the conversation, tilted the contents of the flagon into their cups. ‘There’s one of Montjoie’s pages over there.’

They all looked across the refectory to where he pointed.

Hubert rose to his feet and went over.

After a few minutes he returned. ‘What you said about Montjoie reminded me of something. According to his page they accidentally tipped him out when they were on the bridge and got the full brunt of one of his tirades.’

‘His rages are quite unbridled,’ murmured Gregory.

‘Was that the argument on the bridge?’

‘Could be.’

‘Believe me,’ observed Egbert. ‘Once he gets going you can hear him berate those poor servants of his from one end of Avignon to the other.’

‘But the argument happened just before the lauds bell,’ Hildegard pointed out.

‘How reliable is that old priest?’

‘Sleeping fitfully, waking in the night? Who can ever tell what the time is?’ Egbert asked.

**

After leaving the Tinel and the men with their fresh flagon, Hildegard went down to the main courtyard. The guards were used to seeing her come and go by now and scarcely raised their heads.

Down by the river the flood was receding, leaving a rim of brown sludge above the waterline. Lower down the slope on his small hillock the ferryman had got his boat back. It lay upside down in the mud.

As she approached she saw other things lying around. A broken pitcher. A few rags of some sort. A stool with one leg missing.

She hurried up to the door and peered inside.

The shutters were half open, swinging on their hinges with a desolate, repetitive sound. In the drizzle of light she noticed more broken pots scattered on the earth floor. No fire brightened the hearth, instead there was a pile of ashes where the logs had been allowed to burn away.

She heard a groan and stepped through the door without knocking. The ferryman was lying stretched out in his chair with his hands to his head.

‘What’s happened?’ She went right up to him and he flinched when he realised he was not alone.

‘It’s only me,’ she reassured. ‘Are you ill?’

‘That black devil,’ he ground out. When he removed his hands from his head she saw that he had been beaten about the face. Both eyes were half-closed. His lips were puffed. His nose bleeding.

‘Who did this?’

‘If I knew I wouldn’t be lying here I’d be using a paddle on him.’ He gave another groan. ‘He was lying in wait for me behind the door. What have I done? I don’t get it. Was he thieving? If so he got precious little and what he got he smashed.’

‘Have you run up against somebody recently?’ she asked, caution in her voice as she wondered if it had anything to do with the help he had given the miners.

‘Telling me to keep my mouth shut,’ he groaned. ‘It’s a warning, he said. Me, I said, what have I got to blab about?’

‘Let me bathe your wounds. At least we have plenty of fresh water.’

She went over to the rain barrel outside the door, dipped a piece of clean cloth in it and returned, opening her scrip as she did so. ‘We’ll soon have you fixed up,’ she said.

There was dread in her heart. It was surely not the guild of pages who had behaved so barbarically, was it? Who else would want him to keep his mouth shut?

**

‘At least your nose isn’t broken as far as I can tell. How does it feel?’

‘Like a bloody great throbbing horn.’

‘Yes, it looks a bit like one at present but if you keep on using the arnica the swelling will go down. Soon you’ll soon be as handsome as ever - and breaking women’s hearts all over again, the angels save us.’

‘The angels must have brought you here, domina.’ His eyelids flickered at the smarting of his wounds as she dabbed at them and he growled, ‘It was the devil brought him.’

‘There now.’ She wrung out the cloth and put it back into her scrip to wash and dry later. ‘And you saw no-one?’

‘I’d been out to my boat. I was only outside there. No, I tell a lie - ’

Not the first, she thought.

‘I’d been down to the bridge to have a look among the wreckage.’

‘You mean where the duc’s esquire was found?’

‘No, closer in. A tree came down in the night and blocked the nearest arch. I found a few bits and pieces nobody wants and piled them on the bank. Then I thought I’d better have a look at my boat where they dragged her up this morning after finishing with her.’

‘The pope’s men, you mean?’

‘Them.’ He sniffed. ‘I was going to clean her up a bit. The devil what attacked me must have sneaked in while I was fetching stuff from the river.’

‘More debris brought down stream you say?’

‘A load of it.’

‘Shall I see it if I walk along there?’

‘Nothing worth seeing now.’

‘This tree?’

‘I’ll get some help to shift it later. We can bring it ashore. Winter logs.’

‘And your attacker got inside your cottage while you were doing this? He had a nerve. Was he looking for something?’ She was clutching at straws.

‘I can’t think what. Anything of value I carry on me - well, I’m being indiscreet now but I suppose I can tell you that, you’re not likely to rob me at knife point, are you!’

He chuckled, then winced as it disturbed the wounds to his face. ‘He was lying in wait for me behind the door,’ he continued ‘First I knew of it was when I felt a crack on my head. I hear him snarl a warning about keeping my mouth shut. I said, what do I know? But I must have blacked out, I don’t remember anything after that. The fire was out when I came round. Then I got up, sat here and then you’re coming in, to my aid and succour, bless you.’

Hildegard looked carefully around the cottage, on the floor, everywhere, but there was nothing to say who had been here. The floor was scuffed with mud. Impossible to read the prints. At least nothing pointed to the pages.

There must be only one other person who wanted the ferryman to keep his mouth shut and he had nothing to do with the miners. It was Taillefer’s murderer. He must think the ferryman had seen something.

Before leaving she asked, ‘That night when the duc’s esquire was murdered, you said you heard angry voices. Are you sure they came from the bridge?’

‘As sure as anything’s sure.’

That was just what the priest of St Nicolas told her too. And Hubert had now confirmed it. The argument. The bell. Lauds. And Montjoie was in lauds because all three Cistercians had seen him. Or had said they had seen him. But the priest might have rung the bell at any time after the voices from the bridge woke him up.

She went back up to the bridge, was nodded onto it by the sentry, walked along as far as the chapel. The priest was inside. This time he was busy swabbing the floor.

‘Please don’t take this amiss, but is it possible you rang the bell for lauds later than usual?’

His milky pale eyes peered myopically into her face. ‘Such a wild night,’ he murmured. ‘I was awake on and off.’

‘You heard voices,’ she prompted, ‘and then you took it to be time for lauds. Could you have been mistaken?’

‘No man is infallible, domina.’

**

Sir John Fitzjohn was standing inside the gatehouse when she walked back up to the palace. It seemed an age since she had seen him raging and ranting over the absconding miners.

Since returning from his manhunt he had kept a low profile. Presumably he had been waiting for instructions from Woodstock about what to do about the proposed barter. He would have to hand something of value to the pope but now his miners had vanished without trace, what did he have?

He was back, however, as visible as ever, his pennant on its long pole held by his standard bearer, his breast plate gleaming with the result of Edmund’s hard work, his fine horse, held by its gilded leather halter, prancing and displaying the high polish on its hooves.

Fitzjohn had chosen to copy the practise of his lord Woodstock and hang the severed tail of an animal on his standard but unlike Woodstock he had not chosen a fox’s red brush but something diplomatically smaller, a rat maybe, tail dangling like a piece of string.

His retinue milled around him. They were apparently waiting for orders.

Edmund emerged from inside the couriers’ office. He strode over, bent his knee to make a flourish then handed his lord a letter. Fitzjohn snatched it without thanks and tore it open.

He scanned it. Evidently the man could read.

Before asking for her own mail if any, Hildegard watched from inside the doorway.

The news he read evidently pleased him. He held the letter aloft. ‘Good news from England, men! The Lord Chief Justiciar is dead!’

A dutiful but weak cheer arose.

Fitzjohn relished the moment. He declaimed aloud from the letter in his hand while Hildegard listened in rising horror:

Justice Tresillian, impeached for treason, was caught disguised as a pilgrim in Westminster- the fool didn’t even have the common sense to run for it - whence he was dragged to the Tower, with his wife and daughters weeping- with such a sotwit for a father who can blame them? - where he was bound hand and foot to a hurdle and dragged through the streets of the City- and listen to this - and when he came to his Calvary and refused to say a word against King Richard or admit his treason he said, “I am not able to die” and they found a magic symbol on a string round his neck and ripped it off and so hanged him, naked, then cut his throat to make sure he was dead.’

Fitzjohn glanced round with satisfaction. ‘And thus ends Sir Robert Tresillian.’ He did not cross himself but instead drew his sword and pointing it at the sky bellowed, ‘And so lives my lord Thomas of Woodstock!’

A shocked silence followed.

One by one his men began to attend to their belongings, tying and untying a strap here, inspecting a buckle there, anything but look at their companions. Fitzjohn’s lips tightened at this lack of enthusiasm. With a curse of impatience he turned to his trumpeter. ‘A blast or two. Rouse the dullards.’

While the horn shrilled Hildegard, stunned and appalled by Fitzjohn’s announcement, turned inside the office and, in a dazed voice asked for any mail.

Too stunned to realise that the clerk was handing over a small missive she stared unseeingly at the wall behind him. The Chief Justiciar, condemned in absentia, then returning only to be caught and executed?

The king’s enemies crept ever closer to the king himself.

In a blur she nodded her thanks to the clerk and walked outside again to see Fitzjohn and his retinue mounted already and heading for the gate. A horse brushed by her and she saw it was Edmund.

‘We’re going hunting, domina. Pray for our quarry.’ Then, white-faced, he rode on after his lord.

**

Tresillian had not been popular in several opposing quarters. First, with the people. During the great revolt, the hurling time of the peasants’ uprising, he had ordered a bloody aftermath, even forcing the fourteen year old king to accompany him to several mass hangings - the most repulsive being nineteen men in Essex hanged together on one specially built gibbet.

Later, to everyone’s astonishment, aware of King Richard’s sympathy for the rebels, he had become one of his most vociferous supporters. Was it conscience or expedience that brought a change? Whatever it was, next he earned the hatred of the King’s Council, Woodstock, Gaunt, and their ally the earl of Arundel among the leaders, for his support for the king.

Now, through some chicanery, he had been attainted for treason along with the rest of Richard’s close advisors. Mayor Brembre had been executed despite his strong defence before parliament. The others, including de la Pole and Archbishop Neville, had so far escaped.

Who would be next to be hunted down?

She was astonished at Tresilian’s folly in returning to Westminster, to the very heart of the fire that was consuming the royal court.

**

The wind at the top of the tower whined and blustered, strong enough to pitch her over the battlements. She staggered as it tossed her garments into disarray and whipped at her cloak. Gripping it tightly she edged across the roof to a more sheltered spot behind a buttress.

Before taking out the letter from her scrip she looked down onto the house tops far below, onto the winding alleys, the canal, the squares, the belfries rising above the clusters of red roofs and the market place with its windswept stalls.

Along the lane that ran round the outside of the palace walls she could see the small figures of Fitzjohn and his men trotting their horses in a tight, colourful bunch. She saw them come to a stop at the west gate where evidently they were waiting to be allowed out through the city walls.

Open land stretched flat and water-logged to the west where the arable fields began with a track leading back towards the river.

Then she took out the battered and travel-stained message, slit open the seal, and began to read.

**

It was in cipher. Not that anyone else would have known.

A letter from her superior, the lady Prioress of Swyne, it appeared to be a query about some woollen leggings and whether she had managed to purchase any locally to bring back for her sister nuns, and there was news about the priory bees and the poor outlook for honey later that year because the cold weather was withering the blossom on the branch. They had never had such rains, it said.

The general tone may have suggested a code to the suspicious, enough to make the censor believe he understood the secret message that was being sent, a commonplace grouse about the political situation at home, about which mere nuns could do nothing but grumble.

Underneath that was another message, using the cipher that had been agreed while still in England. She took out her missal. The message took a few minutes to work out as she had to commit it to memory as she worked, leaving nothing written down. Soon she had it. News, now somewhat out of date, about the doings of the King’s Council and the secret plans of their victims to counter the accusations.

Then something made her look twice and flatten out the vellum and the scrawl of water-stained ink marks on it.

Do not trust him under any circumstances. I know him well. He is… The following word was almost obliterated but it looked like deadly.

She stared. Whom should she not trust?

The wind snatched at the paper she was holding, forcing her to bring it close under her hood to reread it. She could nowhere find a name. It made no sense. Mangled by the courier over the long miles from England, it looked as if a page or two was missing. It cannot be, she exclaimed aloud.

Had the censer got to it first? To make any sense of it he would have to know the cipher and she was sure it could not be broken by anyone who did not have the key.

‘A curse on him!’ she shouted in sudden rage. Her voice flew away on the wind. ‘Curse you! Curse the courier! Curse the censor! Curse all the saints! Who does she mean?’

It was pointless to give way to anger. After her outburst she became calm, glanced towards the door, checked her knife, reassured herself that everything was as it should be then placed the letter in her scrip and closed her eyes to focus on what she must do next.

**

The warning would refer to someone she had mentioned in her letter to the Prioress. Of course she had mentioned Hubert in passing, her surprise at finding him here, in Clement’s pocket as it were. She had mentioned Athanasius. And had she mentioned Grizac? She was sure she had. Anyone else? Pope Clement of course. Each had their own cipher which she had communicated to the prioress.

I know him well.

The Prioress knew Hubert well but had no need to inform Hildegard of the fact. She must know Athanasius. He had admitted it himself. Did she know Grizac? He had been in York for some time and they could easily have met. And Clement? It was unlikely that she knew him personally, and anyway, it was general knowledge that he was treacherous, nobody needed to be told.

Hildegard did not trust any of them anyway.

Common sense told her that the prioress was probably trying to warn her against loose talk, an incautious word that might betray her allegiance and cause her to be summoned in front of the council of heretics. She could guard against that easily enough.

Do not trust him.

She didn’t.

She wouldn’t.

She wouldn’t trust any of them.

The prioress must mean Grizac.

**

Before she returned to the lower floor she went over to the crenellated parapet and gazed down again with her thoughts still teasing out the different strands of the problem that presented itself.

The river was as swollen as ever, still swamping the mead on both banks and hurling debris along from further upstream to gather under the arches nearest the bank where the current was slowest and sluicing as fast as ever under the chapel with its guiding light.

Her gaze sharpened.

John Fitzjohn’s small troop of cavalry had not gone out into the countryside to hunt as expected but were now down on the river bank outside the ferryman’s cottage. They were almost too far away to be seen but she narrowed her eyes to try to make out what was going on.

Evidently someone had kicked in the door because it hung aslant as if on one hinge. Of the ferryman himself there was no sign. After what happened earlier he must be cowering inside with his knife at the ready.

Heart suddenly in her mouth she leaned against the parapet out of the wind to watch.

Fitzjohn was waving an arm as if giving instructions. The men scattered and one or two splashed through the water to take something into the cottage. They came out again. Others seemed to be searching along the waterline for something. One of them dragged a few broken branches to the door but Fitzjohn waved him back. His horse was kicking up water and champing at the bit.

He dismounted and threw the reins to Edmund who was still astride his distinctive grey. She saw him lead Fitzjohn’s horse off a little way and look back at the others. They were all urging their horses back now. The ones who had come out of the cottage followed Fitzjohn inside. Then they all came out again.

Fitzjohn went to his horse and mounted. His men did the same. They all moved off to the top of the bank and turned to look back.

Suddenly she saw what had their attention. A wisp of smoke appeared from the doorway of the cottage. Nothing much happened until suddenly it was billowing out in thick black coils. Flames followed. She gasped. The cottage was on fire.

She imagined the ferryman trapped inside, bound maybe, unable to get out. She stared in horror. There was nothing she could do.

She noticed something else. His boat had gone. A glance up and down river from the vantage point of the tower showed no sign of it.

Now Edmund and the rest of Fitzjohn’s retinue, with the rat’s tail swinging on its pole, were riding back towards the palace. She saw Edmund look back once towards the cottage then urge his horse after the others.

**

By the time she had descended the many steps to ground level and hurried outside through the usual press into the Great Courtyard Fitzjohn’s men were already jostling to be let back in through the gatehouse. Fitzjohn himself was first through and dismounted in the middle of the yard. He threw his reins to one of his pages with a lordly gesture. Edmund slid down from his own horse and began to follow the others towards the stable yard. She caught up with him when they were out of sight round the corner.

‘What was that about?’

‘How do you know?’

‘I was up there.’ She gestured towards the top of one of the towers.

‘I can’t believe he did that.’

‘He set fire to the ferryman’s cottage?’

Edmund nodded wearily.

‘Was the ferryman inside?’

He shook his head. ‘He got away in his boat.’ While he led his horse into one of the stalls and attended to its needs he explained. ‘That news about Justice Tresillian must have increased Fitzjohn’s courage. Now he believes he can get away with anything.’

‘What was his idea?’

‘He must have eventually worked out that the miners escaped by water so what does he do? Uses his brains for once. He goes to question the only waterman around.’

‘And did he admit to anything?’ Wondering what would come next Hildegard could only stare at Edmund in dread willing the words out of him.

But he gave a sudden smile. ‘To his eternal credit he just kept pointing to some wounds inflicted earlier saying, “I know nothing, sire. First, a fellow asks me to keep quiet about I know not what, and beats me up to make sure I do. Then you, sire, ask me to talk, and threaten to burn my cottage if I don’t. How is a man to cope? I know nothing of any importance, sire. I’m just a lowly ferryman. What is it I’m supposed to preach forth and at the same time keep to myself? Solomon himself couldn’t reach an answer. Especially as I know nothing of any interest to anybody but me and my sweetheart.” That gave Fitzjohn something to think about. “Who asked you to keep your mouth shut?” Answer, “I’d give a king’s ransom to find out, sire.” ’

Edmund was acting it out. Now he rubbed his hands together in an obsequious manner and asked in a quavering voice, not, to be honest, at all like the ferryman’s robust tones. ‘“And what, pray, have I not to say, my lord? I wish someone would tell me. And again, sire, what is it you wish to know? Guide me, I pray.” ’

In his own voice he said, ‘Now I know what a liar looks like when he’s exercising his skill. Truth to say there was a certain nobility in the constancy of his lie.’

A wave of relief washed over Hildegard and she said, ‘The miners must have impressed him in some way even though neither side speaks the other’s tongue.’

‘Taillefer would translate.’

‘That must be it. They must have recognised each other as brothers against the tyranny of the nobles.’

‘He did sterling work for us, that ferryman. I trust his sweetheart welcomes him with open arms. And Taillefer…he gave his life.’ Edmund’s words caught in his throat but his face was set in stone. His eyes were moist.

**

Poison. An apothecary’s job was to know about it.

‘The magister is quite well, thanks to your potion, master. But I myself feel a little unwell. I wonder what you’d suggest?’

‘Symptoms, domina?’

‘A tightness in my lungs. Cold feet and hands.’

He turned to the shelf of ready-made cures in the coloured demijohns with their Latin labels ranged in an orderly fashion on the wall behind him.

After a brief consideration he took one down. While he poured a small amount of something like tincture of lung wort through a funnel into a clay pot she wondered how on earth she was going to find anything out from him. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to know. One way to start was to find out where the poison that had been in the dagger was being kept.

Then she remembered the small silver talisman he had given her to hand over to Athanasius. She had forgotten it until now. It was where she had first put it, inside her sleeve. She managed to find it and pull it out. There was no-one else around so she placed it carefully on the counter.

The apothecary noticed at once and covered it with his palm. In a low voice he asked, ‘What does he require, domina?’

‘Reassurance that a certain cure is safely disposed of.’

‘Awaiting future use?’ He chuckled with the assurance of a man who holds the lives of others in his gift. He leaned forward. ‘I believe we are only waiting for the terms of barter to be fulfilled then your English lord may take his prize.’

‘That may be some time,’ she murmured, also leaning forward. ‘My lord Fitzjohn is facing a slight problem.’

‘So I understand. It is said he may soon find an alternative. It is hoped the problem will be solved to the satisfaction of all parties.’

‘And I trust the gift from his Holiness will keep its potency until the matter is settled?’

‘Have no fear.’

‘You have a suitable place in which to conceal it?’

The apothecary gave an involuntary glance behind him towards the small chamber where he had taken her on their first meeting. The door was closed, perhaps locked.

‘Tell the magister he can trust me with his life and with anything else, including the means to end it.’ He smiled knowingly.

‘He will be overjoyed to hear it.’

He inched the silver talisman back to her with the tip of one finger nail.

**

In order to thwart Woodstock’s plot, if indeed her hunch was correct about that, someone would have to obtain the poison themselves. Maybe a substitute could be put in its place and when the barter was made, if Fitzjohn managed to find something the pope would accept in exchange, then it might be applied with no harm befalling the victim. God save King Richard.

There was no-one she could share her plan with and no way of carrying it out - unless she could get inside the apothecary’s private store - and see to it herself.

**

In the privacy of her chamber she rooted through her bag of cures until she found something that might do. It was a harmless recipe for indigestion. Its murky colour wouldn’t matter as she expected the real poison to be in a sealed clay pot by now.

To use the lung wort he had prescribed might lead back to her so for safety she rinsed it out in her washing bowl and emptied the water into the drain.

Next she removed the label, hoping she was second-guessing the apothecary accurately, and replaced the pot in her scrip before trying to work out how she was going to swap them.

**

Athanasius was sitting up at his lectern as usual.

‘Feeling quite well now, magister?’ she greeted as cheerfully as she could.

‘I am indeed, domina, despite this endless bad weather. I must say it cheers me somewhat. It makes me feel at home.’ He was evidently in a good humour. He turned a benign smile on her. ‘I hear our countryman Fitzjohn has been taking some exercise?’

‘I heard. Will he be censured?’

The monk chuckled. ‘He is an honoured guest of his Holiness. Who would dare?’

‘What happened to the ferryman, does anyone know?’

‘Took to the river in his boat. He’ll be washed up far downstream, no doubt. More bloated than when he went in.’

She concealed a shiver. ‘What was their quarrel?’

‘Don’t you know?’ He expressed mock surprise. ‘And here am I, relying on you to keep me fully informed.’

‘I am failed in my duty, magister, mea culpa.’

He seemed pleased to be one up on her. ‘It was Cardinal Grizac who told me. They say the ferryman helped two of Fitzjohn’s retainers to escape back to England. Of course, the ferryman denies it but how else could they have got away without being hunted down by the search party that went out after they fled.’

‘Maybe they’re lying low in the town, magister? Has anybody thought of that?’

He sniffed. ‘The Jewish church was thoroughly searched as a matter of course. Villains often use it as sanctuary. It’s a sore. It should be cleansed.’

‘At least by keeping it open you know where villains are likely to hide.’

‘Shrewdly observed, domina. I suspect that is the intention of his Holiness in allowing it to remain open.’

‘That and the convenience of being able to borrow at interest without compromising the law against usury?’

He dismissed that with an irritable wave of his hand. ‘And now the good news. Cardinal Grizac has returned to the palace to amuse us.’

Hildegard offered a dutiful smile.

‘Return here before nones, domina, if you wish to be entertained.’

When she left the smoke filled cell - Athanasius was burning some foul-smelling resin to improve his health - she shook out her cloak. She felt something putrid clinging to the fabric.

**

Grizac wasn’t the only one to be drawn back to the palace. Fondi and his retinue also appeared. Carlotta was in a mood of loud rage against the weather, against Avignon, against Fondi himself. Her child, quietly cuddling her squirrel, stood forlornly out of the rain under the shelter of the stone archway leading into the inner courtyard.

Hildegard went up to her and asked if she might greet the squirrel. ‘Does he have a pet name?’

‘Bel Pierre,’ the child replied, pushing back a lace coverlet so that Hildegard could stroke the squirrel’s bronze head. He seemed lack lustre. Yearning to hibernate, Hildegard suggested, when Fondi commented. He himself looked somewhat haggard. Too much fever from Carlotta seemed to be drawing the family’s strength.

When Carlotta got what she wanted from the steward Hildegard watched them all trail after her up the steps towards the guest quarters. Their accommodation had been changed to something more in keeping with Fondi’s status.

Hildegard speculated about his presence here. The Schism had attracted the Italian cardinals to Pope Urban while the French had in the main come over to Clement. Yet here was Fondi, a cardinal from Urbino, supporting the enemy. If he was one of Urban’s agents he was a conspicuous one.

She went into one of the lesser chapels and sat down in a corner at the back to think about the virtues of being first to obtain something and how much it enraged Fitzjohn to be bested.

The important question was whether the apothecary worked regular hours and where he kept his keys.

**

The theft of the poison, if she managed to lay her hands on it, might not go undetected for long. There would be no possibility of copying the label, if it had one, and it would be too dangerous to put the poison, whether liquid, powder or resin, into something else while she filled the pot with a more harmless substance.

She would have to hope that the pot she was going to substitute could be planted in among the others long enough for the barter with Fitzjohn to go ahead. She couldn’t imagine what he was going to offer the pope as a substitute for the miners.

The problem she faced right now was the apothecary’s cursed sense of order. He would notice at once if anything had been rearranged.

His store of ready-made cures were kept on several rows of shelves. All the pots faced outwards in serried ranks alphabetically arranged and subdivided into groups for specific symptoms. They were identical except for the lettering on their labels.

She considered making the switch then creating a disturbance of some kind. With everything in disarray maybe no-one would notice something had been tampered with. It was a poor plan but she could come up with nothing better.

**

Grizac was standing in a shaft of sunlight that slanted in through the window slit. He had something cupped between his palms. Athanasius was urging him to do away with it.

After greeting them both Hildegard went over to have a look. ‘What is it, your eminence?’

Cautiously he opened his cupped palms a crack and held them towards her. She saw something fluttering inside. ‘A butterfly,’ he murmured as if a loud voice would disturb it. ‘Caught out in the wrong season. I fear the poor creature will perish.’

‘A butterfly is often compared to the soul.’ She echoed his quiet tone.

He gave her a grateful glance.

Athanasius broke in. ‘If it will die then it might as well die sooner rather than later.’

‘You might say the same for us all,’ Grizac riposted.

‘I do. Frequently,’ snapped Athanasius. He seemed irritated by Grizac’s concern. ‘Put it out of its misery, do. It’ll be better off dead.’

Sadly Grizac went to the window slit. Slowly opening his hands he encouraged the creature to fly out. It fluttered for a moment or two, beating its wings against the stone embrasure until it found a direction. In a trice, it disappeared. ‘At least it has a chance now,’ he murmured. He turned back into the chamber. ‘We are all equal, magister, down to the very least of God’s creatures.’

‘Tell that to the head of any monastery or, indeed, to his Holiness himself, and do you imagine the crowned kings of Europe regard themselves as equal to their peasants?’

‘How they regard themselves has little to do with how they are seen in His eyes,’ murmured Grizac, sticking to his point.

‘Come now, I told the domina you had returned to entertain us. This is doleful stuff. What can you tell us that we don’t already know?’

‘Fire and water do not mix.’

‘An allusion to our guest Fitzjohn and his activities down by the ferry?’

Grizac nodded his head. ‘It was an act of malice. It could achieve nothing. I’m told his birds had already flown.’

‘Non malicia sed militia,’ quoted Athanasius sagaciously.

Hildegard picked up on the allusion. ‘Our founder would agree. Bernard of Clairvaux was not averse to military action. In the cause -’ she added hurriedly, ‘of furthering the interests of our Order - and the will of God.’

‘Quite right, domina. Without malice or the military hope is all we’d have.’ Athanasius had only smiles for her as earlier that day.

Despite that she felt something dangerous in the air and wondered if she was about to blunder into a trap. Do not trust him. She glanced from Grizac to Athanasius and back.

‘Hope is truly all we have,’ Grizac replied before she could speak. ‘My hope is that one day the man who murdered my dear Maurice will pay the full penalty.’

‘Are the pope’s men no nearer solving the mystery?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘He was only an acolyte. No-one of importance to them. That he was stopped in his robbery is their only concern.’

Athanasius, sharp as a whiplash, asked, ‘You knew him better than anybody, why did he do it?’

Now she saw what sort of entertainment Athanasius had in mind. Grizac went white. Fear seemed to dry the words in his throat.

‘Come,’ Athanasius persisted, ‘you must have had some inkling that he was making plans?’

‘No, I swear I did not.’ Grizac, first white, was now red. ‘How could I be expected to read his mind?’

‘You must have kept him short of the rewards that make a servant loyal,’ Athanasius stated. ‘He therefore decided to help himself.’

Grizac allowed himself to be bullied into staging a defence. ‘He was as honest as the day. I would trust him under every circumstance.’

‘Then you’re a gullible fool.’ Athanasius curled his lip at how easily he had lured Grizac into his trap. ‘But we know, don’t we, that you’re no fool, Grizac.’

‘I knew nothing, I tell you! I thought he was happy. I swear I knew nothing until I saw him lying there in the treasury with his - with his -’ he cleared his throat.

‘A word?’ Athanasius persisted. ‘You must have uttered a word that he could construe as an invitation to ransack the pope’s treasury for you?’

‘Not a word. I swear. What use have I for gold and rubies?’

‘But there was more than that at stake, surely?’ The monk’s voice was dangerously insinuating.

‘Believe me, I know nothing about it. Nothing! How could I?’ He spread his arms, struggling to regain his confidence.

Hildegard suddenly wished Edmund would come in. His perception of what a man looks like when he’s lying would have been useful. Grizac sounded honest and yet his response was flustered. His change of colour suggested some deep emotional conflict. What’s more, he knew Athanasius knew more than he was telling. He was being played with, cat with mouse.

Hildegard watched him closely. Now he was turning away with face averted to move to the window. He peered out through the slit as if searching for the butterfly he had released.

Athanasius wore an expression of smug satisfaction. ‘I fear his Holiness will not take a lenient view of the matter. It will not be ended yet. To enter the treasury, the seat of power, is worse than heresy.’

‘Worse?’ Grizac rallied. ‘I fear you overstate the case. And besides, the lad is dead.’

‘Quite so.’ Athanasius folded his hands on his chest and smiled with contentment. ‘A just reward, my friend. A just reward.’

**

‘Your eminence?’ Hildegard hurried to catch up with Grizac after they left at the bell for nones and he had reached a corner of the passage before he swung round to face her.

‘Don’t try to catch me saying something when he could not,’ he grated.

They stared each other, poised at the top of the steps. Hildegard was stunned by the transformation in Grizac’s manner. His antagonism made her falter for an instant.

He pushed his face forward into hers. ‘Tell your mentor I know who the guilty man is and I know who his master is! Tell him that if you wish!’ He turned in a crackle of stiff brocade and made off down the stairs.

They were the same Stairs of Honour where she had first encountered Hubert and his two supporters and now she went to the arch in the brickwork and watched Grizac descend all the way to the bottom, robes billowing, without slackening speed.

**

He knew who had killed Maurice? As much at a loss as before Hildegard went up to her chamber to rest. She had some planning of her own to do. But Grizac knew who the killer was and would not name him? Did he also know why Maurice had gone to the treasury? He must do. He had strenuously denied knowing anything about it. But he must be lying. Do not trust him.

She wondered if it was a bluff. Athanasius blamed him for sending Maurice into the treasury. That must wrankle. Yet, as he had pointed out, he had no need of riches. Nor did he have a reason to interfere in the pope’s barter with Woodstock. He was a Clementist. What Clement wanted he must want.

If pushed, would he have named the man behind it all? He could not know it. If so, someone would be in custody by now.

Thoughtfully she checked the contents of her scrip. Earlier she had seen Carlotta and Fondi with their little daughter sitting on his shoulders going into an apartment further along. She had been appalled. Her suspicions ran amok. So close to her own chamber. Too close for comfort. How had Carlotta managed that? What did it mean?

Feeling trapped she decided she would have to be on her guard every minute of every night and every day if she didn’t want to finish up like the Scottish nun.

**

Later, sometime before vespers, she heard a noise outside and went to the window to look down into the garden. She saw Carlotta and Flora with a few servants entering through the wooden door in the wall. Carlotta went to drape herself languorously on the low wall that encircled the spring while Flora played with a ball.

Deciding to go down, attack being a better sort of defence than cringing here in her chamber, she soon found the stairs that led to the garden.

Carlotta greeted her suspiciously and at once demanded to know if she expected to find Hubert here.

‘I hadn’t given him a thought,’ Hildegard replied. That was true anyway, her mind was full of other things at present. Uppermost at present was how she was going to find out whether Fondi and Carlotta had visited her chamber.

She offered Flora some sugared almonds she happened to have with her. Bel Pierre, half asleep in a basket, managed to eat his fill, and the time passed until the bell tolled and it was time to go up for the evening office.

Everyone began to move off in Carlotta’s wake, one of the maids carrying the squirrel in his basket while Flora skipped ahead.

Suddenly the maid let out a cry. Bel Pierre had woken up, jumped out of the basket and vanished up the stairs. Everyone ran after him except for Carlotta who yawned and carried on towards her apartment.

‘Leave the filthy animal,’ she called down when she saw everyone scurrying around in vain. ‘He’ll soon appear when he wants feeding.’

Flora was in tears.

‘He must have hidden himself behind one of the tapestries,’ Hildegard suggested. ‘We’ll soon find the little fellow.’

The servants searched with care but he was nowhere to be found. A man with a broom was summoned and banged it into corners they could not reach but with no more success.

‘Go up, Flora, and we’ll continue the search,’ Hildegard told the weeping child. ‘We’ll soon find him. He can’t have gone far. Leave the basket with me and I’ll bring the naughty little fellow to you as soon as we find him.’

‘It’s my bedtime,’ sobbed Flora. ‘I want him. I want Bel Pierre. I can’t sleep without him.’

‘You might have to, just this once. I promise by the time you wake up in the morning he’ll be safe and sound beside you.’

The howling child was taken upstairs by her maid and after a fruitless search the servants followed one by one. Hildegard stood in puzzlement. The squirrel must have gone up into the guest apartments. She was just about to go up there herself when she noticed a small shadow on the stair where they had already looked ten times over. But there he was, as large as life. With the enticement of one of the remaining sugared almonds she managed to get him into the basket and drop the lid.

It was then an idea came to her. She almost laughed aloud. But no, it was surely impossible. Nevertheless, she returned to her chamber thinking, Bel Pierre, you may have saved the King of England.

**

Vespers came and went. The lamps were lit. Then compline, night prayers, and the swell of constant crowds subsided, leaving the passages and public chambers empty, giving way to a gradual shutting down of the household until only the slippered night servants sat around in quiet groups waiting to be summoned by insomniacs waiting for the midnight office to begin.

The stair well leading down to the lower floor was as black as pitch. She had to feel her way along the passage with one hand scraping along the wall while holding onto the squirrel’s basket with the other. Her scrip was buckled to her belt and weighed heavily against her as she moved.

The floor levelled out. Now it was only a few paces down a short corridor to the apothecary’s workshop. Guided by the strong scent of his elixirs she paused when she reached the door then, ears pricked, she cautiously turned the ring. The door slid open and she stepped through.

A heavy, aromatic silence greeted her. Pausing for a moment to get her bearings she was eventually able to make out hundreds of bunches of dried herbs hanging from the beams above her head. Like bats, she thought with a shiver. Nothing stirred.

Over by the bench where the cures were dispensed were a few jars and wooden utensils, a pestle and mortar, a set of scales, and a rack of knives. Not wasting time here she stepped carefully over to the far door. If it was locked she would have trouble prising it open with her knife but to her joy it opened at her touch and she stepped inside.

It would be too much to hope that the poison that had already by its mere existence caused three deaths would be openly displayed and yet, with the apothecary’s oblique character in mind she could see him doing such a thing, amused by his own secret knowledge, flaunting it in the face of his unsuspecting customers.

With the open shelves as her first search, then, before she tried the aumbry where he had kept the silver talisman, she stepped close up, lit the taper she had brought, and began to read the labels.

Two rows of clay pots with wax stoppers were arranged precisely on the shelves along with glass demijohns and a shelf of small glass phials with wax lids. Everything was labelled with the names of ingredients she recognised. Sometimes the lettering was difficult to make out but all of it made eventual sense.

Nothing suspicious here.

The end of the third shelf was reached without anything unexpected being found either. Then she started on the fourth shelf at eye level. It was quite soon, in among the wolf bane and the hemlocks, that she saw something she did not recognise. Urb.Md.

Abbreviated as most were, the label bore similar lettering to the others. There was nothing to mark it out as different except for the meaning of the letters. She knew the latter half could stand for mandragora, only lethal in concentrated amounts. But Urb? Latin for town. Or did it indicate the town of Urbino? Certainly it was something she had never come across before.

Mandragora from Urbino? A shiver went through her as another piece of the puzzle seemed about to fall into place.

Everyone knew where Fondi hailed from. His break with the Duke of Urbino, a staunch supporter of Pope Urban, had been very public and caused a scandal that echoed round the monastic world.

The reason the paw marks of a squirrel had been found in her bed chamber the other day was still unexplained.

Fondi.

Was he the answer?

Fingers trembling she took out her own clay pot containing nothing more than a digestive tincture and then, nerves stretched for any sound from the workshop, took down the similar pot with its ambiguous label. Even by the flickering light of her taper the replacement seemed to scream its difference. Anybody who knew anything about herbal cures would notice the substitution at once. She would never get away with it.

She glanced towards the basket and its contents. Bel Pierre? It was an absurd idea. The risk was too great.

With the feeling that she should try another approach and make better use of her time now she was here she lifted the pot from off the shelf and took both through into the workshop.

By the light of the taper she found the basin of water the apothecary kept on his work bench, dipped the sealed pot with its lethal contents into it and began to peel the label off. It was stuck on with fish glue and came away easily. Using the remains of the wet glue she stuck the label carefully over the one on the pot she had brought with her containing the harmless tincture, returned to the store room, and stood the pot neatly on the shelf with the others. Now it looked no different in the flickering light.

Her plan had been to let Bel Pierre loose among the pots after first knocking a few of them down in silence. The subsequent mess would be blamed on the rampaging squirrel and a few discrepancies in labelling would not be noticed. Now she wondered if that should be the finishing touch after all. The substitute looked convincing enough, however, and she began to gather her things together by the cone of light from the taper.

After fumbling around to make sure she had left nothing behind, she picked up the basket with the squirrel in it and felt her way towards the outer door.

Before she had gone even half way across, the whisper of leather on stone came to her.

Someone was approaching, moving inexorably and without haste. She wished she had closed the door to the workshop but it was too late to do more than slide hastily back into the store room.

The footsteps came to a halt outside the door. She heard a grunt of surprise.

Bel Pierre made a small scratching sound in the basket on her arm, no more than a single claw against the woven willow but it sounded as loud as a drum beat. She held her breath.

A paler shade in the darkness flowed into the workshop. Someone had entered.

Scarcely daring to breathe she melted further back into the store room and, peering through a crack in the door, watched a light illuminate the apothecary’s face and hands as he lit a taper and stuck it into a holder. Then he went to a shelf and with practised ease ran his fingers along it until they recognised what they wanted. They closed round one of the phials.

Unstopping it he sniffed it with a sigh of appreciation. Then she watched as he poured a little into a beaker, tipped something else into it, swirled it three times then sipped the mixture, sighing again as he did so.

Bel Pierre changed position in his basket with a little creak.

The apothecary stood looking up at the bundles of herbs hanging from the roof beam with a faraway expression on his face. Then, holding the taper in one hand, he made his way back towards the door. His light briefly lit up the passage outside.

Then the door closed behind him.

The scene cut to black.

Forcing herself to wait for what seemed an age Hildegard eventually risked going to the door and cautiously turning the ring. When it was wide enough to look out she saw with relief that the passage was empty. Realising she had better get out before the place was filled with domestic staff crowding in to matins, she fled like a shadow to safety.

**

I have it. Whatever it is, I have it. She would take it back to England. She would get it analysed by one of the royal apothecaries.

Then she would tell the whole story to Mr Medford. As head of the King’s Signet Office he would need to know everything about this latest move against King Richard.

Only a few people were aware of Medford’s other more secret role as the king’s chief intelligencer and he was the only one she could trust with something like this.

**

Medford. When she had first met him at Westminster she had seen him as no more than a tall child in adult clothing. A pretender to power. It was only later she had discovered how dangerous he was, dangerous to King Richard’s enemies, that is. She thanked god for his vigilance and ruthless nature. He would certainly want to know where the poison had come from, who had tried to steal it before Fitzjohn could get his hands on it. And why.

He was one of those people who believe that every organisation is like a sieve with secrets that will fall into his hands by means of observation, logic, gold, or more physical methods. He was unshakable in this. He would have no sympathy for the fact that Cardinal Grizac was threatened by the wrath of Pope Clement.

He might be interested in the reason why, of course, as did Hildegard.

Medford, however, would not think much of anybody’s feelings on the matter. That she was shocked at the change in Grizac’s manner as soon as he left the cell after Athanasius's taunting would not be taken into account in his logical analysis. He would see it as a failure of her perception of the situation. Being one of those deadly quiet men with no more feelings than a butcher for the animal he slaughters he was like Clement. Like Athanasius. And perhaps like Fondi.

This coldness was the reason he was the chief of Richard’s spies and the best of a powerful crew.

His saving grace was that he was totally loyal to the king.

**

Prime. A spreading, barely perceptible glimmer of pink in the sky.

While the bell was still tolling Hildegard hurried along to the Fondi’s apartment with Bel Pierre in his basket. She had promised Flora he would be beside her when she awoke. Ushered inside the heavily draped chambers by a servant she was led through to where the child slept under a canopy of white lace and placed the basket beside her just as she was waking up.

‘And here he is to greet you good morning, Flora. Have a look.’ She opened the lid.

Flora’s cries of delight were her reward but the child could not thank her enough. ‘Lady, my mother, look!’ She ran through into the adjoining chamber with the basket and scolds were heard at once in complaint about the dirty thing and to take it away. Flora returned, still full of smiles. ‘She is delighted in her heart,’ she explained.

Fondi, his tall frame in a long night robe, was dragging on a wool cloak as he came through. ‘That is most kind, domina. I trust you weren’t searching for him all night?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Where was the little devil?’

‘On the stairs where we had already been searching. He must have hidden somewhere then crept out when he thought everyone had gone.’

Fondi reached out and stroked the squirrel’s smooth head. ‘We must let him sleep. It’s his season for sleeping. There’s a time to sleep, a time to dance, all that, so very wise.’ He registered the bell. ‘And a time for going to prime which I fear we shall miss. Flora, go and eat something and take Bel Pierre with you.’

He turned to Hildegard when she had gone. He too was one of those dark, quiet men - but not deadly, surely? She recalled Hubert’s proposition that the murderer of all three victims was a professional assassin. A man with a cool nerve and the ability to simulate friendship.

Fondi had been in the pope’s private chapel on the night of Maurice’s murder but who would say he had not left for the few minutes it takes to run a knife over a youth’s throat?

At the crossing of the bridge he might have gone on ahead of Hubert and the others, unseen in the darkness and noise of the storm, one moment and a life ended.

And the Scottish nun, with the paw marks in the dust under her bed.

Urb.Md.

The cardinal from Urbino.

He was smiling at her now with something apologetic in his manner. Light filtered through the roughly closed shutters and lay in bars across the floor, across his cloak, across his face.

He was offering her something to drink. She saw him go to a stand with a carafe and goblets on it, watched him take up a small clay jug, heard him call for more wine, and pour something into one of the goblets, turn, offer it. A servant entered with another flagon.

‘Forgive Carlotta,’ he remarked as she took the goblet from him. ‘I believe she resents Hubert’s affection for you.’

‘Tell her she has no need. Our vows are firm.’ She did not intend it to sound like a reproof.

He did not take it as such. ‘Vows do not obliterate the feeling. She’s jealous, a hard life before she met me, a furiously passionate woman. She can’t help herself.’

‘I’m sorry to hear she has had a hard life.’

‘So be it.’

‘I have one question only.’ She gave him a look that should have extracted every nuance of truth from him but met only his handsome, bland, concerned stare. ‘I noticed something odd in my cell when I returned after the nun had been murdered there.’

His brows came together.

‘It was something so small as to be almost negligible but what it means is of far greater consequence.’

His frown deepened.

‘It was the paw marks of a squirrel - and its droppings,’ she added in case he should brush aside her words.

He turned away and went over to the window where the light fell more brightly through the slats of the shutter across his tortured expression. He rubbed his fingers over his temples as if in thought.

With a sudden exclamation he turned, swept past Hildegard and went into the bedchamber next door. She heard a sharp argument then Carlotta, hair hanging loose to her waist, barefoot, her silk night gown creased, a fur being placed over her shoulders by Fondi, stood glowering in the doorway.

‘Tell her,’ Fondi ordered.

‘Oh caro, don’t bully me so.’

‘Tell her, will you.’

‘This is about that damned squirrel again.’ She gave Hildegard a reproachful look. ‘I admit it. I went into your bedchamber and I had Bel Pierre with me. He’s a warm little thing and it’s so cold here, and anyway, I must have put him down on the floor.’

‘Was the body there?’ Hildegard croaked. Her fingers tightened round the goblet containing her untouched drink.

‘It was. Already laid out by the woman who does such things. It was a shock, I can tell you. I would have thought they’d take it away quickly enough but no. I suppose it’s normal with you people, death, dead bodies.’ She shivered.

‘Why did you go?’

She gave a shamefaced look at Fondi. ‘I wanted to see if you were there.’

‘Dead, you mean?’

‘I hadn’t heard about the murder at that point. I just wanted to see if you had really gone away with Hubert.’ She was mumbling now and went quickly over to Fondi, putting her arms underneath his shirt and burying her face in his shoulder. ‘It means nothing, caro. I just wanted to know.’

He patted her head much as he had patted Bel Pierre.

**

Hubert. Striding up the steps towards the Fondi apartment. Hildegard leaving the same. He noticed the expression on her face. He stopped. ‘I apologise for Carlotta.’

‘Everyone apologises for Carlotta. Tell me, does she deal in poison?’

She stared him out until he was forced to reply, ‘You know I can’t answer that.’

‘I have no time for you, de Courcy!’

He stepped back as if she had slapped his face.

**

It was true then. The velvet cloaks, the embroidered silks, the linen so fine it was transparent. And the furs. The jewels. The horses. The villa and all its rich appurtenances. Paid for by dealing in the instruments of death. It must be true. What other explanation for Hubert’s dismay?

**

She turned a corner but there was no guard on duty at the foot of the steps. Quickly she wound her way up to the roof of the tower and stepped through the door, breathing in the clear, fresh gusts of a westerly wind that seemed to promise and end to corruption.

With no rain the sky was pale blue, rinsed clean, heralding spring and new life. Resting her head against the cold stone of the battlements she eyed the distant country, seeing the horizon as a promise of home and safety.

Back at the Abbey of Meaux, however, there would be no escape. Hubert de Courcy ruled. How could she ever have dealings with him again? He knew about Urb.Md. Mandrake of Urbino. He must surely know about the purpose of it here in Avignon, the devilish reason it had been brought here by the poison-maker and sold on to Clement.

Something so potent no-one could survive it.

Nothing so tellingly demonstrated Hubert’s allegiance to the Clementists.

He was a fallen star. A Lucifer. A traitor.

Her enemy and her love.

A sound behind her made her spin round and she saw Cardinal Grizac standing in the low doorway. He was panting slightly. He must have followed her.

He bent his head and stepped out onto the roof. A gust of wind blew his cloak out like the wings of a hawk. His cross gleamed with a sinister authority. He was not the bullied and apologising figure she had witnessed earlier. He was as he had been when he uttered that furious invitation at the top of the stairs. Tell your mentor I know who the guilty man is.

Hildegard felt behind her for the reassuring solidity of the wall as Grizac strode heavily towards her.

‘Did you tell him what I asked you to?’

She shook her head. ‘He is no more my mentor than -’ she struggled to find the most unlikely person she could think of and blurted, ‘than Thomas Woodstock!’

Grizac gave a start. ‘Woodstock? How did you know he was involved?’

She decided to risk everything with a shot in the dark. ‘Isn’t it obvious? He had the miners kidnapped to give to Clement in return for a poison that could not be detected. But you set Maurice to steal it before his vassal could get his hands on it. I don’t understand why.’

Grizac did not contradict her nor enlighten her. She found herself slipping into a quagmire where all the questions and suppositions she had made over the last few days were flying together in one inchoate mass and in a moment she would be overwhelmed by some incontrovertible fact that would be an epiphany, revealing the truth.

I’m not ready for this. Let Hubert not be involved.

Even at this last ditch, let Hubert not be involved.

For a tense moment they regarded each other until eventually she said, ‘You ordered Maurice to break into the treasury and steal the dagger because you knew it contained a poison with no antidote. Is it true, yes or no?’

‘Neither. He needed no order when he knew what it was and what it would be used for.’

‘Which was?’

‘Clement guessed what I wanted. He may not have guessed why I wanted it!’ He gave a wild laugh, quite out of character. ‘He knew I’d overheard him discuss its potency and that he intended to use it as a bargaining tool with the English traitor, Woodstock. When his bodyguard found Maurice in there it showed my own involvement. He was overjoyed to show me the body of my - he was overjoyed to see how much I – ’ Grizac’s voice failed him for a moment but then he gathered himself enough to say, ‘It must have been one of his happiest moments, to bring me to my nadir! Little did he realise that his own life had been saved. He had no idea why Maurice was willing to risk his life to get hold of something so powerful.’

‘You mean - ?’

‘We wanted to do the world a service. We wanted atonement for the thousands killed in cold blood in Cesena.’

‘You were going to poison Clement?’ Her mouth opened in astonishment.

‘The important thing was to stop Fitzjohn returning to England with it. I knew why they wanted it.’

‘Does this mean you murdered Taillefer to try to get the dagger back when it disappeared from the mortuary?’

‘Why would I commit such sacrilege? Taillefer was innocent.’

‘He got the dagger from someone. And you wanted it.’

‘And so he had to die? Is that what you think? Poor boy. It breaks my heart to think of him, caught up in something he did not understand. The man who murdered Maurice stole the dagger and then killed Taillefer when he ran off with it.’

‘And the nun in my cell? What had she to do with it?’

‘Maybe you were the intended victim? You knew too much. You were already getting close to the truth, I believe.’ He took a step nearer. ‘But tell me, domina, if you know so much, maybe you know who Clement obtained the poison from?’

‘Fondi?’

He laughed. ‘And that she-wolf? And who else knew about it? Your damned Abbot.’ He moved towards her. ‘And now you.’

‘Not I, not until later. It took me too long to realise that it wasn’t the dagger anybody was after but what it contained. I only discovered that when we found the dagger on Taillefer’s body as he was taken from the river. I was about to open the compartment in the hilt when I recognised what it really was, not a dagger at all despite its sharp blade but a receptacle for something too dangerous to handle.’

‘Didn’t de Courcy tell you what it was?’

‘Why should he?’

‘Because he must have known. Fondi would have told him. Then he warned Clement it would be stolen. And Clement sent in his assassin to wait for Maurice to appear.’

‘Not so.’ A voice from the doorway cut in. They both turned.

Athanasius stepped onto the roof. He looked frail as if the wind would blow him over and he was out of breath after the long climb but gathering his black cloak round him he stepped into the lee of the battlements for shelter and surveyed them both with thin-lipped amusement from beneath his black hood.

‘It was I who told his holiness about your plan to steal the poison and thwart his business with Woodstock. That is my job, after all, as you well know, Grizac. You must have suspected as much or why else would you have appeared in my cell to bewail your vast ignorance of the matter?’ He chuckled. ‘Clement would never have been taken in by that even if I had passed on your protestations of innocence to him.’

‘So how did you find out what I intended to do?’

‘You yourself told me.’

‘I?’

‘That night in Clement’s private chapel you were like a man on a gridiron, which is probably how you’ll end up when the Inquisition gets hold of you. It was clear to anybody with eyes in their head that you were up to something. Sweaty hands, darting eyes, gibbering like a lunatic whenever anybody spoke to you. Of course I couldn’t know the details but I thought it worth mentioning your behaviour to Clement’s bodyguard and he, good man, went down to have a look round. He went well armed, prepared for anything. And discovered your little thief.’

‘Maurice was just an unarmed boy.’

‘Ah, so sad.’ Athanasius shrugged with no compassion in his eyes. ‘It’s a shame you can’t tell a lie without showing your guilt, Grizac. That, I venture to say, is your greatest failing. You’re too honest for this world and the quicker you leave it the better, don’t you agree?’

‘You’ll burn in hell for your diabolical plots.’

‘Maybe. In the meantime what shall we do to solve another little problem? Pray, advise me. Unfortunately our guest,’ he gestured towards Hildegard, ‘knows too much to allow her to return to England. Incarceration in one of our stricter nunneries might be a salutary reward for her interference.’

‘My abbot might have something to say to that,’ she said with unfounded conviction.

‘De Courcy will do as he’s told.’

Hildegard looked askance. ‘Are we talking about the same man?’

‘If not told, then bought,’ he snapped, ‘and if not bought, then erased.’ He turned to Grizac. ‘The important thing is what you say to Clement’s inquisitors. They’ll want to know the name of your master.’

‘I work alone.’ Grizac sounded suddenly calm. He even managed a smile. ‘I’ve never had allies. Never felt I could trust anyone enough. Except, of course, for Maurice. And you’ve taken him from me, brother. There’s nothing more you can do to me.’ He began to laugh. ‘I’m astonished a man of your cunning and malevolence could make such a massive mistake. It’s really quite amusing.’ He began to shake with laughter. ‘Imagine! Your one hold over me and you destroy it! What a fool you are, little man. I’ve never been impressed by your humourless threats. You’re too much of this world, brother. You have not been favoured with divine grace and it renders you impotent. You’re nothing more than a rat scrabbling for power over other rats. I pity you, Athanasius. Know it.’

Grizac walked slowly over to the battlements until he was standing beside Hildegard. ‘Have I misjudged you, domina? Are you not of the Woodstock affinity after all?’

‘Never. King Richard is our anointed and legitimate king. He’s been beset by enemies since the day of his coronation when he was a mere child.’

‘We might have been allies then. I could have trusted you.’ He gazed sadly into her face. ‘I knew the prioress of Swyne in my days in York and was impressed by her integrity. I should have known her nuns would have been chosen for similar qualities of character.’

She lowered her voice. ‘Maurice did not die in vain. Don’t despair. What he wanted to achieve has been done.’

‘What?’ He peered into her face.

‘I have it. Urbino Mandraco. You may not fulfil your intention to destroy the antipope but the king is safe.’

Grizac put a hand on her head in a brief blessing. ‘May he protect you, domina.’

He turned to Athanasius. ‘Your secrets are revealed. Tremble before the gates of hell. You will burn and suffer. God save Urban!’

Then with a movement so quick both she and Athanasius were taken by surprise he pulled himself onto the parapet, stretched out his arms in the shape of a cross and with a cry of just one word that told of everything in his heart, plunged from the battlements like a great, winged bird with his cloak streaming behind him.

Athanasius gave a howl of rage. His face was a contorted mask of hatred.

Hildegard gripped the wall with both hands and after a moment forced herself to look over the edge. Far below, Grizac’s fluttering red cloak came to rest over his broken body where he lay face down, bones shattered, in a spreading pool of blood.

**

The paste white face of Athanasius, twisted and stark under the black hood, expressed a profundity of evil like an astral force. It sucked all goodness out of the world and tried insidiously to draw her into its realm. He was motionless.

His shock at what the cardinal had done was obvious. Grizac had escaped him. Grizac had transcended his evil star. Grizac had triumphed.

The blanched lips curled in a snarl. ‘Are you going to follow him, domina? I suggest it as the better alternative to what awaits you.’

‘You heard what Cardinal Grizac said. I endorse every word. But I have not finished yet.’

As she spoke he made a furious, tottering step towards her, raising one hand with a knife in it but, as he brought it down in a glinting arc, she pushed him hard against the wall, shouting, ‘Out of my way, you creature!’

Do not trust him.

It was Athanasius, not Grizac. The prioress had tried to warn her about him.

Before he could gather himself and raise the knife again she tore across the roof to the door, burst through it and slammed it hard behind her, forcing her whole weight against it. With no idea what to do, where to turn next, nor whether Athanasius had recovered and was even now spidering across the roof after her, she suddenly noticed the key in the door. Grasping it with both hands she revolved it in the lock.

It bought some time. If only she could get past the sentry at the bottom of the stairs she could run to safety. She might even be able to saddle a horse and escape before Athanasius managed to free himself and call the guards.

Down the spiral staircase, twisting giddily, hands slithering down the walls on both sides to keep her footing, plunging down in a flying descent until she reached ground level, she saw, with a gasp of relief, that the sentry was not at his post. The empty passage stretched ahead.

More steps. Up, this time. Two at a time. Breathless. Another corridor. Through an arch. Running along a gallery on the other side she chanced on the hidden place under the buttress where the pages met.

A sudden idea. Edmund. Prepare a horse from the stables. Make her getaway under cover of darkness. She did not doubt that when Athanasius freed himself from his temporary imprisonment he would call out the militia and track her down. Then it would be the Inquisition. The heretics’ pyre in the market place.

She ducked under the arch with a sense of having found sanctuary. Mounds of straw untidily stacked as usual. How the boys emerged from it that time when she came to meet them. She saw it move.

Whispered, ‘Edmund? Are you here?’

The straw heaved. Someone. All not lost. Soon a horse and escape.

Then a shape reared up, shedding straw. A figure emerging, growing taller. Filling the space. Taller still. Too tall.

Not Edmund.

No, not Edmund. Not one of the pages. It was the pope’s personal bodyguard.

A big man, well over six feet, he had to cruck his head under the slope of the roof when he stood up, bulking in the tight space, the secret space above the Great Audience Chamber.

She was transfixed.

Armoured in a black leather cuirass, greaves, gauntlets and a leather casque covering his head with the upper half of his face concealed, he wore a broad sword in a leather scabbard on a low-slung belt with an extra knife stuck in a leather sheath near his right hand. His eyes were bright behind the slits of the mask.

‘Patience finds its own reward, just as they tell us.’ He took a step forward.

Hildegard. Still transfixed, stared.

‘I knew you‘d have to visit your boys some time,’ he chuckled, sly, confident, very much in charge. ‘Don’t worry, domina. We have them safe.’ He beckoned with his left hand. ‘Come, we have a reckoning, you and I, more even than you might guess. Make it easy.’

He slid the knife with a relishing slowness from its sheath.

**

They were less than a yard apart. She could smell the strong, feral scent of him. Hear him breathe. See the rise and fall of his muscular torso under the protective leather bands of his cuirass. She could even see the individual black hairs round his mouth. Beard roughly shaven. Lips moist. Teeth broken and black. Breathe foul.

He loomed over her.

‘You know me. And I know you,’ he paused then intoned with deliberate emphasis, ‘Hildegard.’

With one finger he slid aside his mask and she saw the scar running from brow to jaw in a livid, jagged line. Features she knew were suddenly, sickeningly, before her.

Plunging into the nightmare she could only croak, ‘Escrick Fitzjohn? Here?’

It was his voice she had recognised in that scuffle outside le Coq d’or the other night. Even with him standing in close proximity as now, part of her refused to believe it. It could not be Escrick. Not here.

He ran a finger down his scar. ‘Remember when you did this to me?’

She felt drenched in cold water and came to her senses. ‘I didn’t do it, Escrick. You did it yourself by attacking the lock-keeper near Meaux. You drew your sword on him. He was unarmed. You killed him in cold blood.’

He began to chuckle again. ‘Long, long ago, yes. In another world. What a strange business fate is. I’d put you well out of mind but now, like a gift from the angels, here you are, delivered safely unto my embrace to receive a final blessing.’

‘What mischance brought you here?’

‘You’ve met my handsome brother Jack?’ he sneered. ‘Where Sir John Fitzjohn goes I’m not far behind.’

‘I’m astonished to see you in Avignon of all places. What’s for you here?’ Her best hope was to keep him talking.

‘There’s plenty, believe me!’’

‘Did you come over with your brother’s retinue?’ Keep him talking. ‘I didn’t know you and he were allies again.’

‘With his usual lordly generosity he took me in when he was called to do service with our father in Castile – ’

‘With John of Gaunt?’

‘Yes. And when that little skirmish was over and he was crowned King John in Compostela we two bastards were no further use, so Jack went back to England to rejoin Woodstock -’ he shrugged.

‘And you?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You deserted?’

‘Call it that if you like. You’re a nit-picking nun. I see it differently. No pay, no service. And you’ll certainly know what a tight-fisted devil Gaunt is even to his own flesh and blood. I decided I’d head back to France, maybe do better for myself fighting in the pope’s army. The winning one. The victor at Cesena.’

She felt sick at the thought. He had not changed. Blood on his hands. Death in his heart. Keep talking, she reminded. ‘And now you’re Clement’s personal bodyguard? That is some achievement.’

‘Our mutual friend, magister Athanasius, saw my potential at once. I could tell him everything he wanted to know about my sainted brother and his keeper, Woodstock.’

So he was not even loyal to his own kin.

He took her silence for a chance to boast. ‘I was with Hawkwood in the papal states when I first met Clement. When I turned up here he remembered me. We get on, we do. You might not believe it. And this place suits me.’ He paused but then could not resist adding, ‘It was me to encourage Woodstock to send the miners to Clement. It scotched de la Pole’s game and gave Clement something he wanted. A word to brother Jack and he fell for it. Clever, eh?’

Her mouth was dry. While he was talking he was playing with his knife, smiling to himself and moving so that her escape was blocked.

Long ago in Yorkshire Escrick had committed a terrible murder as well as killing the innocent lock-keeper, and Hildegard had been the person to reveal the truth. He had never forgiven her. When he was banished from England their paths crossed again. Escrick had been found out in further treachery and humiliated by the Florentine merchant Ser Vitelli, a fact for which he also blamed Hildegard. Now, for the third time, they faced each other.

‘Escrick, you’re certainly a survivor. No-one could dispute that.’ As he preened at what he thought was a compliment, she took the opportunity to ask, ‘But before we go any further, and just so I can get it straight in my mind, can you tell me something. It was you who stabbed Maurice, wasn’t it?’

‘What if I did?’

‘And then you stole the dagger from him?’

‘Was that the body in the mortuary?’

‘You know it was.’

‘Then why are you asking?’

‘Just to be sure. I like things straight, you know that.’

‘Yes, get your thoughts in order, Hildegard, before the final stroke - because after that it’ll be too late.’

‘Why did you take the dagger?’ she persisted, playing for time. ‘Let me understand that.’

‘Because, Hildegard, it was obvious I could turn it into more than the gold and jewels it was made of. For some reason it was desired above rubies and pearls. Why shouldn’t I help myself now and then? Nobody’s ever going to help me. I knew dear brother Jack would give his eye teeth for it, for one, because he told me so. But I guessed I’d get a better price on the open market.’

So he had not known the true significance of the dagger after all.

She asked, ‘Was it you who attacked me on the way back from le Coq d’Or?’

‘You and your sainted paramour,’ he snarled. ‘He shouldn’t carry a sword. What sort of abbot does that?’

‘One who survives attacks by villains, evidently.’

‘So clever, aren’t you, Hildegard, you haven’t changed one jot.’

‘And you were the stranger at le Coq d’Or trying to sell the dagger.’

‘That rat hole! And to be thieved from by a beardless stripling!’

‘So you chased him - ’

‘And he ran under the bridge and tried to escape by jumping onto the rubbish trapped under the arch. That’s where I caught up with him.’

‘What happened next?’

His jaw tightened. ‘Before I could find the dagger on the stupid devil the whole raft began to drift under the bridge with our weight and I knew I’d be done for if I didn’t jump back onto the bank. He crawled further away onto the logjam and I couldn't reach him. I thought the river would sweep him down stream and that would be that, but I never have good luck. It just stuck there. For anybody else the river would have done its work and finished him. But not for me.’

His self-pity brought tears to his eyes. ‘Enough talk, Hildegard.’ He shot out an arm and grabbed her round the neck before she could move. He forced her face up to his. ‘Remember Florence? Remember the house of that merchant? You and me, remember? I believe you were almost willing to let yourself go with a real man that time. You were on the verge of surrendering to me. I could see it in your eyes.’

His mouth had lowered until it was almost touching her lips. She could tell he was working out whether to force himself on her now in the secrecy of the roof void or to finish her off with one stab of his knife to her heart.

**

From the distant, echoing, stone-ribbed chapel floated the ethereal voices of the choir, bass, tenor and treble expressing purity and a timeless beauty, the sound spiralling and descending and rising in woven harmonies as far from what was about to happen in the straw-filled cavity than could be imagined.

Somewhere, good and evil were poised in perfect symmetry like angels on a pin-head.

Hildegard could not hope to win in a trial of strength against Escrick. When he saw the uncertainty on her face he raised his knife and smiled at the prospect of a pleasure he had long desired.

‘Your last words then, Hildegard. Prepare. Finally, tell me now, who sent you to interfere in the pope’s trade with England?’

She strove to keep her lips from trembling. ‘There is no trade with England. Only a traitor to King Richard would claim so. You should know that Woodstock does not speak for England.’

‘If not now, then soon,’ he sneered. ‘He’ll be king in Richard’s place one day. That’s all he lives for. But that’s nothing to me. I serve his Holiness now. He has his precious dagger back. The thief has been despatched. Now there’s only you, stirring up trouble. He wants a clean end to this business.’

Strength was seeping back into her veins now her initial shock at finding him here had worn off. Her mind began to clear. ‘Does he want to know where his gift from Woodstock is?’

Escrick’s eyes glinted. ‘I knew you’d have something to do with that. Do you know where those absconding losels are?’

‘Yes.’ She spoke with conviction. It was true. They were where this monster and his master could not reach them.

‘Prove it.’

‘Not to you. I’ll speak with Clement or no-one.’

She saw him hesitate. He pulled her closer but she knew he would not knife her just yet.

‘Take me to him, Escrick,’ she urged.

He gripped her round the waist with the blade of the knife against her throat and glared into her eyes. ‘If you’re lying, my beauty, I shall enjoy torturing you with my own hands, very slowly, very painfully and very fatally, and even then it will not end.’

She held his glance. ‘Escrick, I am not lying. I know where they are. Kill me and you’ll never find them.’

‘Say Escrick to me in that voice one more time,’ he muttered hoarsely. ‘Say it as if you mean it.’

Whatever he thought it meant she repeated his name and then his mouth, breathing out foul fumes into her face, came down to envelope hers, biting her lips and forcing his tongue deep into her mouth. She wanted to gag and for a moment she thought he was going to rape her there and then but when he lifted his head it was to make his usual whining plaint. ‘It’s your fault I’ve suffered the wrath of his Holiness, losing those bastards. It was you, helping them escape. You will pay for it, Hildegard. That’s a promise. But later. When we’ve got what we want out of you. Now, get moving.’

He was breathing heavily and she felt that he might change his mind at any moment and ravish her first before dragging her in front of Clement but he pushed her ahead of him, the point of his knife piercing through the layers of her clothes until it broke skin.

**

He forced her along the gallery that ran high up above the floor of the Grand Chamber. It was the best place to view the pattern of the glazed tiles made by the skilled craftsmen from Byzantium on the floor below.

Now, although she was not close enough to the parapet to see, worshippers would be kneeling on them, the pope himself would be standing on them with his arms raised to receive the Eucharist, the choir would sing the responses while standing on them, and an ironic and misplaced holiness would fill the stone vault with its hymns.

Incense was spreading an intoxicating languor as it floated upwards to the gallery. To recall the wayward soul to the ineluctable passage of time a bell sounded, emptying with diminishing overtones into the empyrean.

Escrick was immune to everything but Hildegard. ‘I can’t wait.’ His grasp tightened as he dragged her to a standstill and forced his mouth over hers. The heat from his body carried a powerful stench of raw meat, horse dung and his own personal smell. She tried not to breathe it in. He lifted his mouth from hers long enough to snarl, ‘Shut your eyes as you did in Florence. Surrender to me. Say my name.’ He squeezed one of her breasts but she refused to cry out at the pain. ‘Say it!’ he repeated.

‘Escrick –’ she gasped.

‘Tell me you want me.’ He squeezed again.

‘I want you – ’

‘And only me.’

‘Escrick, I’m fainting – ’

‘Say you want only me.’

‘Only you.’ She was gasping with pain and rage and the violent desire to wrench from out of his grasp but he was overpoweringly strong, no match for any but the most muscle-bound champion of the militia.

He backed her against the wall. Nearby, further along, was a door. It was ajar. As he pressed against her, she moved in his embrace and when he dragged her skirt up she slid along the wall, with Escrick, breathing hard, mirroring her moves until they were close to it. Taking him by surprise, she suddenly wrenched herself from his under his weight and hurled herself through the opening. Putting her shoulder to the door, she slammed it hard into his face as he sprang after her.

He yowled like a wounded beast. Curses followed. It was a moment or two before he recovered sufficiently to throw his full weight against it.

By the time it flew open and he burst after her, she was running up the stairs and into a labyrinth of narrow passages and arcades. Ducking and weaving under the roof supports she ran blindly until, gasping for breath, for life, she squeezed through a gap between two pillars and found herself in an open gully on the outside of the building.

She flattened herself against the stonework and held her breath. Somewhere in the corridor came the clatter of Escrick’s mail boots on the stone paving, followed by a bang as a door ddown below was flung back, more footsteps, this time fading, and then the sound of another door opening, distantly. His footsteps receded.

She glanced round. The last people to walk the gulley must have been the masons as they put the finishing touches to the gargoyles on the roof more than a decade ago.

A cacophony of screeches started up when she made a move. An eagle owl with huge wings outspread was streaking down towards her with its hooked beak darting for her eyes. She pulled her hood over her face and beat wildly to deflect it with her spare hand then began to crawl slowly along the gulley towards a niche behind one of the stone gargoyles. More hawks began to circle the towers of the palace with inhuman screeches at the interloper.

She dare not look down but crouched in terror as the birds corkscrewed into the air then dropped towards her, only at the last moment spinning away with baffled cries as they understood this new prey was unreachable. Their endless screams would surely draw attention to a human interloper in their eyrie. When one of the larger hawks stooped to attack she reached into her sleeve and threw a morsel of bread, earning enough time to crawl further along the gully into a cavity underneath the stone-work. The wind grasped and tuckered and tried to loosen her grip but little by little she edged out of sight of the birds.

There was no sound of Escrick climbing onto the roof. He would not expect her to have risked climbing outside. He would be searching the labyrinth of passages in the tower.

Somehow she forced herself to crawl further along until she found a space out of sight of anyone climbing onto the roof. With the wind still blustering at her robes she tucked the spare fabric into her belt and crouched down to plan a way of escape.

How long would she have to remain here? She would have to sit it out until it seemed safe enough to return inside. A sob of fear at the height of the building blurred her thoughts for a moment but she fought it back. She would not fall if she was careful and it might be some time before Escrick brought help to search her out, some long time before they thought of looking up here for her.

A leering gargoyle with tangled locks provided a vantage point from behind which she could peer down into the main courtyard and yet remain out of sight. As she reached for a handhold, a piece of stone broke off and she saw it go spinning over the edge of the gutter to fall without a sound into the yard far below.

**

Cramped and cold and fearing to move but thankfully still unseen, she watched the comings and goings in the courtyard. Eventually, the recognisable shape of Escrick Fitzjohn appeared, accompanied by a figure wearing a long, black cloak. It must be Athanasius. Someone had set him free.

Both men walked slowly along, staring upwards as if trying to catch sight of a movement that would reveal her hiding place to them. A group of men-at-arms joined them. She was frozen, both with the cold and with the more abstract feeling of fear. She told herself that if she kept still long enough they might go on thinking she had found a hiding place inside and she prayed that they would lead themselves on a wild goose chase and search the hundreds of chambers in the palace. They would probably imagine no woman would dare climb out onto the roof of such a frighteningly high edifice.

The hawks had lost interest in her. If she kept still enough they would forget she was here at all.

She watched the men below through a chink in the sculpted stone as they walked the entire length of the yard with their attention fixed up towards the spires of the roof. Then she watched them walk back again. A crowd of onlookers gathered. Everyone was staring upwards and pointing. She saw Sir John Fitzjohn’s colours down there. No sign of Sir John himself.

Eventually, the men moved off and entered la Grande Chapelle for the next office, followed by a few onlookers. The day shortened. Shadows filled the corners of the yard. Eventually, a posse of riders rounded the corner of the stable yard. They looked like toys, so small and distant were they,

It turned out to be quite a large retinue, prepared for travel by the look of the sumpter wagon that followed. She stared more intently. A litter was slung between two horses. The cardinal on a high-stepping grey was surely Cardinal Fondi. The litter must be carrying Carlotta and her daughter.

When the cavalcade reached the gatehouse a figure in white stepped out to meet them and, with a wave of one hand, watched the horses jostle under the arch onto the lane outside. She daren’t even imagine it was Hubert.

The cavalcade continued to ride out through the walls. She was high enough to see them take the road on the other side going east. Fondi’s pennants fluttered above the wall of the enclave for some distance. He was travelling away, then. Not back to the villa on the other side of the bridge - but taking the road to Urbino.

Escrick Fitzjohn and Athanasius had long since disappeared but some men-at-arms sauntered back, looking about as if they expected Hildegard to appear from out of the ground in front of them. Where was Escrick? Her ears strained to hear the sound of anyone clambering onto the roof but it was the intermittent shrieks of the hawks and the whine of the wind round the gargoyles that assaulted her ears without end.

It was desperately cold. Her teeth would not stop rattling. She pulled her hood over her face and breathed into it to get warm. If she could only stay up here long enough among the stone gryphons, the basilisks and the manticores, and all the other beasts of nightmare the masons had imagined, they might believe she had escaped from the palace altogether.

She could stay for as long as she did not need to eat or drink. Her scrip contained her usual small flask and a morsel of bread and cheese. They would last. Things were not so bad. When it was dark she would make a move. If only she could stop herself from looking down.

**

Time dragged. It gave her plenty of time to think about Escrick Fitzjohn. His strange pursuit of her was like an obsession. She was blamed for everything bad that had happened to him since they first met. His dreams of what he would do to her when she was in his power were made worse by the erotic attraction he seemed to feel for her. She shivered with a fear that was more than physical.

He had made a remark about the guild of pages that bothered her. We have them safe. What did he mean by that?

Were they imprisoned in the tower as the miners had been imprisoned? Would Sir John stand for that? It would be a gross insult to have his own body servants imprisoned by a foreign power. Maybe Escrick only meant that his brother held them?

She recalled the brutality Sir John had doled out to Edmund for the slightest misdemeanour. She remembered Edmund’s white rage and feared for what he might do if he found himself imprisoned. If he fought back he would be brutally restrained by the greater forces of Fitzjohn’s men-at-arms.

She thought of Bertram, so steady and sure with the practicality of a merchant’s son. Of little Elfric and his grief at his brother’s murder. Of Simon, the youngest, and his determination to keep up with the older boys. Of Peterkin. This was surely something he could not talk his way out of. She tried to reassure herself with the thought that they were not children. They would know how to behave to keep themselves safe. They were not ignorant striplings as Escrick imagined. They were apprentices for war.

King Richard was ten when he shouldered the burden of kingship, limited though the Council made his control. Richard’s own father had been fourteen when he commanded a battalion in the French war and led his men to victory against the odds at Crecy.

Richard himself had been fourteen when he led the rebels out to Mile End to avoid a massacre. A boy could marry at fifteen and take on the responsibilities of fatherhood, sign legal documents, own property. The guild was not made up of infants. They would find a way.

Her thoughts turned to Escrick again. He was the one who found Maurice in the treasury. Had killed him in cold blood. Had been forced to wait for Clement to view the body after the long night service and the end of lauds. Had been unable to take the knife from the fingers set in the grip of rigor mortis. It was Escrick who had gone to the mortuary a few hours later and when the hand relaxed had slipped the knife from Maurice’s dead grasp. His personal reward for a service rendered.

He was the stranger at le Coq d’or who had offered a jewelled dagger, in ignorance of its true secret, to the highest bidder. Taillefer had stolen it back and tried to make his escape and been killed under the bridge on the raft of debris that had built up against the bank and made a sort of fragile bridge of its own. He had not needed to go onto the bridge of St Benezet and had not fallen from it but tried to escape along the river bank onto the only refuge he could find.

And the Scottish nun? By then Escrick knew Hildegard was in Avignon and on his trail, tried to silence her and, in the darkness of the night, had made a dreadful blunder.

She wondered if, in fact, he realised that the jewelled dagger was more important to his master than the price of rubies. His heart would have stopped if he realised he had made another disastrous mistake by stealing it for merely personal gain.

She thought of the figure in white who had come out just now to say adieu to Fondi and his contingent.

It was Hubert de Courcy. Saying farewell to his ally, his fellow Clementist, the enemy of King Richard. Fondi. His job done. The supply of poison safely delivered. Now back on the road to Urbino.

Hubert. Her feelings got the better of her for a moment and tears flooded her eyes. Blinking them away she became more determined than ever to escape back to England. She would see Mr Medford. Show him the poison. Tell him every detail of what had taken place. The fight to save the king would continue. Woodstock must be defeated.

Night fell like a shroud over the palace. Hildegard felt colder than ever. A brief respite came when the wind dropped around midnight. Even so she could scarcely move by the time she decided to force her frozen limbs to life and risk climbing back inside the palace.

**

With her hood up and her dark cloak fastened by its usual silver pin, she looked like any other monastic coming from the night office in the chapel.

Conscious that her Cistercian habit of white stamyn might draw attention, she pushed its long sleeves out of sight and made herself less conspicuous by merging with the tail end of a group of black-robed Benedictines. When they filed along towards the guest wing she followed. Her first task was to find out what had happened to the guild of pages. Her second task would be to collect the phial of poison from her chamber. And her third task would be to find a horse and ride for England.

It was unfortunate that Hubert de Courcy and his two Cistercian brothers should be leaving the chapel at the same time as the Benedictines. They suddenly appeared from out of a side door and she could not avoid walking past them. Head down, she carried on after the others. When she came to the door leading into their dormitory she hesitated, hoping to slip away unnoticed, but when she turned to glance down the passage Hubert was standing at the end staring after her.

She swiftly bent down as if she had dropped something and when she stood up he had disappeared.

With a sideways glance into the dormitory she made her way to the end of the passage and descended a flight of steps. They led into one of the yards and keeping to the shadows she walked round the edge until she came to a door that seemed to lead back inside. Another flight of steps took her as she had hoped to the entrance to the wing where Sir Jack was staying.

All she had to do was to avoid coming face to face with him. With a vague idea that she might ask one of the kitcheners what had happened to the pages, on the assumption that the boys would have to be fed, she decided to try the kitchen first but before she could get inside she had to pass the porter in his lodge.

**

He was visible through the open door. A single cresset burned in a bracket on the wall behind him. He had a short sword lying on the bench where he was sitting but it was in a worn leather sheath and looked as if it had not been used for some time.

He was busily cleaning his nails with the tip of his meat knife. After a while he finished with that and began to sing a tune about a husband cheating on his wife. He thumped one fist on his knee to keep time. After a few verses he got bored with that and began to pick his teeth with the same knife he had used for his nails.

Eventually he flung the knife down and glanced round with a loud sigh. His chair creaked as he leaned back in it, yawning and stretching. Hildegard, hidden behind the door and observing his performance through the crack, willed him to go to sleep but, despite his yawns, he was as lively as a cricket. He stood up and began to pace about the entrance hall, stretching now and then, shuffling a little series of dance steps from the farandole that by and by brought him towards the open door. He leaned against the door post and gazed longingly out into the courtyard.

A lot of noise was coming from over the other side and he watched for a few minutes as if making up his mind whether to go out and join them. It was evident a hunt was going on.

Hildegard shrank back into the shadows. She wondered if she could say anything to the porter to bluff her way past but she was worried that the rumour of her escape from the clutches of Clement’s personal body guard would have been told in such a way as to make her capture an enticing prize.

She waited impatiently to see what he would do next. If he stepped outside she would be across the floor and down the stairs before he turned back.

To her chagrin he returned to his lodge, rubbing his hands against the cold and blowing out his cheeks. When he sat down he pulled some dice from his sleeve and began to throw, playing against himself. When he won he cheered audibly, other times he uttered a soft curse but whether it was the same ‘he’ each time or whether he changed sides to even the odds against himself she could not tell.

I certainly can’t stand here all night, she decided when his game began to bore her. With her hood well over her face she waited until he dropped one of the dice and had to bend down to search for it under the bench and then she stepped to the door of his lodge as if she had just walked across the yard.

‘Greetings, master. It’s a raw night,’ she announced boldly in French.

He looked surprised. ‘What are you doing out? Lost your way after matins?’

‘Not at all. I’m told Sir John was suffering from the gripe earlier. I’ve brought the potion he asked for.’

‘First I’ve heard.’

‘It’s not the sort of thing he broadcasts. The workings of his bowels he regards as private.’

‘You’re right there. Butt of too much ribaldry already. Butt, get it?’ He stood up, slapping his backside and chortling at his own joke. ‘I’ll come with you, sister.’

Her heart sank. ‘I need to get water from the kitchen first.’

He pointed with his thumb. ‘Down there. I’ll wait here for you.’

‘My thanks, master.’

Before she could get away he told her, ‘There’s activity over the other side of the courtyard tonight, all right. You must have seen it. They’re ransacking every hole and corner for that witch. Reckon they’ll be starting over here next.’

‘Doubtless.’

She walked away, stiff-backed with fear in case he called her bluff. When she gained the stair that led downwards she let out a long breath.

With no time to waste, she hurried into the unlighted kitchen where the spit boy was a sprawled shape beside the glowing embers of the fire.

Crouching down beside him, she whispered, ‘Young master, wake up.’ She had to repeat it several times before he opened his eyes.

With her fingers softly on his lips she said, ‘Shush now…I have a question. For our lady’s sake, where is the esquire of Sir John being kept?’

In the firelight the boy looked half-asleep and was too drowsy to think clearly, but it worked in her favour because he muttered automatically, ‘Under lock and key in the store where the sacks of grain are kept. But here -’ he sat bolt upright. ‘Who wants to know?’

‘No-one. You have seen no-one. This is but a dream. Go back to sleep.’

After a glance to see if the person bending over him had a knife to stick in him, he sank back into his rags and covered his head to demonstrate agreement.

**

The store rooms were down a short adjoining passage. It was pitch black once she left the glow of the kitchen fire but out of the darkness she unexpectedly heard a voice.

It was Edmund and it came from a door on her right. She was about to knock softly upon it when she heard him say, ‘On the count of three. One, two, and -’ exactly on the count of three four voices broke into a raucous song. It was so loud and sung with such deliberation she guessed it was some kind of ploy. Its timing could not have been worse.

With a hurried glance behind her she was about to look for a hiding place when the sound abruptly stopped.

‘That’s not bad but we need something to drum with.’ Edmund’s voice.

Before the chorus could start up again she knocked on the door, louder than intended, and called, ‘Edmund?’

An uncanny silence fell on the other side.

She knocked again a little more quietly. ‘Edmund, it’s me, Hildegard of Meaux.’

He must have pressed his lips to the other side of the door because she heard a whisper of sound, then the question, ‘Are you alone? Answer only yes if you are.’

‘Yes.’

There was a scuffle. ‘Praise be! We heard what happened. You turned yourself into a witch and vanished. Are you all right?’

‘So far. What about yourselves?’

‘We’re about to break free. We have a plan to lure the guard down here. Our moves are planned the way we planned the game with the pig’s bladder. Simon, as smallest, will escape unnoticed in the turmoil and race to the stables where he’ll saddle horses. We’re going to storm the bridge and get across to Villeneuve.’

‘They’ll expect you to do that. You’d be better to escape along the bank towards Pont Saint Esprit where you can make a river crossing. You’ll be in the Kingdom of France almost as soon as you leave the palace.’

There was a silence. She thought she could hear a whispered discussion.

‘Is that where you’re headed?’

‘That’s my intention, yes, after I’ve attended to a little business.’

‘Then we’ll have a horse ready for you too.’

‘How are you going to lure the guard?’

‘Like sirens luring Ulysses,’ came the reply, ‘by the sweetness of our singing.’

The rest of his words were lost as a light blazed behind her. With a clutch of fear she saw a white shape gliding towards her on sandalled feet. A flaring cresset made shadows leap across the walls.

‘Hildegard? What in hell’s name are you doing here?’

She backed against the wall. It was Hubert de Courcy. Now all was lost. There was nowhere to run and he would hand her over to the guards unless she could get away.

Waiting until he was almost up to her, she suddenly reached out and dashed the cresset to the ground. He stumbled, taken by surprise, but, trained in combat as he was, he immediately blocked her escape with his body as she charged against him. Flames from the cresset leaped around their feet as they struggled. He kicked them to one side.

‘Stop, Hildegard! I’m here to help.’

‘Get out of my way!’

‘Listen to me! The guards are crossing over to this side of the courtyard -’ When she tried to speak he held one hand over her mouth and put his lips close to her ear. ‘Listen. They’ve scoured every inch on the other side of the palace. The fact that you’ve vanished without trace is making them talk about witches. There isn’t much time. We’ve got to leave now.’ He released her.

‘We?’

‘I’m coming with you to make sure you get safely back through France.’

‘Hubert, you’re a Clementist - ’

She could feel his astonishment as he jerked back. ‘Never!’ he snarled. ‘I’d rather make a pact with the devil. Now come on.’

‘Fitzjohn’s pages -’ she indicated the locked door of the store room. ‘They’re prisoners.’

‘I know. That’s why I came down. To see what I could do to release them. I didn’t expect to find you here - ’

Just then the sound of metal-shod boots rang on the floor above.

‘Too late!’ Hubert grabbed her by the arm and pulled her after him back along the passage. When they reached the kitchen, men were already clattering at the top of the steps, maybe tipped off by the porter. Hubert pulled her back as he swerved into the wine cellar next door.

‘Hide among the barrels. They can’t move every one. If they do we’ll take them by surprise and go down fighting.’

Without arguing she ran deeper into the cellar and began to climb up onto the stack of wine barrels, high enough to be out of sight of any arcing torchlight. She had to lie full length, her body almost touching the curved brick of the ceiling.

Then, suddenly, unaware of the approaching guards, the boys began to sing. It was very loud even from a distance. They were bellowing at the tops of their voices. The guards changed direction. A fist thumped on a door. The guards were shouting now as well.

How many were there? It was impossible to tell from the noise they made. It could have been three, it could have been ten.

Not ten, surely? No more than three, to be hoped. The boys could handle three.

Suddenly mayhem broke out. The door must have been pulled open. Something happened causing a loud thump. A loud yell followed, then the sound of lightly running feet. Simon. A confusing melee of shouts and crashes followed. Prepared to find a nun despite the noise of singing, the guards were clearly astonished at their reception. Hildegard heard their shouted arguments: follow them, don’t let them escape! And: keep on the trail of the bloody nun. And a more plaintive voice asking: has she changed into a pack of devils?

Escrick’s familiar voice growled above them all, silencing them. ‘Let Jack sort out his own problems. One of you go after the lads, to show willing.’ Receding footsteps hurried after the boys up the steps.

Escrick’s voice darkened. ‘We go after the nun. We find her. We kill her.’

Footsteps approached the wine cellar.

There must have been three of them. One despatched to pursue the boys. Two remaining to enter the wine cellar and begin their search.

**

Hildegard could hear the sounds getting closer. They were banging on the wine barrels with the hilts of their swords as they probed between them on both sides of the stacks.

A stranger’s voice muttered, ‘No sign of anybody, captain.’

Escrick shouted a curse. ‘She’s got to be in here.’

‘Bloody invisible, then.’

‘She can’t just vanish!’

‘Maybe she got out through the kitchen when we turned off to see what that racket was about?’

‘Mebbe you’re right.’

She heard them, still banging randomly on the wine casks, walk back towards the door.

And then a terrible thing happened. One of the barrels moved. Dislodged by the hammering of their sword hilts, it shifted on top of the stack. The sound brought them to a halt.

‘Hear that?’

‘She’s here. Somebody is.’

Heavy footsteps trod towards the wall of barrels close to where Hildegard was hiding.

The flaming torch one of them carried swung from side to side and in its sweeping glare she caught a glimpse of Hubert as the barrel he was lying on was dislodged and he was falling down between the toppling barrels to land with a thunderous crash on the cellar floor.

A dark shape loomed over him.

‘And who have we here?’ It was Escrick. His tone was gloating. ‘Is it a spy I see before me?’

**

Down below in the circle of light Hildegard saw Hubert rise to his feet but before he could do anything Escrick smashed one mailed fist into his face. Hubert staggered but came back with bunched fists but before he could return the blow the other man-at-arms grabbed him from behind. Once, twice, Escrick hit him in the face again until blood poured down his face. Hubert said not a word.

She watched as the guard jerked Hubert so hard back he nearly lost his footing. ‘A Cistercian?’ He spat. ‘You’re supposed to be one of us, brother. What are you skulking down here for?’

Escrick grabbed the front of Hubert’s robes and pulled him upright. ‘I know all about the Abbot of Meaux, don’t you worry, mate,’ he growled to his companion. ‘And where he is that bitch nun will be. Come on, abbot, you’d better tell us and save yourself from really getting hurt.’

Still Hubert remained mute.

Hildegard could not tell what happened next because they moved out of her line of vision. She could hear it though. The thwack of a fist into muscle. The hiss of metal as a sword was drawn. Punches, many of them. The heavy breathing of Hubert’s assailants. No other sound.

Then the guard spoke. ‘Any last words, my lord abbot?’

‘Wait!’ It was Escrick. ‘Let’s take our time and see whether his saints will swoop down to rescue him.’

The guard began to laugh. ‘I like that, captain! You’re full of good ideas!’

‘We’ll see it as a scholarly discussion on the power of angels. Does that suit you, de Courcy?’

‘I’m a papal legate,’ she heard Hubert say in a muffled voice. ‘Think twice before you go too far.’

‘I know you. You’re a spy. I’ve had my eye on you since you got here. You and your bitch, your doxy, that so-called nun, Hildegard. You’re both spies and you know what happens to spies when they’re caught.’

The truth came to Hildegard regrettably late. Of course Hubert was a spy. But not on behalf of Clement! It was obvious now. Why had she doubted him? Hubert, she whispered. Why could I not guess why you were here?

There was another muffled thump and a gasp of pain quickly repressed.

Escrick rasped, ‘Before you get down on your knees to pray, abbot, you’ll tell us what you know about this disappearing nun.’

Silence.

The thump of a fist.

‘I tell you, she tasted good when I almost had her earlier. That’s a feast I’m looking forward to.’

No response.

‘Talk, damn you. Where is she?’

‘You’d better do as he says,’ added the guard.

‘Or what?’ Hubert’s voice.

Another thump.

‘Where is she?’

Again nothing from Hubert.

‘That’s it. I’ll make him talk. Grab him by the - ’

Hildegard could stand it no longer. Levering herself onto her side so that she could get some purchase on the barrel next to her own she pushed with both feet until, with a roar, the barrel rolled off the one beneath and, crashing down, brought others with it so that the entire cellar was suddenly rumbling with crashing barrels, each weighing several tons as the carefully balanced stack gave way. Some splintered open as they hit the ground. Wine gushed out.

She prayed Hubert would be quick enough to get out of the way.

Wood continued to crack as the barrels fell, wine spraying over the floor. She heard the howl of a wounded man and a screamed oath reverberated throughout the cellar.

She slid rapidly to the ground. Hubert was flattened against the wall of barrels on the other side, trying to drag more of them down, while Escrick and the other guard, encumbered by their mailed boots, slithered in a tide of spurting wine and rolling, roiling barrels bursting in all directions.

‘Hubert!’ she screamed above the commotion.

Slithering over wet flagstones, he took hold of Escrick and hurled him to one side. There was a crack as he hit his head on one of the barrels and slid awkwardly down into the lake of wine. Kicking the other man out of the way Hubert headed for the door. He urged Hildegard to go ahead of him then paused on the other side. She grabbed his sleeve but he was only dragging down the wooden beam that kept the door shut.

Then they were racing for the steps to the lodge and out into the courtyard, leaving the porter gawping after them as if witnessing a nightmare come to life.

**

Hubert grasped her by the arm. ‘To the stables. Quick!’

She pulled away as soon as they were out of sight of the main yard and jerked to a halt. ‘Hubert, I have to go back.’

‘What?’

‘I must. I have to dash up to my chamber for a moment. I need something from it.’

‘No time. I’ll buy you anything you’ve left behind.’

‘No, this is something you cannot buy. It’s the poison. I have to take it to Medford as proof of Woodstock’s treachery.’

He frowned when he saw that she would not give way. ‘I’m coming with you.’

‘No, go and make sure we have horses. I’ll join you. Please, Hubert, there’s no time to lose.’

Reluctantly he turned towards the stable yard, growling, ‘If you’re not down in five minutes I’m coming in to get you.’

With wet garments impeding her movements she ran back through the side door in the cloister that led directly up to the first floor of the guest wing. In the quiet time between lauds and prime most guests were trying to get some sleep and seeing no-one she fled along the passage to her chamber.

As soon as she opened the door she knew something was wrong.

**

It was the smell that assailed her first. Sweet and sickly, with an undertone of some worn and acidic matter, worse than rotting fruit, it swept over her making her gag.

The chamber was in velvet darkness except for a trail of moonlight across the floor. Peering into the deepest blackness, she eventually made out a lighter shape the size of a human face beside her bed.

‘Is there someone here?’

There was only a heavy, dragging silence in response.

‘Who is it?’ Her voice rose. ‘Who are you?’

There was no movement from across the chamber.

Groping along the wall with trembling fingers, she found the taper on the shelf beside the door. Found the tinder. Struck once. Failed to ignite it.

The shape by her bed did not move.

She tried again. A spark. Trembling between her fingers, the taper took the flame and flared up. Light everywhere. Wavering. Strengthening. Illuminating the shape beside her bed.

It was Athanasius. He was sitting on the prayer stool with his back propped against the wall. He did not move or greet her as the light washed over him.

Grasping the taper as both illumination and defence, she edged towards him.

‘Magister, what are you doing here?’ She stood over him then struggled to make sense of what she saw.

He would not answer. Could not.

In the yellow light his face was contorted in the rictus of death. His lips were fixed in a snarl. His eyes had rolled up horribly in their sockets and gazed unseeingly on a corner of the room. His body was set in a grotesque parody of ease. He was bare foot and his feet clawed rigidly as if frozen in the act of rising.

On his lap was her own travel bag, contents scattered. And in his hand was the clay pot with a broken seal.

Backing away, trying not to breathe in the toxic fumes that emanated from it, she fumbled behind her for the door with her thoughts running on.

Medford would not get his proof of Woodstock’s treachery after all.

She had no evidence against him.

It would be her word only and a story that sounded fanciful.

A momentary vision of King Richard, his serene and handsome face at the precise moment before he breathed in the poison, floated before her and she thanked his patron saint and all the angels for their timely intercession.

**

Aware that the witch hunt still continued, she fled down through the shadows until she reached the court yard and then, heart in her mouth, still shocked by what she had seen, on across the yard to the stables.

A shadowy group of figures met her, Hubert striding forward to pull her briefly and hard into his arms. ‘Thank Benet you’re safe.’ His lips brushed her cheek. He stepped back. ‘The boys were already waiting. They’ve trussed the stable lad lightly with twine so he won’t be blamed. He’d helped Simon saddle the horses by the time we turned up. Gregory has clean robes to slip into so neither of us smell like vintners.’

‘Blessed be. But your face?’ She reached out but did not touch.

‘It’ll heal. Let’s go.’

‘I’ll tell you about Athanasius as we ride.’

‘First change into this domina.’ It was Brother Gregory. ‘I trust it’s not too big for you. I should gather it up and tie it with this belt.’ He produced one from his pack. ‘We were about to leave here ourselves before this fracas delayed us.’

By the one dim light in the bracket on the stable wall she saw him hold out a folded robe. It smelt fresh and clean. Hurriedly she slipped out of her own wine-sodden garments and pulled on the clean one in the darkness while the others urged the horses to file one by one through the unlocked postern. Wide enough to take a horse with its sides scraping both post beams, it let them out into the lane that wound round the outside of the palace. There was an east gate from out of the town and they took that.

The sentries were uninterested in an abbot, two monks, a nun with their small retinue of five acolytes. It was a witch they were hoping to capture and burn. They let them go.

**

In the hour before dawn the sky was already pale above the horizon. They brought their galloping horses to a halt at last under some trees. There was no sound of pursuit from Avignon.

The countryside was spread before them in lustrous detail. Silent fields of winter crops. Ramshackle cottages set amid trees. Open, uncultivated land where nothing moved. A new day began to disperse the passing night. After a brief halt to check their direction Hubert led them on at the same punishing speed as before. They had almost reached the frontier into the Kingdom of France when the drumming of hooves, travelling fast, brought them to a milling halt.

‘Sounds as if that might be somebody gaining on us.’ It was Brother Egbert.

‘We could have a race and hope these old saddle-horses can outpace those of the papal militia.’ Hubert looked round with interest for their reaction. ‘Or,’ he suggested, ‘we can stand and fight.’

‘You need to ask?’ Brother Gregory was already throwing one long leg over his horse and droppng lightly to the ground. Egbert followed suit.

‘You boys and Hildegard keep out of it,’ Hubert ordered, unsheathing his sword.

Hildegard noticed a glance flash between Edmund and Bertram.

‘Do as he says, boys. He knows what he’s doing.’

Edmund rode a little way away into some bushes beside the track and Bertram, with a backward glance at Hildegard, slouched after him. The three smaller boys had already dismounted and were scrambling around, as if looking for something to throw.

Suddenly a group of five horsemen burst through the trees and bore down towards them. They were not papal militia after all, as their blazons showed, but Fitzjohn’s men-at-arms.

Hubert had dismounted and placed himself in the middle of the track and, as the lead horse drove straight at him, he side-stepped at the last moment and unseated its rider with one blow, using his sword as a stave. The rider fell heavily to the ground with the wind knocked out of him. Hubert snatched his sword. ‘You won’t be needing this.’

The man gave a curse and began to crawl away, throwing down a knife as well while his horse galloped off into the trees.

The two monks were equally swift in defence.

One man-at-arms, seeing what had happened to his captain, dismounted, drawing his sword and advancing with a snarl on Brother Gregory. He must have thought the monk was unarmed and easy game because, with his travel cloak round his shoulders and his threadbare habit Gregory looked harmless enough. But it was a bad choice.

When the man was near enough Gregory simply drew a sword with blurred speed as if from nowhere. As Hildegard had suspected when she first saw him, he was a dazzling swordsman, with a supple and swift grace. If their lives had not been at stake he would have been a joy to behold. As it was, after a few leisurely feints he sent the other man’s sword spinning to the ground then forced him to his knees until he was begging for mercy.

Gregory picked up the man’s fallen sword. ‘Get back to Avignon! That’s the best thing for you, sad miscreant. Go on. Back!’ He advanced again and the man, all bravado gone, took to his heels without another glance.

Meanwhile Egbert, uttering a great roar of joy, had thrown himself bodily onto the back of one of the other riders and after being carried so far, wrestled him off his horse. Locked together, they fell to the ground with a crash. A swift fight ensued but one of Egbert’s fists soon knocked the man out and he fell back as if dead. The monk unfastened the man’s sword belt and took it to Hubert.

There were shouts from the other side of the grove as the fourth rider, still mounted, was being driven into a corner by Edmund and Bertram.

He was putting up quite a fight, his sword glinting as, slashing first on one side and then on the other, he tried to hack his way between them while the boys continued to dance and duck in an attempt to drag him off his horse. Hildegard saw the edge of his sword whirl within inches of Edmund’s head but, when she turned to Hubert to beg him to intervene, he was watching with unmoving attention. When the rider eventually forced an escape Hubert went over to the two esquires with a smile of satisfaction, saying, ‘Well done, lads.’

They watched as the militia man fled back towards Avignon.

‘We didn’t get his sword,’ Edmund glared after him.

Peterkin was also standing with a scowl on his face. ‘I never even got a chance with you three monks pushing in.'

‘Better luck next time,’ Gregory grinned and ruffled the boy’s hair.

Peterkin turned to him with the light of adulation in his eyes. ‘I’d no idea you were such a great swordsman, brother. Where did you learn swordplay like that? Not in your cloister, surely?’

‘I spent many years on the route to Jerusalem protecting our pilgrims. Believe me, it gives me no pleasure to know I possess the art to kill one of my fellow humans.’ He grimaced and slapped his sword into its sheath. Bundling the one he had earned inside his cloak he went to help Egbert collect what other arms he could find then helped him tie them onto the horses.

‘We’d better move on.’ Hubert climbed back into the saddle. ‘Fitzjohn may send reinforcements.’

‘Certainly, if he wants to stay alive he’ll be getting out of Clement’s jurisdiction as fast as he can,’ observed Egbert. ‘Mission failed. I don’t want to be in the way when he does so.’

‘And that fellow won’t be going anywhere much.’ Bertram indicated the man still lying on the ground. The others had vanished into the woods but the one Egbert had fought was still out cold.

The monk bent down to give him a closer look. ‘He’ll live.’

**

Pont Saint Esprit was half a day’s ride, they surmised, but soon they were in the Kingdom of France where Cistercians, if not the English, were welcome. They trusted that the first would cancel out the second and their passage would be easy.

It was a cheerful cavalcade, then, that continued through the thick woods of the campagne. The two esquires who hoped to win their spurs within the year rode ahead followed by the two pages who vowed to serve them. Then came the abbot, his handsome face somewhat bloodied and bruised, accompanied by a nun with what had been described as the face of an avenging angel. They were followed by two placid monks on either side of an eager boy who wanted to give up the rough life of a military man planned for him and take the cloth without dishonouring his prowess with the sword.

Hildegard looked sidelong at the abbot. ‘Hubert, will you hear my confession?’

‘If it pleases you.’

‘In my heart I have maligned you.’

‘Oh? In what way?’

‘I believed you to be a traitor to England.’

‘It was to be expected. How could I tell you the truth? While I was at headquarters at St Mary Graces this whole plot to impeach King Richard’s closest advisors blew up. The prior decided to send me on a mission to find out if Clement had allies in England. Your prioress was quicker off the mark and sent you.’

‘To be honest she only instructed me to observe what was going on. She wrote to me after I arrived, warning me against someone I’d mentioned in my report. Unfortunately, her message had been compromised and all I could make out was the phrase do not trust him. But who should I not trust? It was unclear. Even you were on my list for a brief moment until I decided she must mean Grizac.’

‘It was Athanasius?’

She nodded.

Hubert continued. ‘We were informed that he was Clement’s spymaster but I couldn’t tell you because, to be honest, I was beginning to have doubts about your contact with him. It turned out that he heard about a poison that left no trace so he sent to Fondi in order to obtain it. Fondi is our agent in Urbino but Athanasius didn’t know he was a double agent.’

‘Ah, so that’s it.’ Somehow she felt relieved that the handsome and likable cardinal was loyal to the Roman pope.

‘Poor Grizac was also our man,’ Hubert explained, ‘but he lost patience and decided to act alone. When he heard that Woodstock was sending Sir Jack to get his hands on the poison he realised that he would have to act quickly. Even if we’d arrived earlier I doubt whether we would have been in time to save Maurice. Give him his due, Escrick is an efficient and dedicated body-guard.’

‘Just before he jumped to his death, Grizac confessed that he intended to use the poison against Clement. Did you know?’

Hubert frowned and shook his head.

‘That’s probably why he was in such a hurry, to prevent it falling into Sir Fitzjohn’s hands before he could take it back to England.’

Hubert looked grim. ‘It seems we underestimated Grizac’s rage at what had happened in Cesena.’

‘It weighed on him.’

‘He was a strong advocate for peace and would have made a better pope than either Urban or Clement, but for the Schism.’

Hildegard indicated one of the pages following behind Bernard and Edmund. It was Elfric. ‘That lad’s grief will be somewhat softened by having his brother’s loyalty to King Richard confirmed. He told me Maurice would never do anything traitorous and now his faith is justified.’

‘They’ve all shown themselves true English lads, staunchly loyal to the king. Taillefer, too, a good ally and a grievous loss to the world of chivalry.’

‘The darkest result is that Escrick still lives.’

Hubert looked solemn. ‘We needn’t worry about him for a time. I’m afraid I broke his sword arm in that wine cellar. He certainly had it coming to him.’ Changing the subject he said, ‘I know a couple of knights our boys can serve until they get their spurs, ones who hold the idea of chivalry closer to their hearts than Jack Fitzjohn. And as for Peterkin -’ he glanced behind him to where the two monks were being put through their paces on the subject of church law and exchanged an amused look with her.

‘Yes, I feel we need have no anxiety over his future.’ She smiled as Hubert reached over to squeeze her hand in agreement.

They listened as Brother Gregory chuckled at something Peterkin had said but his reply was kind. ‘Pray do not be offended, young master, when I venture to put forth a counter argument to what you assert - ’

And the cavalcade rode on, the pleasant murmur of voices continuing in harmony as the sun made its slow ascent and filled the countryside with enough light to illuminate the long road home to Meaux.

END


AUTHOR NOTE

As usual I have mixed real historical characters with fictitious ones. The anti-pope Clement is, of course, real, and his activities at Cesena are well documented. By sheer good fortune I came across a footnote about a Cardinal Anglic Grizac and a few facts about his connections and possible ambitions. He was in York and wrote music for the Chapter House there, was passed over for the position of pope, became Bishop of Avignon, and died in the spring of 1387, all of which fits so well with my story. Woodstock, or Gloucester as he is most often known is, of course, historical but he is not ‘hoary’ as Shakespeare would have us believe. In fact he was quite a young man, in his prime at this time, and only ten years older than his nephew, King Richard. The papal Schism still had many years to run until a compromise was reached at the Council of Trent. Silver to make coins was in desperately short supply in England in the 1380’s and 90’s. The promise of a trade agreement over silver from the mines at Kutna Hora made Richard’s chancellor advise him to forego a dowry from Anne of Bohemia. Sadly, Richard’s enemies silenced de la Pole before the advantage of such an agreement could be realised.
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