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    Authors Note


    All through history, plagues of various types have been recorded, the most catastrophic being the influenza epidemic of 191819, which killed up to a hundred million people worldwide. Due to lack of accurate diagnosis until modern times, the causes of many plagues are unknown, but the notorious Black Death of 1347, which killed a quarter of the population of Europe, is attributed to bubonic plague carried by rat fleas. However, some epidemics were called the yellow plague due to the obvious jaundice, which is not a feature of bubonic plague. There are several mentions of the yellow plague in medieval Welsh annals, such as the Dylyt Melyn of AD 547, which killed Maelgwn Gwynedd, an early king of North Wales, and caused some Welsh saints to flee to Brittany. Ten years earlier, according to the Annales Cambriae, in the year that Arthur died at the battle of Camlann, there was plague in Britain and Ireland. The cause is uncertain, but mosquito-borne yellow fever is a possibility, known to have occurred in Europe, including England, in the 1700s. Virus hepatitis, malaria or Weils disease, also contracted from rats, are other possibilities.


    ***


    Heresy may be defined as the expression of any opinion which runs counter to the beliefs of the majority Establishment and is most commonly applied to conflicting religious views. Almost every religion has its heretics and the Christian faith is no exception, with over forty different heresies being listed. Most challenged the entrenched views of the Roman Catholic Church right from its inception, including Arianism, Gnosticism, Catharism and Pelagianism. Further details are given in a note at the end of this book, though no doubt Thomas de Peyne will lecture you en route!


    One of the problems in writing a long series, of which this is the fourteenth, is that regular readers will have already become familiar with the background and main characters, perhaps becoming impatient with repeated explanations in each book. However, new readers would wish to be brought up to speed on the general situation and on some of the historical aspects, so a glossary is offered with an explanation of some medieval terms, especially those relating to functions of the coroner, one of the oldest legal offices in England, established in 1194.


    Any attempt to use olde worlde dialogue in a historical novel of this period is as inaccurate as it is futile, for in late-twelfth-century Devon most people would have spoken Early Middle English, which would be totally incomprehensible to us today. Many others would have spoken Western Welsh, a Celtic tongue similar to Welsh, Breton and Cornish, while the ruling classes would have spoken Norman-French. The language of the Church and virtually all writing would have been Latin.


    The only money in circulation would have been the silver penny, apart from a few foreign gold coins known as bezants. The average wage of a working man was about two pence a day, and coins were cut into halves and quarters for small purchases. A pound was 240 pence and a mark 160 pence, but these were nominal accounting terms, not actual coinage.


    All the names of people in this book are authentic for the period, being either real historical characters or taken from the Exeter Crown Pleas Roll of 1238. Unfortunately, though the identities of sheriffs and senior churchmen are known, history has not recorded the names of the Devon coroners until the thirteenth century, so Sir John de Wolfe had to be a product of the authors imagination.
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    Glossary


    ABJURING THE REALM


    A criminal or fugitive gaining sanctuary in a church had forty days grace in which to confess to the coroner and then abjure the realm, that is, leave England, never to return. France was the usual destination, but Wales and Scotland could also be used.


    He had to dress in sackcloth and carry a crude wooden cross to a port nominated by the coroner. He had to take the first ship to leave for abroad and if none was available, he had to wade out up to his knees in every tide to show his willingness to leave. Many abjurers absconded en route and became outlaws; others were killed by the angry families of their victims.


    ALBIGENSIAN


    See Historical Note.


    ALE


    A weak drink brewed before the advent of hops. The name derived from an ale which was a village celebration, where much drinking took place, often held in the churchyard. The words wassail and bridal derive from this.


    ANATHEMA


    An extreme form of excommunication used by the Early Christian Church, implying complete banishment from the Church.


    APOSTASY


    The voluntary rejection or abandonment of a persons religion, who then became an apostate. In strict Islamic law, apostasy is punishable by death.


    APOTHECARY


    A medieval medicine seller and herbalist, who also offered medical aid and advice, as physicians were very rare outside large cities. Much medical aid was provided by monks and nuns.


    ARIANISM


    See Historical Note.


    BAILEY


    Originally the defended area around a castle keep, as in motte and bailey, but later applied to the yard of a dwelling.


    BAILIFF


    Many different types, but in medieval terms, was the officer of a manor lord responsible for organising all the agricultural work. Other senior servants in towns and other establishments could be termed bailiffs.


    BARON


    A lord who was a tenant-in-chief , holding his land directly from the king, who owned the whole country. A Baron of the Exchequer came to mean a judge of the royal courts, not connected with the actual Exchequer.


    BURGESS


    A merchant or property-owner in a town or city, his house and garden being his burgage. The burgesses of a borough elected the council and the portreeves and, later, the mayor.


    CANON


    A senior priest in a cathedral, a member of the chapter, deriving his living from the grant of a parish or land providing an income. Exeter had twenty-four canons, most having an entourage of vicars and secondaries who often attended the nine offices (services) each day on their behalf.


    CAPON


    A castrated male chicken, known since Roman times to be more tender than a farm fowl, which was thought suitable only for peasants.


    CATHAR


    See Historical Note.


    CHAPMAN


    Also known as a packman, he was a travelling pedlar, who hawked his wares, mainly needles, threads, ribbons and other haberdashery, around the towns and villages.


    CHAPTER


    The administrative body of a monastery, priory or cathedral, consisting of canons, prebendaries and priests, which usually met daily in the chapter house. The name derives from the practice of having a chapter of either a monastic Rule, such that of St Benedict, or of the Gospels, read at every session.


    COB


    A building material made from clay, lime, ferns, dung, etc. (also see wattle and daub) made into walls or plastered over panels of woven twigs supported by oak frames.


    COG


    The common sea-going sailing vessel of the Middle Ages, derived from the Viking longship, but much broader and higher, with a single mast and square sail. There was no rudder before the twelfth/ thirteenth centuries, but a steering oar on the steerboard side.


    COIF


    A close fitting helmet of felt or linen, worn by either sex and tied with tapes under the chin.


    CONSTABLE


    Several meanings, the custodian of a castle, but also applied to a watchman who patrolled the streets.


    CORONER


    Though there are a couple of mentions of a coroner in late Saxon times, the office really began in September 1194, when the royal justices at their session in Rochester, Kent, proclaimed Article Twenty, which in a single sentence launched a system that has survived for over 800 years. They said In every county of the Kings realm shall be elected three knights and one clerk, to keep the pleas of the Crown.


    The reason for the establishment of coroners was mainly financial; the aim was to sweep as much money as possible into the royal Exchequer. Richard the Lionheart was a spendthrift, using huge sums to finance his expedition to the Third Crusade in 1189 and for his wars against the French. Kidnapped on his way home from Palestine, he was held for well over a year in prisons in Austria and Germany and a huge ransom was needed to free him. To raise this money, his Chief Justiciar, Hubert Walter, who was also Archbishop of Canterbury, introduced many measures to extort money from the population of England.


    Hubert revived the office of coroner, which was intended to raise money by a variety of means relating to the administration of the law. One of these was the investigation of all deaths which were not obviously natural, as well as serious assaults, rapes, house fires, discovery of buried treasure, wrecks of the sea and catches of the royal fish (whales and sturgeon). Coroners also took confessions from criminals seeking sanctuary in churches, organised abjurations of the realm (q.v.), attended executions and ordeals (q.v.) and trial by battle.


    As the Normans had inherited a multiple system of county and manorial courts from the Saxons, the coroner also worked to sweep lucrative business into the royal courts. This gave him the title of Keeper of the Pleas of the Crown, from the original Latin of which (custos placitorum coronas) the word coroner is derived.


    It was difficult to find knights willing to take on the job, as it was unpaid and the appointee had to have a large private income of at least twenty pounds a year. This was supposed to make him immune from corruption, which was common amongst the sheriffs. Indeed, another reason for the introduction of coroners was to keep a check on the sheriffs, who were the kings representatives in each county (shire-reeve).


    COVER-CHIEF


    From the Norman-French couvre-chef, a linen or silk cloth that covered a ladys head, the ends hanging down the back and then forward over the bust, usually secured by a head-band. In Saxon times, it was called a head-rail. Usually worn with a wimple, which covered the neck and sides of the face.


    CURFEW


    The prohibition of open fires after dark for fear of starting conflagrations. Derived from couvre-fue from the covering or banking-down of fires at dusk. During the curfew no one was supposed be on the streets without good reason and the city gates were closed from sunset to dawn. One thirteenth century mayor of Exeter was hanged for failing to ensure this.


    CURIA REGIS


    The Royal Council, composed of major barons, judges and bishops, who advised the king.


    DESTRIER


    A large war-horse, capable of carrying an armoured knight.


    EXCHEQUER


    The financial organ of English government, where all taxes were received in coin twice-yearly from the sheriffs. Originally in Winchester, it moved to Westminster in the late twelfth century. The calculations were performed with counters on a large table spread with a chequered cloth to assist accounting, which gave rise to the name.


    EXCOMMUNICATION


    The suspension of membership from a religious community, depriving a person of communion and participation in any of the sacraments. The excommunicant could not partake of the Eucharist or get married or buried in a Christian church.


    EYRE


    A sitting of the kings justices, introduced by Henry II in 1166, which moved around the counties in circuits. They later gave rise to the Assize Courts and in modern times, these became the Crown Courts.


    FARM


    The taxes from a county, collected in coin on behalf of the sheriff and taken by him personally every six months to the Exchequer. The sum to be raised was fixed annually by the Exchequer and if the sheriff could raise more, he could keep the excess, which made the office of sheriff much sought after.


    FLUMMERY


    A blancmange-like soft dessert made by straining boiled oatmeal and flavouring with fruit and honey.


    FRUMENTY


    A dish of wheat boiled in milk with sugar and spices such as cinnamon. Meat such as venison could be added.


    HERETIC


    See Historical Note.


    HOSE


    Long stockings, usually single-legged, secured by laces to an underbelt. Worn under the tunic and sometimes having a leather sole in place of a shoe.


    HUNDRED


    An administrative sub-division of a county, with its own monthly court. Name derived either from a hundred houses or a hundred hides of land.


    INFIRMARIAN


    A monk with some medical skills, appointed to run the infirmary in a religious house.


    KIRTLE


    A womans gown, the ankle length equivalent of the male tunic.


    MANTLE


    A cloak, usually formed of a large rectangle of cloth, secured at a shoulder by one corner being passed through a ring or brooch, or by a chain passing below the neck.


    MURRAIN


    A disease or epidemic amongst sheep or cattle, though sometimes applied to people. It was a blanket term, as the actual diseases were not identifiable in the Middle Ages.


    ORDEAL


    An ancient ritual intended to reveal guilt or innocence. The subject of the enquiry, in the presence of the coroner and a priest, had to submit to painful procedures, such as walking barefoot over nine red-hot ploughshares, taking a stone from the bottom of a vat of boiling water or licking a red-hot iron. If the affected part had healed well after three days he was adjudged innocent. Women were tied up and thrown into deep water  if they floated, they were guilty! The ordeal was abolished by the Vatican in 1215.


    OSTLER


    A servant who attended to the care and stabling of horses.


    PALFREY


    A small horse for riding, especially used by ladies.


    PAPAL BULL


    A edict or charter issued by the Pope, named after the bulla, or leaden seal, attached to the document.


    PAPAL LEGATE


    The representative of the Pope appointed to a foreign country.


    PELAGIANISM


    See Historical Note.


    PELISSE


    An outer garment worn by both men and women, with a fur lining for winter wear. The fur could be sable, rabbit, cat, marten, etc.


    PORTREEVE


    Originally a medieval customs officer, who ensured that taxes and duty were paid at markets and ports  later they became representatives of the townsfolk and led the town council until mayors were introduced.


    POSSET


    A drink made from hot spiced milk curdled with wine and sweetened with sugar or honey.


    POTAGE


    Soup or stew, a staple part of the diet in medieval times, when a cauldron was often permanently simmering, vegetables and meat being added when available.


    PREBENDARY


    A priest, usually a member of a cathedral chapter, who derived his income from the benefice of a church or parish.


    PRECENTOR


    A senior monk or priest in a cathedral or abbey, who organised the choral services and music as well as the library and archives.


    PRESENTMENT OF ENGLISHRY


    At coroners inquests, a corpse was presumed to be Norman, unless the locals could prove Englishry by presenting evidence of identity from the family. If they could not, a murdrum fine was imposed by the coroner, on the assumption that Normans were murdered by the Saxons they had conquered in 1066. Murdrum fines became a cynical device to extort money, persisting for several hundred years after the Conquest, by which time it was virtually impossible to differentiate between the races.


    PROCTOR


    A senior priest or monk responsible for discipline in an abbey or cathedral. He had lay servants or bailiffs to carry out his orders, who policed the ecclesiastical enclaves.


    REMOVE


    A course in medieval dining. Two or three removes might have been offered, each having a variety of dishes, which were removed before the next round.


    ROUNSEY


    A general purpose horse, used for riding or as a pack-horse.


    RUSH LAMP


    Illumination given by a lighted reed, made by soaking a peeled reed in waste animal fat. This light was the only illumination available to most of the population, as candles were expensive.


    SCRIP


    A pouch carried on a belt.


    SECONDARY


    A young man aspiring to become a priest when he reached the minimum age of twenty-four. Secondaries assisted canons and their vicars in their cathedral duties.


    SERGEANT (or SERJEANT)


    Several meanings, either a legal/administrative officer in a Hundred or a military rank of a senior man-at-arms.


    SHAMBLES


    Where animals were slaughtered in the street and meat displayed for sale by the butchers. As the blood and offal was discarded on to the ground, the name gave rise to the expression for great disorder.


    SURCOAT


    A loose garment worn over the tunic or, in women, the kirtle. Originally, it was meant to cover the coat of mail of the warrior, especially to shield it from the sun in hot climates, and also to carry identifying symbols over the anonymous chain mail (a coat of arms). Later became a common article of wear.


    TONSURE


    Shaving of the head of persons in religious orders, to demonstrate the renunciation of worldly fashion. The usual Roman form was a large circular area on top of the head, but the Celtic Church adopted shaving the hair forwards from a line joining the ears.


    TRENCHER


    A thick slice of stale bread, used as a plate on the scrubbed boards of a table, to absorb the juices of the food. Often given to beggars or the dogs at the end of the meal.


    TUNIC


    The usual wear for men, a long garment belted at the waist, the length often denoting the wearers status. Working men usually wore a short tunic over breeches.


    VICAR


    A religious representative, such as a priest in a parish who represents the bishop  or in a cathedral, one who attends services on behalf of his canon, sometimes called a vicar-choral. One who represents the bishop in administrative or legal matters was a vicar-general.


    VULGATE


    The early Catholic version of the Bible, written in Latin in the early fifth century, much of it attributed to St Jerome.


    WATTLE AND DAUB


    A building material plastered over woven hazel withies set between the house-frames. Usually made from clay, horsehair, straw and even manure (q.v. cob.).


    WIMPLE


    A cloth of linen or silk, pinned at each temple, framing a ladys face and covering the throat up to the chin.


    
      
    


    Prologue


    November 1196


    The chapman could see that it was an unusual sort of funeral, even for such an outlandish place as Lympstone. There were corpses, bearers, mourners and a grave, but it was nothing like he had ever seen before.


    He shrugged his bulky pack from his back and set it down with some relief on the dusty road outside the church gate. Behind him, the track led down to a primitive wharf, where the river lapped against the muddy banks of the estuary of the River Exe. From where he stood, he could see over the low hedge around the churchyard to a corner well away from the existing grave-mounds. Here a flat farm-cart had just arrived, with a patient ox between the shafts. Six sheeted bodies lay on its bare boards, but there was no sign of coffins. Two of the shrouded shapes were pitifully small.


    At the side of the cart lay a large pit, a dozen feet square and almost the depth of a man. Some distance away, three labourers leaned on shovels, their noses and mouths swathed in rags, knotted at the backs of their necks.


    As the pedlar watched, he saw four other men, swaddled in cloaks and gloves, with hoods over their heads and cloths tied around their faces, begin to carry the bodies to the gaping pit. Near the east end of the small church, from which a bell tolled mournfully, a group of silent people watched, taking care not to come within fifty paces of the cart. The only exceptions were a tall man, dressed in sombre grey, and a diminutive priest with a slightly humped shoulder. On the side of the pit, the tall one stood, his black hair blowing in the breeze as he held the edge of his cloak across his mouth. The little priest took no such precautions, but was standing boldly on the very edge of the grave, reading loudly in Latin from a small book, his other hand making the sign of the cross as each corpse made its final short descent down into the earth.


    The chapman turned to a burly man standing next to him, the foul smell from his soiled leather apron marking him out as a fuller.


    Whats going on, friend? What tragedy was this? he asked.


    The fuller looked suspiciously at the pedlar. Whereve you been these past few weeks? he snapped.


    Just got off a boat down at the quayside.


    The other fellow backed away, his suspicions deepening. Not from abroad, are you? From foreign parts?


    His aggressive tone made the packman hurriedly shake his head.


    No, Ive come no further than from Paignton, down the coast. Hoping to sell more of my needles and threads up this end of the county.


    The fuller relaxed with a grunt. The yellow plague is back again, no doubt brought in by seamen from across the Channel. Twice its struck this village since last month.


    He nodded towards the churchyard, where the last body was being laid in the common grave. A whole family there, laid low inside three days. Yellow as gorse flowers, the lot of them.


    They both watched as the men with spades advanced on the heap of red earth alongside the pit, preparing to fill it in without delay.


    So who are the two men at the graveside? persisted the pedlar, a naturally inquisitive soul.


    The tall one is the kings coroner from Exeter, Sir John de Wolfe. The bailiff called him because there were six dead in one house. Why he was summoned, I cant fathom, for its obvious that it wasnt foul play.


    The other ones the parish priest, I suppose?


    The fuller spat contemptuously on the ground. Not him! Our craven bastards too scared to go near anyone with the plague, even to shrive them. That brave little fellow is the crowners clerk.


    As the crowd in the churchyard began to drift away, the chapman shouldered his pack and trudged away from the village, heading for open country. Weary though he was, he had no desire to stay around Lympstone, if the yellow sickness was stalking its lanes.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER ONE


    In which Crowner John consults the sheriff


    You cant keep riding around half of Devonshire just to look at folks dying of a murrain, objected the sheriff, pouring de Wolfe some wine from a pitcher on his table. Theres no profit in it for the kings courts if theres no crime  and sooner or later youll catch it yourself!


    As he picked up the cup and drank, the coroner grunted, his favourite form of response. I agree, but what do I do when I get a message from a bailiff or a Serjeant of the Hundred? The law obliges them to notify me of any unusual deaths.


    Henry de Furnellis, a grizzled old knight almost a score of years older than John, shook his head. Now that this yellow distemper is becoming more common along the coast, well have to tell the local officers not to bother you with such deaths. I hope to God that it doesnt spread further inland.


    The coroner, sprawled in a leather chair with his long legs sticking out towards the hearth, nodded his agreement. The folk down there are blaming it on vessels coming in from across the Channel, but from what my shipmasters tell me, at the moment theres no such disease in Normandy, Brittany or even Flanders.


    De Wolfe was a partner in a thriving wool-exporting business in Exeter, which had three vessels that regularly sailed back and forth to the places he had mentioned.


    Well, just be careful, John! rumbled the sheriff. We dont want to lose you again, after just getting you back in harness.


    After being the county coroner for two years, de Wolfe had recently spent a few months in London at the kings command but was now back and, three weeks earlier, had resumed his old duties.


    They were sitting in the sheriffs chamber in the keep of Rougemont, Exeters brooding castle in the upper corner of the old walled city. Outside, the November morning was grey and cold, with an easterly wind hinting at early snow. John usually called upon his old Crusader friend each day, to discuss cases, politics and generally grumble about the world going to the dogs, in the way that older men do, though de Wolfe was only forty-two. Together they were the main law officers in Devon, the sheriff being the kings representative in the county, responsible for keeping the peace and the collection of taxes, while the coroner had a multitude of functions, including the complicated business of bringing cases to the royal courts.


    Are you settling back in again, John? asked his grey-haired colleague solicitously. He looked across at de Wolfe, who he thought was looking a little drawn and haggard. At the best of times, the coroner was hardly a cheerful soul, but now his long face, large hooked nose and the deep-set eyes below the dark eyebrows looked even grimmer than usual. His jet-black hair, worn long and swept back, unlike the neck-crop of most Norman gentry, was still without a trace of grey, but de Furnellis thought he detected signs of ageing in the coroners face.


    Im glad to be back home, said John in his deep, sonorous voice. Westminster didnt suit me. There was too little work and too much palace intrigue for my liking.


    And Matilda? How is she taking her return home?


    He spoke carefully, for he was well aware that this was a delicate subject. The coroners scowl deepened.


    Bloody woman! Without her, life would be so much easier. Shes trapped with me, just as I am trapped with her.


    The convent didnt suit her once again? probed Henry, though he knew the answer well enough.


    De Wolfe shook his head, swallowing the last of his red wine before replying. They wont take her back again in Polsloe, thats for sure. Twice shes gone in there and twice shes left. The beds are too hard, the food is too plain and they wear dowdy raiment, she says! What the hell does she expect in a nunnery? Moodily, he banged his wine-cup back on Henrys desk.


    Her main complaint now, one thats eating her up inside, is that I deprived her of living in the royal court of Westminster when I resigned as Coroner of the Verge. Shell never forgive me for that, as long as she lives.


    The sheriff decided to back away from such a sensitive subject, and he was saved further embarrassment by his chief clerk entering, to hover with a sheaf of parchments and an impatient expression on his lined face. De Wolfe took the hint and pushed himself to his feet to pick up his wolfskin cloak from a nearby bench.


    Ill see you in the Shire Court tomorrow, then, he promised. Ive only one case to present, left by Nicholas de Arundell.


    The mention of that name caused de Furnellis to shake his head sadly. A nice young man, but not cut out to be a coroner, he said. Ive never seen a man so relieved when he was told that you were taking over once again.


    John gave a lopsided grin. He wasnt the only one! Even though I have to stay up in that damned draughty chamber in the gatehouse, its better than staying home with Matilda!


    He swung his cloak over his shoulders and loped out into the great hall of Rougemont.


    The little priest who had braved the risks of pestilence in Lympstone was having his hair cut. This was a very public process, as he sat on a stool at the edge of Exeters High Street near Carfoix, where the four old Roman roads crossed at the centre of the city. The portly barber, who also pulled teeth and cut toenails and corns, charged half a penny for a haircut, though in Thomas de Peynes case this was hardly a bargain, as much of his thin lank hair was already shaved off for his priestly tonsure, a wide, bare circle on top of his head. Short of stature, Thomas had a thin face, a pointed nose and a weak chin, as well as a lame leg from the effects of spinal phthisis as a child, but an agile mind and a good education more than compensated for his poor physique.


    As the man snipped away with his rusting scissors, Thomass attention was drawn to a small crowd on the opposite side of the crossing. They were listening with varying degrees of attention to a man standing outside a bakers shop, earnestly lecturing them, with many flourishes of his arms. Due to the rumble of carts and barrows and the constant cries of stallholders yelling the merits of their goods, it was difficult for Thomas to follow what he was saying, but what he could hear obviously had some religious significance. However, the words free will and man makes his own destiny were enough to tell the little priest that the man haranguing his unresponsive audience was one of those who followed an alternative path to God from that offered by the Church of Rome.


    When the barber had brushed off the remaining hairs from his worn cassock and relieved him of his halfpenny, Thomas dodged a porter jogging past with huge bales of wool balanced on his shoulder-pole and limped across the narrow street to listen to the orator. His interest was mainly professional, as Thomas was a conventional, devoted servant of the Church, faithful to all its tenets and rituals. However, though his faith was rock solid, he had an academic interest in the beliefs of those outside the Roman Church, ranging from Mohammedans to the various critics and non-conformists within the Christian world itself.


    As he neared the fringe of the dozen people, including a couple of matrons clutching market baskets, he heard mutters of discontent from some.


    Its blasphemy. It ought not to be allowed! came a wavering voice from an old grey-bearded man.


    The cathedral should lock him up, the scurrilous bastard! came a more forthright comment.


    Thomas stopped to listen for a few moments, as the crowd shifted, some leaving and a few more stopping as they passed along the crowded street. He heard nothing he had not heard before, as mild heresy was not that uncommon, either from unguarded tongues loosened by drink in alehouses or more discreet discussions behind closed doors. The present exponent, an emaciated fellow dressed in poor clothing, was broadcasting his beliefs about the way in which the Father and Son should be worshipped. It was somewhat unusual, and certainly risky, for such views to be shouted abroad in a city street, but Thomas had no intention of doing the cathedral proctors work for them by denouncing or arresting the fellow.


    He listened for a few moments and decided that the arguments that the man was setting forth were typical of those heretics who declared that all men had free will and that the Catholic Church was corrupt.


    Man can only be saved by knowing himself, not by intercession with the true God only through the priesthood, the man brayed.


    Thomas sighed at the obviously Gnostic preachings of the poor fellow and moved away from the crowd, who were becoming more irate at the blasphemies of the speaker. If the onlookers did not beat him up, then the orator was in danger of being picked up by the emissaries of Bishop Marshal, thought Thomas, especially if some canon or vicar happened to be passing by.


    As he made his way back up the crowded High Street, he consoled himself with the thought that Rome had had to contend with heretics for almost a thousand years and that some poor crank yelling on an Exeter street was hardly likely to bring the Christian Church crashing to its knees.


    It was still only about the eighth hour of the morning and he had no duties at the cathedral until two hours before noon, when he was due to teach Latin grammar to a class of unruly choirboys. A couple of months had passed since the coroners team had returned from London, and since his master had been reinstated in his old job they had returned to their long-established routine of meeting each morning in the bleak chamber at the top of the castle gatehouse.


    He limped along the High Street and then up the steep slope of Castle Hill and across the drawbridge of the dry moat, to the inner gate of Rougemont. A young soldier, who looked hardly old enough to handle sharp weapons, was on guard duty and waved him through with a cheerful greeting. Inside the arch, Thomas turned into the guard-room, where three more men-at-arms were squatting on the earth floor playing dice. They ignored him as he crossed to a low doorway and laboriously began to climb a stone staircase set into the thick wall. Two floors up, he pushed through a curtain of sacking meant to reduce draughts and went into a barren room with two arrow-slit windows that gave a view down over the city.


    Heres our favourite dwarf! cackled a huge man sitting on the sill of one of the window embrasures. He had tangled ginger hair and large pair of drooping moustaches to match. A ruddy face with a large bulbous nose was relieved by bright blue eyes. Gwyn of Polruan was the coroners officer, a former Cornish fisherman who had spent the past twenty years as John de Wolfes bodyguard, squire and faithful friend. He had a very large body, encased as usual in coarse serge breeches and a tattered leather jerkin.


    The priest scowled at Gwyn, for although they were firm friends he sometimes tired of the Cornishmans jibes at his small size and puny muscles.


    Youve had your hair shorn, grunted de Wolfe, almost accusingly, staring at his clerks head. Is it some sort of religious penance? He glared up from where he sat at his trestle table.


    No, Crowner, not at all! replied Thomas indignantly. Its just that I wanted less cover for fleas. My lodgings are infested with them. The clerk shared a room with a cathedral secondary in a house on Priest Street in the lower town.


    He pulled a stool up to the table, which along with the coroners wooden chair and a small charcoal brazier was the only furniture in the spartan chamber. Sir Richard de Revelle, the previous sheriff and de Wolfes brother-in-law, had grudgingly allotted John the least desirable room in the whole castle, as a token of his contempt for the new office of coroner, which he looked on as usurping his own authority.


    As Thomas spread out his writing materials on the table, John resumed his conversation with Gwyn. Usually, the pair conversed in the Celtic tongue, as Gwyn was Cornish and John had learned Welsh at his mothers knee. However, they reverted to English in deference to Thomas.


    Some claim that this yellow curse is brought into the ports by ship-men from abroad, growled the coroner. Did you ever see such outbreaks in Cornwall?


    Gwyn shook his massive head. Not myself, but my grandfather told me of such deaths many years ago. They were around Falmouth and Newlyn, so maybe theyre right about harbours giving it entrance into the country.


    Ive heard people blaming rats for the plague, contributed Thomas as he smoothed out a sheet of parchment.


    The Cornishman scratched his crotch ruminatively. Odd you should say that, for my father used to be a tinner before he took to fishing at Polruan. He said that in tin workings where there were many rats, men used to get sick with yellow skin and eyes and some died. But they didnt pass it on to other men, as far as I could make out.


    He squinted out of his narrow window opening at the roofs of the city below, where a cold east wind was swirling a few flakes of snow about.


    Are we going out to every death from this pestilence, Crowner? he grumbled. If it spreads, well have no time for any other work, especially if it reaches other more distant ports, like Dawlish or Dartmouth.


    He almost bit his tongue as he let slip Dawlish, for that was where his masters woman lived and he had not meant to mention the possibility of the yellow death endangering her there. But de Wolfe was phlegmatic about the risks.


    Thank Christ its almost the end of the sailing season, so therell be few vessels coming in there from abroad until the spring.


    Its said that very cold winter weather freezes out the contagion, said Thomas consolingly. So lets pray for plenty of snow and ice this year.


    Looks as if its starting already, growled Gwyn, staring out through the embrasure. Ill have to scrounge another brazier from the barracks. This bloody chamber gets cold enough to freeze the balls off those rats of yours, Thomas.


    Theyre not my rats, you Cornish lump! retaliated the clerk, but John cut short their frequent bickering.


    You asked about holding inquests on these deaths, Gwyn, he said. The sheriff was talking about that earlier. It seems that the Justices in Eyre have declared that unless theres anything suspicious, we can dispense with investigating them.


    His officer pulled his thick jerkin more closely around him, as the strengthening wind blew more persistently through the unglazed window slit.


    Thats a blessing. I dont fancy taking the curse back to my wife and sons at the Bush, he muttered.


    The coroner, also feeling the sudden cold, rose from his seat behind the rough table and draped his dark cloak around his shoulders. Im going down to the Guildhall. I want to talk to Hugh de Relaga about our vessels. Talking of Dawlish, I think that two of the ships are there now, so I want to know if they can make any more voyages before being beached for the winter.


    As he made for the doorway, the mischievous Gwyn added a helpful suggestion. Best go down to the coast and see for yourself, Crowner!


    Though his expression was blandly innocent, de Wolfe knew that he was slyly hinting at an excuse for visiting the delectable Hilda of Dawlish.


    The Guildhall, recently rebuilt in stone, was in the High Street, only a few hundred paces from de Wolfes house in Martins Lane. He strode down from the castle, conscious of the biting wind, though the snow flurries had ceased. If this was the weather in early November, thought John, we might be in for a hard winter  perhaps all to the good, if it damped down this threatened epidemic.


    The narrow street was as crowded as usual, stalls and booths obstructing each side. The middle, with its central culvert that carried filth downhill, was filled with handcarts, porters pushing barrows and ox-carts piled with bales of wool or straw. The rest of the space was clogged with jostling humanity, all buying, selling, talking, shouting and cursing.


    The coroner, a head taller than most men, pushed his way through to reach the wide door of the hall, which was the centre of the economic and civic life of Exeter. As well as providing accommodation for the various trade guilds, it housed the city council, the group of burgesses who ran the administration, under the leadership of the two portreeves. There was talk of electing a mayor, a continental practice which had recently been adopted by London and a few other towns, but for now Hugh de Relaga and Henry Rifford led the more prominent merchants and tradesmen who governed the city.


    Almost all the building was taken up by the main hall, parts of which were divided up by movable screens to form alcoves to accommodate a variety of guild and business functions. A number of merchants and tradesmen were standing around, chattering and gesticulating as they conducted their business. At the back was a pair of small rooms, one of which was for the portreeves and their clerks. The two leaders came in at least once a day, though they had their own profitable businesses to run elswhere in the town. Hugh de Relaga was a prominent dealer in wool, and his colleague, Henry Rifford, was a leather merchant and tannery owner.


    John was pleased to find Hugh at his table in a corner of the chamber, poring over a list of accounts just supplied by his chief clerk. As a trader, it was essential to be literate  a rare accomplishment in a society where few but those in holy orders could read and write.


    I trust we are making a fortune, Hugh! he called from the doorway.


    The rotund merchant rose from his chair with a broad smile and waved de Wolfe to a nearby stool. He was an unfailingly cheerful fellow, with a fondness for gaudy clothing. Today he wore a yellow linen tunic under a surcoat of bright red satin, with a mantle of green velvet draped over the back of his chair. His head was swathed in a turban-like coil of red brocade, the free end hanging down over one shoulder.


    Were doing very well, John, though these outbreaks of distemper may affect the transport of goods, he said breezily. However, our long voyages will soon be ending for the winter.


    He was repeating Johns earlier remark to Gwyn about their ships being laid up for the season. They were vital for their business venture, as when Hilda had been widowed the previous year she had brought her late husbands three ships into the existing partnership between de Relaga and the coroner. They used them to move their wool and cloth around the Channel ports as far distant as Flanders and the Rhine.


    The portreeve sent one of his clerks for wine and pastries, and over refreshments he gave John a summary of their present trading position. Though de Wolfe was a sleeping partner, he took a healthy interest in the fortunes of their firm. He had invested the wealth he had acquired over years of campaigning into their joint business and had benefited considerably from the thriving expansion of Exeters commercial life.


    Hugh pushed aside his parchments and smiled benignly at the coroner. So youll not starve this month, John. We are doing quite nicely. But tell me how other matters are going with you  have you settled back fully into your old harness?


    The coroner set his cup on the table and wiped his lips appreciatively. Trust Hugh to have only the best wine from the Loire.


    It hardly seems as if Ive been away for those months, he said candidly. At least, it does as far as my duties go. At home its a different matter!


    The portreeve nodded sympathetically. It was a little difficult for him, as he was about the only friend of Johns that Matilda would tolerate, mainly because he was rich, well dressed and always made a point of flattering her. But he knew the situation in Martins Lane and was sad that his friend felt so frustrated and unhappy with his lot. He decided to avoid the subject and stick to Johns coronership.


    You found Westminster not to your taste? he asked.


    Like living in a bloody hive full of bees! grunted de Wolfe. All gossip and scandal and intrigue, but very little actual work for me.


    He had been Coroner of the Verge for only a short while, posted there on the direct orders of King Richard, but after dealing with an extraordinary crime he decided that he wanted to leave, partly from feelings of guilt at not having done enough to solve it.


    They spoke a little more about the sporadic cases of the yellow plague that had been cropping up, and John told him of the most recent one in Lympstone. For once, Hugh looked seriously concerned. Lympstone! Thats getting uncomfortably close to Topsham.


    This was the port at the upper end of the estuary of the River Exe, where much of their goods were handled. If the disease hit Topsham, then their shipments would be badly disrupted. Like so many worried people around the southern coast, they began discussing possible causes of the yellow curse, without any hope of an answer.


    Why dont you ask the opinion of your new neighbour? suggested Hugh. John looked at him blankly for a moment, then realised what he meant.


    The new physician? Ive hardly said a word to him yet, though my wife seems to think that hes some kind of saint.


    Three months earlier, while John was away in London, the house next door in Martins Lane had found a new tenant. Empty for well over a year since the silversmith who lived there had been murdered, it had been bought cheaply by the former sheriff, Richard de Revelle, Johns brother-in-law. Always striving to make yet more money, Richard had rented it out to Exeters first resident physician, Clement of Salisbury, who had recently arrived in the city to set up in practice.


    Apart from muttering an occasional greeting when they passed in the street, John had kept clear of his neighbours, not being a very sociable individual. However, from the limited conversation he had with Matilda, he gathered that the new doctor and his wife were welcome additions to the upper levels of Exeter society.


    Clement was a good-looking man of about Johns age, who dressed exceptionally well, as did his handsome wife. Best of all in Matildas eyes, they were very devout and already constant attenders at the cathedral. Now Matilda had invited them to her own church of St Olaves in Fore Street, for additional services during the week.


    Perhaps Ill have a few words with him when I next see him, muttered de Wolfe. Though I doubt hell know any more about plagues and distempers than the monks at St Johns Hospital. He seems to be more interested in dancing attendance on the wealthier folk in the city.


    As he spoke, he realised that his friend was one of those wealthier folk, but de Relaga was not one to take offence. They spoke for a little while longer, until the clerks began to get restive as they hovered about the portreeve with sheaves of parchment. John finished his wine and rose to leave, his final query to Hugh being about his brother-in-law.


    Have you seen anything of Richard de Revelle lately? he asked. Ive not set eyes on him since I returned  not that it distresses me, but I always feel uneasy if I dont know what mischief he might be up to!


    The portreeve grinned. Have you not heard that hes become a pig farmer now?


    John stared at him, suspecting some jest, for which Hugh was well known. A pig farmer? The last I heard, he was making money with that private school of his down in Smythen Street.


    De Relaga nodded, the length of brocade wound around his head bobbing as he did so. Hes still got that, but hes found a new way of making yet more money. He has several acres of mud down near Clyst St George and another somewhere about Dartmouth, where he has hundreds of swine.


    John almost gaped in surprise. I cant see that dandified creature pouring buckets of pigswill or shovelling manure! he exclaimed.


    The portreeve shook his head. I doubt hes ever even seen the damned hogs! Hell have ill-paid slaves to do that for him.


    So whats he up to, for Gods sake?


    As I said, making money! He discovered that the kings army in France needed feeding, so hes supplying salted pork and smoked bacon by the ton. No doubt at inflated prices, but the soldiers have to be fed. He sends shiploads of the stuff over to Barfleur and Honfleur, mainly out of Exmouth, Topsham and Dartmouth.


    Well, well! Its a change to see that rascal engaged in some honest trade for once, grunted John. But Ill wager theres some mischief somewhere  bribing royal purveyors to give a higher price or some such crafty deceit.


    Hugh shrugged. Perhaps hes seen the error of his ways at last. I even considered offering to carry some of his cargoes across the Channel in our ships.


    His money is as good as anyones, I suppose, conceded John. Ill leave it to you, as long as you watch the bastard like a hawk!


    
      
    


    CHAPTER TWO


    In which Crowner John visits the Bush Inn


    John de Wolfe went out into the cold wind and the crowded streets, this time walking to Carfoix near where Thomas had had his hair cut and seen his heretic. The coroner marched across and down the slope of Fore Street, past the tiny church of St Olaves, where his wife worshipped almost every day. Then he turned left into even narrower lanes and came out into Smythen Street, where his brother-in-law owned a small college which taught logic, mathematics and theology to a handful of earnest young men.


    Further down, a side turning crossed some weed-filled land which had lain barren for several years since fire destroyed a row of wooden houses. Now logically known as Idle Lane, the only structure left was a stone-built tavern, the Bush. Since he had returned from the Crusade four years ago, this inn had been as much a part of Johns life as his own house. It was here that his former mistress Nesta had reigned as landlady until she left for Wales to get married. Now Gwyns wife Martha was in charge, as John had bought the inn and set them up to run it for him.


    He ducked his head to enter the low front door, set in a whitewashed wall under a steep thatched roof. The whole of the ground floor was a single ale-room, with a large loft above where straw pallets provided lodging for anyone wishing to spend the night. The Bush was one of Exeters most popular inns, with a reputation for good food, excellent ale and clean mattresses. A large heap of logs glowed in the firepit near the centre of the room, the smoke finding its way out through the eaves under the edge of the thatch, which was barely above head height. The eye-watering atmosphere was compounded by the smell of cooking, sweat and spilled ale, but unlike many of the other alehouses in the city there was no stench of urine and the rushes on the floor were changed regularly.


    He made his way to his usual seat, a bench at a table near the firepit, sheltered from the draughts from the door by a shoulder-high wicker hurdle. His bottom had hardly touched the bench when an old man materialised, sliding a pottery ale-jar in front of him, filled with a quart of the Bushs finest brew.


    God and His Blessed Son be with you, Sir John! bleated Edwin, the taverns potboy, though he was well past sixty. An old soldier, he had lost an eye and was crippled in one leg from wounds suffered in Ireland. Usually, he called the coroner captain in deference to his military reputation, but Gwyn had told John that he had recently become very religious, probably as an insurance against hellfire as he felt his final years approaching. Now Edwin eschewed all mention of warfare and violence, mouthing pious platitudes instead, much to the ribald amusement of many of the Bushs patrons, who for years past had been used to his barrack-room oaths and blasphemies.


    Gwyns out in the yard. Ill tell him youre here, he said as he moved off with some empty mugs, his collapsed and whitened eye rolling horribly as he tried to wink at the coroner.


    John settled down to enjoy his quart, nodding to acquaintances and exchanging a word with others he knew, who were seated at the few tables scattered around the room. Almost everyone in Exeter knew de Wolfe by sight. He was admired as an ex-Crusader and respected as one of the few honest officials in the county. Not a few feared him, as though he was an almost obsessional champion of justice he was not a man to cross, as he came down hard on any wrongdoing.


    A moment later Martha bustled in through the back door, which led to the cook-shed, the brewing hut and the laundry, set outside in the muddy yard at the rear, which they shared with the privy, the pigsty and the chicken run. Gwyns wife was a large, matronly woman, brisk and efficient in spite of her bulk, which was emphasised by her voluminous dress of brown wool, covered by a tent-like linen apron. She had a broad, genial face, already lined from forty years of hard work. A fringe of iron-grey hair hung below the linen cloth that enveloped her head, but her small, dark eyes were as bright as buttons.


    Sir John, can I get you some victuals? she demanded in her broad Cornish. Weve a new smoked ham  none the worse for coming from your brother-in-laws piggery!


    John grinned up at her amiable face. Ive only just heard about his venture with hogs and sows. Lets hope hes better at making bacon that he was at being sheriff!


    He declined the offer of a meal, saying that as it was approaching noon he would soon have to go back to Martins Lane, where Mary, his cook-maid, would have prepared his dinner.


    As Martha moved away to greet her other patrons with her easy manner, de Wolfe was reminded of how Nesta used to do the same, both of them able to chaff and tease their customers without giving offence, but also capable of dealing firmly with those who had drunk too much and became either overfamiliar or aggressive. The thought of his former Welsh mistress made him pensive for a moment, as she so often used to share this very same bench with him, as well as the little room directly overhead in the loft, where they had spent so many tender and passionate hours.


    Suddenly, Gwyn was looming over him, rubbing his spade-like hands on a cloth. Sure youll not have a bite to eat, Crowner?


    John shook his head, then sniffed at a strong smell of ale that exuded from his officer. Gods bones, man, have you been drinking the inn dry? I thought you were still up at the castle?


    The ginger giant grinned. Ive just come back down to start off a new tub of mash. Havent touched a drop of ale since breakfast! What you smell is the fruit of my new career  apart from being the coroners officer, he added hastily. My good wife has appointed me brew-master. A job made for me in heaven!


    He explained how he was now in charge of making the ale, except when called away on coroners duties. Im sticking to the recipe that dear Nesta used to use. Everyone says she made the best ale in Exeter, so I see no reason to change.


    Once again, the spectre of the woman he had loved rose up, but John was nothing if not a realist. Hilda of Dawlish was equally dear to him now, and the very thought of her made him eager to throw himself on to his horse and canter off down to the coast to see her. Even the dozen miles that separated them were far too many. She refused to move to Exeter, even though he could well afford to find another house for her. Matilda was entrenched in Martins Lane, so he seemed doomed to pound the road to Dawlish, back and forth like the shuttle in a loom.


    His reverie was broken when he realised that Gwyn was talking to him again.


    Ive just heard a rumour that some folks down in Bretayne have fallen sick with the yellow plague. If thats true, then its getting uncomfortably close to us. John noticed that the low murmur of talk in the taproom had suddenly altered. There seemed to be a wave of more urgent conversation sweeping across the few dozen customers, people huddling closer to hear the news brought in by a couple of porters who had just arrived.


    Are we keeping clear of it, if there are deaths, Crowner? asked Gwyn, worried about his wife and two young sons.


    Unless theres anything untoward about any of them, said John reassuringly. Though there was no written law on the matter, the vague declaration of the kings justices in September two years ago, which had set up the office of coroner, had been refined piecemeal by the judges ever since when problems had arisen. It seemed clear that while murder, accident, suicide and sudden or suspicious deaths fell within the coroners purview, the majority of deaths from obvious disease or old age were excluded, as long as they occurred in the presence of the family. A few of the men in the ale-room were now rising and making for the door, with worried expressions on their faces.


    Best get home and warn my wife and daughters, said one as he passed, a shoemaker whom John recognised. Tell them to keep indoors until we know the truth of this tale.


    De Wolfe could well appreciate how easily panic could spread in a closed city like Exeter, where more than four thousand people were packed together inside a few acres within the walls. He downed the rest of his ale and got to his feet.


    Perhaps thats good advice, Gwyn, he said. Keep your boys at home for now, until we hear whether this is just some false rumour.


    He realised that it was a rather futile gesture, given that Gwyn and his family lived in one of the most popular taverns in the city, where outsiders and strangers were coming and going all the time, possibly bringing contagion with them. Something Hugh de Relaga had said that morning came back to him.


    Maybe I will have a word with that quack whos come to live as my neighbour, he muttered as he swung his cloak about his shoulders and went out into the city streets, which suddenly seemed to have a menacing feel about them.


    Meal-times had never been a very cheerful occasion in the de Wolfe household, but since John had returned from Westminster they had all the charm of a funeral. Matilda, already in a chronic state of sulky depression, had been bitterly disappointed when her husband had voluntarily given up his appointment as Coroner of the Verge. At a stroke, she had been deprived of the chance to live at court and flaunt Johns position as coroner to the Royal Household, a position granted to him personally by King Richard  though John would have considered thrust upon him more accurate than granted. Now, as they sat in the gloomy hall which occupied almost all of the high, narrow house in Martins Lane, she tried to behave as if her husband did not exist. Each sat at the opposite ends of the long oaken table, concentrating on the food brought in by Mary, the dark-haired young woman who was their cook and maid of all work about the house. Matilda had her own personal handmaiden, if such a title could be used for Lucille, a skinny, snivelling girl from the Vexin in northern Normandy.


    As Mary placed a wooden bowl of mutton stew in front of her master, she gave him a surreptitious wink, for she was more of a wife to him than Matilda. She cooked his food, washed his clothes, cleaned his house, listened to his woes  and in the past, on occasion, had even lain with him.


    When she left the hall to go through the small vestibule and around the outside passage to her cookhouse in the backyard, the only sound left was the steady champing of jaws, for Matildas moods never seemed to affect her appetite. John now and then attempted to start a conversation, though his wife usually only opened her mouth to complain or to deride him.


    He had almost given up trying to revive any intercourse between them, as his efforts were usually met with a snub or ridicule  or more often just stony silence. De Wolfe knew full well that she had a long-term strategy to punish him, not only for his infidelities, but for his destruction of her adoration of her brother Richard. John had, in the course of his duties as a law officer, repeatedly exposed de Revelle as a charlatan and traitor, until eventually he was ignominiously dismissed as sheriff of Devon. And now, of course, the final indignity was his depriving her of her moment of glory as wife of the coroner to the kings court.


    Mary returned to clear away the bowls and place before each of them a thick trencher of yesterdays bread carrying a trout grilled with almonds. When she had refilled their pewter cups from a jug of Burgundian wine and departed through the draught-screen, John made a new effort to break the oppressive silence, this time at least with some useful motive in mind.


    There is talk of the yellow distemper arriving in the city, he began. I hear that a family in Bretayne may be affected, so perhaps it might be wise if you kept clear of St Olaves until more definite news is known.


    Matildas favourite church was on the edge of Bretayne, the worst slum area of Exeter. It was so named because centuries ago the invading Saxons had pushed the Celtic British inhabitants out of the higher parts of the city down into the less desirable north-west corner of the Roman walls.


    The mention of her beloved St Olaves forced his wife out of her sullen silence. Ill not be dissuaded from attending the House of God by some fever, she snapped.


    It would be wiser to find some other House of God while this danger lasts, he said mildly. Why not stick to the cathedral?


    To his credit, it did not even cross his mind that if Matilda succumbed to the plague it would solve many of his problems.


    The Lord will protect me and those who worship Him in the face of adversity, she said sententiously. What is this ailment that people are speaking of, anyway? We have managed to survive all the fevers and sweats over the years, as well as the gripes that turn ones bowels to water!


    Its the yellow distemper, woman, he said impatiently. It was well known in former days but has not been seen for many years.


    The topic, for once, seemed to catch Matildas attention. What causes it, then? she demanded. And is there any cure?


    John picked some fine fish bones from his tongue before answering. No one knows where it came from, but many suspect that it is brought in from abroad by ship-men. For it to appear inside the city is a new departure. Some blame rats for spreading it, but I cant see why foreign rats should come within the walls of Exeter.


    She had fallen silent again and, as John raised his wine-cup to wash down the remaining bones, he looked across at her, wondering why fate had cast them together. She was a stocky, thickset woman with a square face and a mouth like a rat-trap. In the house she wore no cover-chief, and her wiry brown hair looked like the head of a mop, in spite of Lucilles efforts to tame it with a brush and tongs.


    He made an effort to start the sparse conversation again. I thought to ask our new neighbour if he has any opinions on the matter. Maybe as a physician he has some advice about avoiding the contagion.


    This immediately revived his wifes interest. Apart from anything connected with food, drink and the Church, social advancement was her major concern. Doctor Clement? Yes, he would be aware of all there is to be known about it. His wife told me that he had attended two of the best medical schools in Europe, she enthused.


    Her small eyes suddenly narrowed as she glared at her husband.


    But you told me that you did not much care for him, you barbarian! she snapped. We at last get a respectable next-door neighbour, instead of a murderer, and you snub him!


    John capitulated; it was the easiest path. Well, hes not so bad, I suppose, if he dropped a little of his airs and graces. His wife is a handsome woman, Ill admit.


    Matilda snorted. Trust you to notice a good-looking woman! Dont you get any of your usual lecherous ideas about her; shes a most devout and chaste lady.


    She attacked the rest of her trout fiercely, wielding her small eating-knife as if she were cutting out her husbands heart with a dagger. After a further long silence, she abruptly restarted the stilted conversation.


    If you really want to talk to the doctor, Ill invite them in for supper tonight. I doubt I can get that lazy, useless maid of ours to prepare a decent meal, but as you refuse to get anyone better, well just have to put up with her.


    De Wolfe went back to Rougemont after his dinner and again went to see Henry de Furnellis in his chamber in the keep. On the way he met Thomas de Peyne, who was coming out of the tiny garrison chapel of St Mary in the inner ward, and learned from him that there was indeed an outbreak of the yellow plague in Bretayne.


    Five dead and several more very sick in a couple of huts just below St Nicholas Priory, he reported. They are digging a grave pit in St Bartholomews churchyard, rather than risk hauling the corpses over to the cathedral Close.


    The cathedral had normally enforced a monopoly of all burials in the city, even though there were twenty-seven other churches within the walls. John was already on his way to talk to the sheriff about this new hazard and Thomass news only made it the more urgent. In a city where the inhabitants were packed in so closely together, there was a real danger of a widespread epidemic. He said as much to the grizzled old warrior when he reached his office.


    Henry, is there anything we can do to lessen the risk of this plague taking a hold in the city?


    The sheriff shrugged, his weathered face wrinkled in despondency. Years ago I saw disease rampage through a town in France. Nothing seemed to stop it, even burning down the afflicted houses. Though that wasnt this yellow curse, it was vomiting and flux of the bowels.


    John shook his head. This is different. Their skin and eyes go yellow, almost green in some cases. Im going to do what you suggested, have a word with this new physician; maybe he has some more modern ideas. He scratched an itching point in his scalp. I dont care for the fellow, but this is too serious a situation to pass up anything that might help.


    What about this rat business that people are talking about? asked de Furnellis. Should we start a war against the little bastards?


    De Wolfe shrugged. Gods guts, Henry! There are a hell of a lot more rats than people in Exeter. Youd need an army of rat-catchers and dogs to clear out half of them.


    The sheriff sadly agreed. I take it you neednt get involved with inquests down in Bretayne, John?


    De Wolfe shook his head. This is a doctors business, not a coroners! Lets hope more cold weather will kill whatever poison thats causing it.


    As he went down the wooden steps from the first-floor entrance to the keep, he could certainly vouch for the cold weather. The east wind had risen more strongly and was moaning through the battlements on the top of the castle wall. There was no snow, but patches of ice glistened on the ground, where water had frozen in the ruts formed by cartwheels and horses hooves.


    To avoid going home, he sat for a while in his lofty chamber, but in spite of the small charcoal brazier which stood on a slab of stone on the wooden floor, the cold soon drove him out. He left Thomas there, muffled up in an old Benedictine habit over his thin cassock, as he sat at the table carefully penning the last of the parchment rolls for presentation at the Shire Court next day.


    Dont stay too long, lad, he said kindly as he lifted the hessian draught-curtain. I dont want to come here in the morning and find your corpse frozen to that stool!


    Back at Martins Lane, he hung his cloak on a wooden peg in the small vestibule behind the front door and sat on the solitary bench to pull off his boots. Though today he had only been walking around the city, he had worn his riding boots to try to keep his feet warm. With a pair of soft house-shoes on his feet, he opened the door to the hall and went into its gloomy cavern, relieved to find that Matilda was not there, only his dog sleeping by the fire. He went across to the hearth, which was his pride and joy, being copied from a house he had seen in Dol in Brittany. Instead of the usual central firepit, with its smoke rising into the room to water the eyes and irritate the throat, he had replaced the back wall of the wooden hall with stone and had a conical chimney added, which took the fumes up through the roof.


    There was a good fire of oak logs burning across the iron dogs in the hearth, and with a sigh of contentment he sank into a wooden monks chair, rather like an upright coffin, with a high back and side wings to divert the draughts. Giving his old hound Brutus a friendly prod with his foot so that he could drag his seat a little nearer the flames, he stretched out his long legs on to the stone slabs of the hearth.


    A moment later the latch rose on the door, but he was happy to see that it was Mary rather than his wife.


    I thought I heard you come in, she said, almost accusingly. The mistress has gone to church. Ill mull you some ale.


    She spoke in English, heavily accented with the local Devon dialect. Her mother was a fair Saxon, but from her own dark hair, her father was probably a stranger. No one knew who he might have been, as he only stayed for the conception.


    She brought him a heavy pottery mug, filled with ale from a pitcher on a side table and thrust a red-hot poker into it, which she had left in the fire in anticipation of his return.


    When the sizzling had subsided, he sipped it appreciatively.


    I dont know what Id do without you, Mary, he said sincerely. If it was left to my dear wife, Id starve and go around in rags.


    Im glad to see you back from London, thats all I know, she retorted. I lived here alone for months, worried that youd never come back and Id be thrown out into the street.


    John cupped his hands around the mug to warm them. I told Matilda not to go down to that damned church  its too near Bretayne, now that theres been an outbreak of the sickness there. You watch out, too, my girl!


    And how am I going to do that, pray? she snorted. I have to go out to market every morning to see that you are fed. In fact, Ill have to go out again now, as the mistress wants some fancy food to give those people this evening.


    She went back to her kitchen, Brutus following her, as he decided that the possibility of some scraps outweighed the attractions of a good fire. John sat with his ale, looking around the hall, whose interior rose right up to the rafters that supported the high roof of wooden shingles. The walls, partly wooden planks and partly wattle-and-daub panels inside heavy oak frames, were hung with faded tapestries, their indistinct patterns showing biblical scenes. There was a window low down on the street wall, glassless but covered with yellowed linen inside the hinged shutters. The floor was flagstoned, a novelty insisted upon by Matilda, who considered the usual rushes strewn over beaten earth too common for her station in life.


    Soon, the warmth of the fire and the quart of ale combined to send him into a peaceful sleep, where he dreamed of his boyhood down near the coast at Stoke-in-Teignhead, where his mother, sister and elder brother still lived at their manor. William, his brother, was a totally different character from John, though he looked remarkably like him. He had never been a warrior like his younger brother and was devoted to managing their two estates of Stoke and Holcombe, especially since his wife and infant had died in childbirth a few years earlier. Under the will of their long-deceased father, a quarter of the income of the manors came to John, with which he was well content.


    The scenes in his mind shifted to their other demesne a few miles away at Holcombe, where he had first become enamoured with Hilda, the daughter of the manor-reeve. In the way that dreams do, the scene suddenly jumped forward a quarter of a century, and as he dozed before his hearth he found himself locked in a passionate embrace with the beautiful blonde until the clatter of the door latch jerked him back to the present. It was Mary, ushering in the large figure of Gwyn.


    Your man is here to see you, she announced. Hes brought you some work, by the sound of it.


    She slipped out again and his officer advanced to the hearth. John knew that Mary must have assured him that Matilda was not at home, or he would not have ventured into the house. Relations between the two were frosty in the extreme, and Matilda usually referred to Gwyn as that Cornish savage, typical of her Norman disdain of anyone who had Celtic blood  which included her husband, whose mother was half-Welsh.


    Weve got a murder, Crowner, he proclaimed with almost a gleeful air. A real nasty one, too.


    John rubbed the last of the sleep from his eyes and hauled himself out of his chair. Where is it? If Im taken out of town and miss these folk coming in from next door, Ill never hear the last of it from her.


    Gwyn shook his head, his wild auburn locks shaking like the head of a sheaf of corn. Not more than a few hundred paces away! Just this side of the East Gate, in Raden Lane.


    John followed him out of the hall and shrugged on his cloak and a pair of boots, while his henchman gave him some details.


    A pair of urchins found him, lying in weeds down a narrow alley between two houses. I went up for a quick look after Osric came down to the Bush to look for you. Osric was one of the two constables charged by the city council with the arduous task of trying to keep the peace in Exeters crowded streets. The coroner and his officer were out in the lane now and facing the biting east wind as they made for the East Gate.


    So who is he and how did he die? snapped John, knowing that Gwyn was wont to make a short story into a long one.


    I dont know who he is, for in the state hes in his own mother would be hard put to recognise him!


    So he was beaten up? demanded John.


    Not that simple, Crowner! replied Gwyn with relish. Hes had his throat cut and his tongue ripped out!


    De Wolfes black eyebrows rose at this. Though he had seen far more horrible mutilations in campaigns across Europe and the Levant, this was unusual in the remote lands of Devon. However, he held back more questions until they reached the scene. Raden Lane was in the most elite part of the city, on the south side of the High Street just before the road ended at the eastern gate. There were a score of large houses there, occupied mostly by rich merchants and burgesses  it was as far away from Bretayne as possible, both geographically and socially.


    The two men turned into Raden Lane, where some of the houses were stone-built, set back on plots a short way from the street. Others were made of wood or cob and were flush with the edge of the narrow lane. They were close together but had slim gaps between them, and one of these, halfway up on the left, was an actual path, overgrown with winter-dead weeds. Its sides were formed by the wooden fence-stakes of the houses on either side.


    Hes up here, Crowner, said Gwyn, pushing ahead of him through shrivelled dock-leaves and withered coarse grass. In spite of being a path, it no longer went anywhere, as beyond the long back gardens it had been cut off by a high fence that faced St Johns Hospital near the city wall. No doubt its isolation from lack of use had led to its being chosen as a dumping ground for a murdered corpse.


    As the coroner followed Gwyn up the narrow corridor, the skirts of his long grey tunic brushing frost from the weeds, he saw figures standing against the tall hurdles of woven hazel-withies which blocked the end. One was the skinny figure of Osric, a painfully thin Saxon, the other his fellow constable, a stocky, rather fat man called Theobald. Both were clutching their long staves and staring down at something on the ground.


    The something turned out to be a spectacle that could have been used for a church wall-painting depicting the expected terrors of hell for those who sinned. A mans body lay on its back in the weeds, a molehill under his shoulders throwing the head back to expose a ghastly wound that occupied the whole of his neck, from jawline to collarbones. Most of his face and the upper part of his body was plastered in dried blood, the colour of his tunic being apparent only below his waist. His grey hair was thick with blackening blood clot, and the front end of a deep laceration was just visible above his left ear.


    What was even more macabre than his horrific injuries was lying alongside his outstretched right hand. Here a complete tongue and attached voice-box was carefully laid out on a bloody stone, like some piece of offal displayed on a butchers stall.


    De Wolfe stood silently for a moment, contemplating the awful sight. The two constables, though also hardened to blood and gore from dealing with hundreds of street fights and killings, looked rather white around the gills.


    Never seen anything like this before, Crowner! ventured Osric.


    Any idea who he is? demanded John.


    The constable shook his head. Not until hes cleaned up, anyway, he muttered. You cant see his features for blood.


    Osric explained how a lad  or rather his dog  had found him about an hour ago and had run to the constables hut behind the Guildhall to raise the alarm. But God knows how long hes been lying here, as no one comes up this path, for it goes nowhere.


    Suggests that whoever did it knows his way around Exeter, said Gwyn. He obviously knew of a place where it would be some time before it was discovered.


    And how long was that, I wonder? grunted the coroner ruminatively. He snapped off a piece of dead twig from a nearby bush and used it to prod the Adams apple. It was stuck fast to the flat stone by dried blood. Thats been shed some long time ago, even allowing for the freezing weather.


    Gwyn gave the thigh of the corpse a shove with the toe of his boot and the whole body moved as if carved from stone.


    Stiff as a board! he commented. But given this frost, it doesnt help much to tell us when he died.


    You reckon hes been here all night? asked Theobald, his podgy face starting to recover some colour.


    The coroner shrugged. Hes been dead at least for many hours, Im sure. But he might have been dead for days!


    Gwyn had hunkered down alongside the cadaver and was studying the head.


    Looks like a real nasty blow there. Shall I shift him so that you can see? he asked hopefully. The Cornishman always relished a bit of drama and mayhem.


    John waved a hand at the two constables. One of you run around to St Johns, he commanded. Theyve got that little mortuary behind the hospital, so ask them if they can send a couple of men with a bier to take him away.


    As Theobald left to do his bidding, John instructed Osric to search the surrounding area to see if he could find any weapon.


    If hes had a crack on the head, there may be something lying around that caused it, he said, then dropped to his haunches opposite Gwyn and waited for his officer to lift up the head. The corpse was so rigid that it came up like a plank, but John was able to see the back of the head. Though obscured by a welter of blood, a deep laceration ran from above the left ear to the back point, above the nape of the neck. He motioned for his officer to lower the corpse to the ground and stood up, after wiping his soiled fingers on some weeds.


    I suspect thats what killed him, he growled.


    Gwyn nodded in agreement  he was always vying with his master over their expertise in matters of violent death.


    All this blood has run down, but theres no sign of spurting, he said, waving a hand at the surrounding vegetation. I reckon he had his Adams apple cut out after he was dead.


    Before he could enlarge on this macabre observation, there was a cry from down the path and Thomas came hurrying up.


    I heard in the castle that you had been called up here. Whats going on? he demanded. Then his gaze fell on the dreadful apparition on the ground, and without warning the little clerk turned aside and was spectacularly sick against the nearest fence. After two years as the coroners scribe, he had largely overcome his sensitivity to the various forms of violent death, but the sight of a bloody tongue and voice-box laid out neatly on a flat stone was too much for him.


    Better out than in! bellowed Gwyn jovially as he slapped Thomas on the back. Then he turned back to de Wolfe and carried on their conversation. There would have been blood splashed six feet away, if that wound had been caused while he was still alive, he boomed confidently. I remember seeing a Saracen beheaded outside Acre once  there was a fountain of bright blood as long as my arms could span!


    De Wolfe nodded absently. But it all must have been done here. The corpse wasnt brought from elsewhere, or thered be a trail of blood all the way up this lane.


    But he could have been hit on the head somewhere else, observed Osric, who had rejoined them, after having failed to find anything nearby that could have been a weapon.


    Must have been, as I cant imagine anyone coming up this alley of his own free will, agreed John.


    Thomas de Peyne had recovered his nerve a little and after wiping his face with a kerchief came to stand shakily alongside his master, carefully averting his gaze from the corpse. Jerkily, he made the sign of the cross as if this might ward off the horror.


    Who is he, Crowner? he asked. And who would do a terrible thing like that?


    John shook his head. Cant answer either of those questions, Thomas. When hes been cleaned up a bit, hopefully someone will recognise his face, if hes a local man.


    A few minutes later a couple of lay brothers came up the path, carrying a canvas stretcher supported by two poles. Behind them strode a tall, gaunt figure in a black Benedictine habit. This was Brother Saulf, the infirmarian of the small priory of St John, which was virtually the only place in the city where the poor could get medical attention. The coroner explained the situation and the monk readily agreed to house the cadaver in the lean-to shed at the priory, which acted as a mortuary. As the lay brothers hoisted the corpse on to the stretcher, Thomas joined Saulf in intoning some Latin prayers over it as the best they could do by way of shriving the dead man.


    With an old blanket draped over him, and his tongue tucked under his armpit, the victim went off at a jog down the path, the coroners trio following more sedately around to St Johns.


    It was growing dark by the time de Wolfe arrived back in Martins Lane and, inevitably, found his wife in a bad temper at his lateness.


    Our neighbours will be attending on us in an hour! she grated. You had best change into some decent raiment. I dont want to be disgraced by them thinking we are too poor to have good clothing!


    With a sigh, he went off to the solar where they slept, to rummage in his chest to find something to wear. As everything he had was either grey or black, it was hardly likely to dazzle the popinjay next door, but he was in no mood for a confrontation with Matilda over it.


    When he returned, his wife went off to persecute her handmaiden, Lucille. With a face like a rabbit and a timid nature to match, she was servile enough to tolerate Matildas bad temper. When her mistress had gone into the convent at Polsloe some months earlier, she had been fobbed off on to Matildas sister-in-law, Eleanor de Revelle, but as soon as she returned to Martins Lane Eleanor threw her back again like some cast-off slave, with the excuse that she had not been satisfactory.


    Lucille lived in a box-like cubicle under the timber supports that held up the solar built on to the back of the house. Now she was hauled out and taken up the outside stairs to primp Matildas lacklustre hair and array her in a suitable gown for the entertainment of their supper guests.


    Supper was another  la mode innovation of Matildas, who had heard that an evening meal was becoming popular with the privileged classes. For centuries, a noon dinner had been the main meal of the day for almost everyone, but she felt obliged to adopt these new fads so that she could parade them before her matronly cronies at St Olaves.


    In due course the physician and his wife arrived and were conducted to a pair of folding leather-backed chairs before the chimneyed hearth, between the two monks seats. John gravely provided them with his best wine, served in glass goblets he had looted from a French castle in the Limousin and which came out only on special occasions.


    If John had not known his wife so well, he might have thought that she had suddenly turned into a different person. From her usual glowering, sullen manner, the arrival of favoured guests had given her an ingratiating smile and a convincing faade of pleasantry. Her stocky body arrayed in a gown of dark red velvet, she had discarded her head-veil and wimple in favour of a net of gold thread which confined her hair. She also wore a surcoat of blue brocade, as in spite of the large fire the hall was cold and chilly.


    Though he had met his neighbours before, albeit briefly, John now had time to study them more closely as they politely sipped their wine and listened to Matildas prattle about the cathedral and her little church in Fore Street. Clement was a handsome man, with a patrician face but rather thin lips. A few streaks of grey showed in the dark hair that was cut in the old Norman style, being clipped short around his neck and temples, with a thick bush on top. His manner was precise and rather imperious, suggesting that he did not take kindly to his opinions being questioned. What struck John most, seeing him at close quarters, were his eyes, pale blue and unblinking. They seemed to have a strange intensity, which reminded John of a cat waiting to pounce on some unsuspecting mouse.


    Dressed elegantly in a long tunic of bright green linen, with a fur-edged surcoat of deep blue, he looked exactly what he was, a mature professional man who was sure of his position in society. Then, as he refilled Cecilias goblet, John  a connoisseur of women  realised anew that Clements wife was extremely attractive. Considerably younger than her husband, she was handsome rather than beautiful. About thirty, slim and straight-backed, she wore a cover-chief and wimple of white silk, though enough hair peeped out to show that it was as black as his own. A smooth complexion and full, slightly pouting lips convinced de Wolfe that she was a very desirable addition to the scenery of Martins Lane, especially in her elegant gown of black velvet with a gold cord wound around her narrow waist, the tasselled ends dangling almost to the floor. A heavy surcoat of dark green wool was held across her neck by a gilt chain.


    Her presence undoubtedly made him less taciturn a host than usual, and he already felt Matildas censorious eyes upon him as he fussed over Cecilias glass of wine. After the usual platitudes about their health and the prematurely cold weather, the physician turned his attention to the news of the day.


    Some sad deaths in the city, I hear, he observed. His voice was mellow, and John began to wonder if this paragon could have any faults at all.


    You mean the outbreak of distemper in Bretayne? he suggested.


    And the murder of that woodcarver up in Raden Lane, added Clement with a slight note of triumph in his voice at being so abreast of the news.


    John was once again amazed at the efficiency of the Exeter grapevine, which seemed to be able to relay news even as it was happening, for it was less than a couple of hours since the identity of the victim had been established. When the face had been rubbed clean of dried blood by the vigorous application of wet rags, Osric was able to recognise him straight away as Nicholas Budd, who had lived alone in a rented room off Curre Street, which was not far away on the north side of the High Street. The two constables, who knew virtually every resident of the city, said that he made a modest living carving wood, both for furniture and especially for religious artefacts for churches or to sell to pilgrims. They knew little else about him, as he was a quiet, withdrawn person, with no relatives that they knew of.


    Matilda seized upon the news like a terrier with a rat, as John had not bothered to tell her why he had arrived home late that afternoon.


    I have heard of the man. He shaped some parts of the rood screen in St Pancras Church, she snapped. Why should someone want to murder a devout man like that? He could have no riches to steal.


    Clement and Matilda launched on a somewhat patronising discussion about why the good are struck down while the wicked prosper. John, sitting now in one of the monks seats, was content to watch Cecilia, who so far had hardly spoken a word, except for some polite responses to a few questions about how she liked her new life in Exeter.


    As he looked across at her profile, the old adage still waters run deep came into his mind, and he again had to remind himself that an equally attractive woman awaited him in Dawlish. Cecilia seemed aware of his scrutiny, for she turned her head and gave him a slight, almost secret smile. He thought that she must be well used to men staring at her; it could hardly be otherwise. He was jerked from his daydreaming by her husband speaking to him.


    Is there any reason why this man should have been fatally attacked? he asked. As in any town, there are plenty of drunken brawls and knife fights, but this secret killing must be unusual, even for such a large city as Exeter.


    John raised his shoulders in an almost Gallic gesture. It is too early to say. I sent my officer around to all the houses nearby, to raise the hue and cry, not that it was of any use as the man had been dead for some time. But no one admitted seeing or hearing anything untoward. We can do no more until daybreak tomorrow.


    He kept the nature of the injuries to himself, but saw no harm in enlarging on the circumstances, as doctors heard things that often no one else could pick up, other than priests in the confessional.


    The victim was severely wounded, so it is probable that the assailant would have been heavily bloodstained. Given this deep frost, it is impossible even to guess at the time of the attack, which must have taken place somewhere else.


    At last, Cecilia joined the conversation. How could someone move a body across the city without being seen? she asked. Her voice was low and pleasant, her Norman-French perfect. Though John knew that they could both speak good English  and no doubt the physician was fluent in Latin  Matilda insisted on always speaking French in the house. Though she was born in Devon and had lived all her life there, apart from a couple of trips to distant relatives in Normandy, she insisted on playing the Norman on the strength of her de Revelle ancestors.


    There are plenty of back alleys and, at night, few people about, except around the taverns, answered Cecilias husband. Maybe you will never find the culprit, though Almighty God knows and will bring him to his proper reckoning when the Great Trump sounds! he added piously.


    John was more forthright. It must have been possible to move him, for indeed it happened! he declared. The dead man was a thin old fellow; he could have been carried quite easily. And for all we know, there might have been more than one assailant.


    Matilda was becoming increasingly fractious at the choice of subject. She wanted to talk of churches, priests and well-known citizens of her acquaintance.


    Do you have to bring your loathsome work home with you, John? she snapped. Im sure the doctor here does not weary his wife with tales from the sickbed!


    Cecilia smiled faintly but said nothing in response, leaving it to the others to guess whether her husband discussed his patients problems with her. However, John was not going to be sidetracked by Matilda, for he needed some information.


    Doctor Clement, these outbreaks of the yellow plague, he began, topping up his guests goblet. Have you experience of them elsewhere? There has not been such a murrain for many years, though it seems that some older people recollect them.


    Clement considered this as he sipped his wine. I have never seen this yellow variety, where the bodily humours are stained with bile, he admitted. There are many sorts of fever, as everyone knows, and some seem to pass easily from person to person. But this present ailment is outside my experience.


    You know there has been an outbreak in the city, with five dead already?


    The physician nodded. I had heard that, but they were down in the poorer area of the town, I understand. Where living conditions are bad, then it seems that whatever poison causes it can spread more easily.


    Is there nothing that can be done to limit the spread of this sickness? demanded John. With more than four thousand people crammed inside these walls, there could be devastation!


    The physician raised his hands helplessly. As no one knows the cause or how it is spread, what can we do? I think the power of prayer is our only defence. We must throw ourselves on the mercy of God the Father and His Blessed Son and Virgin Mother.


    At this, the doctor crossed himself, reminding de Wolfe of his clerks almost obsessional habit  and confirming the fact that Clement of Salisbury was an extremely devout man. Matilda growled in agreement and imitated the physician by making the sign of the cross herself. John noted that Cecilia said nothing and did not join them in their fervent religious gestures.


    I have heard the plague being blamed on an excess of rats about the place, as is more common in slums like Bretayne, he persisted, doggedly determined to squeeze any useful information out of this professional man. Again, he failed to get any satisfaction, for Clement replied that though it was possible, these distempers could arise anywhere, whether there were rats or not. As without exception those ubiquitous vermin were everywhere, this was hardly useful. Even in this house, old Brutus caught at least one every day, usually in the kitchen or yard, but sometimes in this very hall.


    Mary came in with the first remove of the meal, balancing a tray heaped with food. Matilda, with a scowl at her husband to get him out of his chair, conducted her guests to the long table of dark oak and sat them together on a side bench, while she and John took the one opposite. He promptly rose again to fetch a pitcher of different wine from a side table, and while he was refilling his looted glasses Mary began placing dishes on the table. For a small gathering like this, there were only three removes and each consisted of three dishes, from which the diners could choose what they wanted. Again, Matilda had insisted on using pewter plates instead of the usual trenchers of thick bread. There were horn spoons at each place, but everyone also used the small eating-knife they always carried, together with their fingers. There were bowls of lavender-scented water on the table, together with napkins to wipe their hands. Mary was an excellent cook, though she received nothing but grumbles and criticisms from her mistress. This evening, she had started with pastries filled with beef marrow, a large platter of boiled mutton slices and a brewet of veal pieces with a spiced sauce of pounded crayfish tails.


    The physician seemed very fond of his food, and his eyes lit up at the sight of the cook-maids efforts. A most attractive menu, he enthused as he helped his wife to slices of mutton and a couple of the small pastries.


    She does her best, poor girl, said Matilda deprecatingly, which was an insult to Marys prowess, especially as she had to cook everything with the primitive facilities of the shed in the yard, which was also her sleeping quarters.


    Eating took precedence over conversation, and the food rapidly vanished. The brewet of veal was especially popular, the sauce being provided in small dishes at each place, into which the diners dipped their right little finger to spread upon the meat. Before the harassed Mary could bring in the next course, there was time for more talk and Clement expounded upon his medical practice.


    Salisbury was too small to contain an ambitious doctor like me, he declaimed. I needed to offer myself to a wider clientele, and Exeter is famed for its burgeoning prosperity.


    My husband has a chamber in Goldsmith Street where patients can consult him, offered Cecilia, delicately wiping sauce from her finger with a linen cloth. Already he has a substantial practice.


    Entirely among the better class of citizen, of course, added Clement. Matilda murmured her approval, but John was determined to put a brake upon the doctors conceit.


    Perhaps you could spare some of your undoubted talents to helping the less fortunate as well, he suggested. Im sure that Brother Saulf at St Johns Hospital would welcome your expertise with some of his poor sufferers down there.


    The physician put on a doleful expression. I would like to do that; it would no doubt be an act of Christian charity, he said sententiously. But unfortunately my practice is growing so rapidly that I would have little time to spare  but I will try to assist them when circumstances allow.


    He went on to speak more honestly. Also, I fear that my patients, who come from the higher levels of county society, might not look with favour on the possibility of my carrying contagion to them from the legion of ailments from which the poorer classes suffer.


    Matilda nodded in agreement, but de Wolfe again noticed that Cecilia made no effort to support her husbands selfish attitude.


    So you also wish to keep well clear of any victims of this yellow distemper? observed John with a harder edge to his voice, which made his wife glare at him.


    The elegant doctor made a deprecating gesture. What purpose would it serve? There is nothing I or anyone else can do to help. As I said, it is in the hands of God, whose ways are mysterious.


    Any developing dispute was avoided by Mary returning with a large platter of grilled trout and a dish of capons legs, which the diners seized upon with relish. The cook-maid took away used dishes and returned with a pudding of rice boiled in milk with saffron and raisins, together with fresh bread, butter and cheese. All this occupied them for a further hour, including Johns further ministrations with a wineskin of white Loire and a flask of strong brandy-wine. When they eventually left for their short walk home, the physician seemed a little unsteady on his feet, but nonetheless effusive with his appreciation of their hospitality. John thought somewhat cynically that his excessive zeal for religion did not diminish his fondness for good food and drink. Cecilia also thanked them, less enthusiastically, but quite charmingly, for their kindness, and for once Matilda was smiling smugly as they at last said their farewells to their guests at the front door. The moment it closed, however, her amiable mask slipped immediately.


    It would have been a perfect occasion tonight but for your constant ogling of that poor lady! she snapped. Cecilia is too refined and genteel to have men like you lusting after her.


    As she turned away from him to lumber off towards the solar and her bed, John felt his fingers aching to settle around her fleshy neck, to release him for ever from her mean-spirited nature.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER THREE


    In which Crowner John talks

    to an archdeacon


    Soon after a grey November dawn, when the cathedral bells were ringing for Prime, the coroner made another call upon the sheriff and brought him up to date with the events surrounding the bizarre killing of Nicholas Budd. Then he went across to his chamber in the gatehouse, where he found Gwyn and Thomas huddled over the brazier. The wind had dropped outside, and it was marginally warmer but still miserable.


    A lot to do today, he announced cheerfully. Weve got the Shire Court first, though that should be disposed of quickly. Then there are hangings to attend out on Magdalen Street as well as this murder to pursue. As he stood rubbing his hands above the charcoal glowing in the iron bucket, he sensed that Thomas was itching to say something.


    I went down yesterday to attend the burial of those poor souls in Bretayne, said the clerk with a return of the slight stutter which afflicted him when he was excited. I saw something curious.


    John frowned at him. Youre a devil for danger, Thomas! he said sternly. First at Lympstone, now here in Exeter. I would be very sad if you took in whatever noxious vapour causes this plague.


    And Id be sorrier still if you brought it back to us! grumbled Gwyn, thinking of his family.


    The little priest shook his head stubbornly. God will protect me. I was afraid that those people might have been buried without so much as a prayer, let alone a proper shriving.


    And were they? demanded de Wolfe.


    Thomas looked a little abashed. No, as it happens. The old priest from St Bartholomews was there, God bless his soul. He was sober enough to say a few words as they threw the bodies into the pit.


    So what was this that aroused your curiosity? asked John.


    The clerk ran a finger over the tip of his sharp nose to remove a dewdrop. For some reason, maybe shortage of cloth in that poverty-ridden place, the bodies were not fully covered. Their heads were sticking out from the rags that passed for shrouds.


    De Wolfe sighed, for Thomas was catching Gwyns habit of spinning out every tale.


    I noticed that four out of the five were as yellow as French lemons, as was to be expected. But the oldest man was still lily-white.


    The coroner and his officer digested this for a moment.


    And you think that has some meaning? asked Gwyn.


    Well, if this was a plague pit for those who perished from the yellow curse, why wasnt he yellow? said Thomas defensively.


    Are you suggesting that he might have died from something else? said John.


    The clerk shrugged his thin shoulders. It bears thinking about! It would be a good way to get rid of a murdered corpse, putting it in with plague victims, now that they are no longer coroners business.


    Crafty Thomas knew that this would pique his master, who was jealous of his duty to investigate all suspicious deaths.


    Well, its too late to look into it now, boomed Gwyn. Hes six feet under a layer of quicklime and soil by now.


    We could get him dug up again, retorted de Wolfe.


    I doubt any labourer would risk shovelling out a plague pit, even for extra wages, said Gwyn. Especially on such flimsy evidence as the colour of his face.


    John had to agree, but he was reluctant to let the issue drop. We must enquire about how he died, but first find out who he was.


    I already know that, Crowner. I made enquiries on the spot. He was Vincente dEstcote, from down near the town wall, opposite the Snail Tower. A fellow of fifty-five, an impoverished porter who carried mainly for the fulling mills on Exe Island. He lodged with the family that died and was found dead in the house with them. No one cared about the circumstances; they were too concerned to get them out and buried before the contagion spread.


    Once again, de Wolfe marvelled at the resourcefulness of his clerk, who was worth far more than the three pence a day he was paid for his work.


    This dreadful killing in Raden Lane must be our first priority, but later we must find out more about the death of this fellow, he commanded.


    After attending the single case of declaring outlawry held in the Shire Hall, a bleak barn-like building in the inner ward of the castle, they walked down Castle Hill and across to St Johns Priory, tucked away just inside the city wall, which had been built by the Romans, neglected by the Saxons and restored by the Normans.


    It was a small Benedictine house, with just a prior and three brothers, devoted to caring for the sick and in schooling a few local children. The only ward was a large room with a row of straw mattresses on the floor down each side, dominated by a large wooden crucifix on the end wall, confirming Clement of Salisburys claim that God was the only real healer of bodies and souls.


    They found Brother Saulf there, a tall, gaunt monk who acted as hospitaller. He had had some medical training in Flanders before entering the cloister and had been very helpful to the coroner on several occasions. Saulf led them around to the back of the tiny priory, where a small shed stood in the shadow of the ancient city wall. Functioning as a store for stretchers and old furniture as well as a mortuary, it now sheltered the corpse of Nicholas Budd, which lay on the ground covered with a sheet. Gwyn pulled it back and they looked down at a face now cleaned of all the blood and clot that had obscured it the previous day. His open eyes stared up glassily and his lips were distorted by the havoc that a knife had wreaked inside his mouth. Grey hair and stubble marked him as being probably in his fifties.


    The monk bent down and picked up something wrapped in a rag from alongside the cadaver. This is his tongue and throat parts, he said, unrolling the bloodstained cloth. It should be buried with the body, for decencys sake.


    Gwyn poked at it with a finger, while Thomas contrived to look elsewhere. Must have been a damned sharp knife, Crowner, he observed. Clean cuts, very little ragged edges.


    I try to heal bodies, rather than disordered minds, said Saulf gravely. But I would have thought that whoever did this was making retribution for something that this poor man had said.


    De Wolfe stared thoughtfully at the Benedictine. You suggest that cutting out the tongue and voice-box, the organs of speech, might mean that the victim had caused offence?


    Must have been a bit more serious than just telling him to bugger off! offered Gwyn facetiously.


    They examined the body carefully, but apart from the wound on the head there was nothing else of significance. The scrip on his belt contained four pence and a tarnished medallion of St Christopher. The fingers were slightly callused and had some small healing cuts, consistent with his work as a woodcarver. The monk pulled the sheet back over the body when they had finished. What happens now? he asked. Did he have any relatives that will attend to his burial?


    De Wolfe straightened his back and moved away from the corpse. We will have to make enquiries at his home, then I will have to hold an inquest. I will let you know about disposing of the body as soon as I can. He offered a dozen pennies to Saulf, which the monk gratefully received as a donation to the funds of the hard-pressed hospital, then left with his two assistants. They made their way down to Curre Street, which was one of the small lanes that led from the High Street towards the North Gate. It was lined with a mixture of houses and tenements, varying in size and shape, some with shopfronts and others being the work premises of various crafts. They found Osric outside a cordwainers shop, talking to the owner.


    I was just asking about Nicholas Budd, Crowner, the town constable explained. His workshop is next door, and this man says that Nicholas was at home the day before yesterday, but hes not seen him since.


    Kept himself to himself, did Budd, volunteered the shoemaker. Nice enough fellow, but very quiet. Lived alone, cant say as if Ive ever heard of him speak of family. Certainly, he never had no visitors here.


    There was no more to be learned, and Osric confirmed that his enquiries elsewhere along the street had been equally barren.


    Lets have a look in his house, commanded John, pushing open the door, which was unlocked. Nicholas Budd had occupied the ground floor of the small thatched house, the upper storey being used by a family of six who gained access by steps from the backyard. The woodcarver used the front part of his premises for his trade, with two workbenches, stacks of seasoned timber and a rack of tools on the wall. The floor was ankle deep in shavings and offcuts, but beyond a flimsy wattle partition, the rear part of the premises was clean. A firepit, now cold and dead, occupied the centre, and a table, a stool and a blanket-covered palliasse on the floor were the only furniture in Budds living quarters. Some food and few pots were on the table, and a small keg of cider stood in one corner.


    John sent Gwyn into the yard to look around and to make enquiries among the people upstairs, while he and Thomas looked around the ground floor. There was little enough to study, and within a couple of minutes they had drawn a blank.


    So why was the poor devil so cruelly mutilated? muttered de Wolfe pensively. It seems he had no life other than carving his bloody wood, by the looks of it.


    Thomas nodded, his beady eyes roving around the living room.


    Not even a cross or a pilgrims badge on the wall. Yet something he did must have caused great offence to someone.


    Gwyn came down to report that the goodwife upstairs had not heard her neighbour since the day before yesterday. Usually, she hears him sawing and chopping down here. So it looks as if he met his death the night before last.


    Did she say anything about relatives who might wish to know of his death  and who might pay for his burial? asked John.


    Gwyn shook his head, his ginger locks swinging wildly. She knew very little about him, it seems. Thinks he came here from Bristol a couple of years ago. Doesnt attend any church, which apparently causes offence to some of the neighbours.


    With nothing more to be learned, the trio took themselves off to the castle gatehouse, where they ate some bread and cheese and drank ale mulled with an old sword heated in the brazier.


    Thomas was never keen on ale, a great handicap in a world where it was almost the only safe drink, given the dangers of all water, whether drawn from wells, rivers or ditches. However, when heated, Thomas could tolerate it better, though he preferred cider.


    You must round up a jury for this afternoon, Gwyn, said de Wolfe. Osric, Theobald, the lad who found the body and a few folk from Raden Lane who were knocked up by the constables. Well look on them First Finders, though as usual theyll know damn all about what happened.


    Best add that shoemaker and the woman upstairs from Curre Street, said the Cornishman. I wonder if he was in a craft guild  they might pay for his burial expenses?


    Who did he work for, I wonder? mused de Wolfe. Must be a freeman on his own, I expect. If he carved stuff for churches, maybe my friend the archdeacon might know of him?


    The coroner was correct in this, but not in quite the way he expected.


    Some time before noon, John made his way back towards Martins Lane for dinner, taking his horse Odin back to the livery stables opposite. He had ridden out to the gallows on Magdalen Street to witness and record the hanging of two thieves and a captured outlaw, a sight which in no way put him off his expected meal. However, on the doorstep he met Mary clutching a basket filled with new bread and a brace of sea fish from the market.


    Your dinner will be another hour, Sir Coroner, she announced firmly. My fire went out, thanks to the damp wood that old fool Simon has been chopping, so I had to relight it. In spite of her protests, he tore a chunk off one of the loaves and loped away, chewing the warm bread.


    Ill go down to see the archdeacon while Im waiting, he called over his shoulder as he headed for Canons Row. This was where some of the prebendaries of the cathedral lived, only a few hundred paces from his house. It lay along the north side of the Close, the large burial ground outside the huge twin-towered church of St Mary and St Peter.


    One of the houses was occupied by Canon John de Alenon, one of the four archdeacons of the diocese. An uncle of Thomas de Peyne, he was the one who several years before had prevailed on John to take on the disgraced and penniless priest as his clerk. He was an old friend of the coroner, an ascetic with a strong sense of justice and piety, his only worldly weakness being a love of fine wines. As usual, he offered the coroner a cup of an excellent Anjou red as a preprandial drink. They sat in de Alenons study, a spartan room contrasting strongly with the luxurious accommodation beloved of many of the senior churchmen.


    Its good to have you back as Exeters coroner, John, said the archdeacon warmly. But I hear you have already had a distressing problem?


    This strange murder up near the East Gate? Its not every day we get victims with their tongues and throats slashed out.


    Who was he? Ive heard no details of the tragedy.


    John took a sip of the luscious red fluid. Thats partly why I called, to see if you knew of him. He was a carver of devotional objects, so I thought maybe you had had dealings with him.


    De Alenon stared at his friend in surprise. A woodcarver? Surely you cant mean Nicholas Budd?


    You knew him, then? I thought you might and wondered if you could tell me something of him.


    The archdeacon looked suddenly very sombre, his thin face and crinkled grey hair giving him a stern appearance above his black cassock.


    I can tell you a lot about him, John! In fact, Nicholas was due to get into the public eye very soon, though not in the horrific way you describe.


    De Wolfe placed his wine-cup down carefully on the table. This was far more than he expected and he thought again how often chance ideas turned up vital information. Tell me, then, he said, and his friend continued his story.


    The cathedral chapter and the bishops legal deacon have been debating what to do about Budd for some weeks  and only last Friday, several of the canons gave instructions for him to be arraigned before a special court.


    Johns black eyebrows rose. Whats he been up to? Ravishing the nuns at Polsloe?


    His friend ignored his flippancy; this was a serious matter. In the opinion of some of my fellow canons, that would be a trivial offence compared with what they consider his mortal sins. They want him to be tried for heresy.


    Heresy? I thought that was something that was known only in France and Germany  not that I know much about it, admitted the coroner.


    His friend shook his head sadly. I agree that it is not openly evident in England, where thankfully the rule of Rome is rarely challenged. But under the surface there are still those who doubt or even strongly dispute the right of the Church to be the only channel of intercession between man and God.


    De Wolfe was neither an educated person nor had he much interest in religion, other than a passive acceptance of the inflexible dominance of the Church, instilled into everyone from childhood. He was more interested to know why Nicholas Budd had had his throat torn out.


    So what has this woodworker been doing, to bring down the wrath of your chapter upon him?


    The archdeacon sighed. It was not what he was doing, John, but what he was saying. One of the proctors bailiffs heard Budd talking to a group of labourers on the quayside, dispensing the usual nonsense about every man being his own salvation. The proctor told one of my colleagues and he began a crusade against this man.


    He paused to sip his wine and sighed again. Im afraid the matter has escalated since then, as this canon found supporters for his views and has forced the chapter to take the matter to the bishop. It is difficult for me, as I admit to not having such strong feelings about the issue as some of my colleagues.


    The archdeacon paused to top up Johns cup before continuing. Somewhat to my discomfort, I am the one who will have to deal with this matter, as the bishop appointed me as his vicar-general. Unlike some other dioceses, the bishop here has no chancellor to deal with such administrative and disciplinary matters.


    But I thought that the chapter dealt with such things? objected John, to whom the labyrinthine workings of the Church were a mystery.


    De Alenon shook his grey head. It has been traditional for the archdeacon of the see to be given this duty. In fact, we are sometimes called the oculus episcopi, the eye of the bishop  which does not increase my popularity with my brother canons, who sometimes suspect me of being Henry Marshals spy!


    De Wolfe looked at the priest from under lowered brows. I get the feeling that you are not as enthusiastic as your brothers about pursuing this man?


    I am not, John. Our Church has been plagued by such critics since its early days in Rome. Then they posed a more serious threat, but stern measures over the centuries have repulsed them until, certainly in this country, they are mere irritations like the fleas and lice in our hair.


    I have heard somewhere that in the south of France there are many who challenge the supremacy of the Roman Church, said de Wolfe.


    That is true. That area has always been full of strange beliefs, such as claiming that the Holy Mother herself fled there with Mary Magdalene  ludicrous, when everyone knows that after the Crucifixion she went to Ephesus to live out her days near St John.


    The coroner did not know that, but he failed to see the relevance. Are they not called after the town of Albi? he asked as he stood up to leave. I once rode through there to get to some campaign in Toulouse.


    De Alenon nodded. The Albigensians, sometimes called the Cathars. They might pose a threat one day and will have to be dealt with, but I doubt we have many adherents in Devon. He finished his wine and saw his friend to the door. If you want to know more, get my nephew Thomas to give you a lecture! Hes always keen to show off his knowledge.


    As they stood on the doorstep, John had a final question. What will happen to this enquiry now that Budd is dead?


    John de Alenon shrugged. No doubt it will be dropped, as Canon fitz Rogo can hardly press for the prosecution of a corpse.


    With much more to think about than when he came, the coroner left the cathedral precinct and went home to Marys grilled fish.


    The inquest on the woodcarver that afternoon was a brief and unhelpful formality. For convenience, John held it in the yard behind St Johns, adjacent to the ramshackle mortuary. Gwyn had assembled a dozen men and older boys for a jury, which included anyone who might be of use as a witness. The enquiry had to be held with a viewing of the corpse, so Gwyn had lifted it out of the shed and laid it gently on the ground. He left the sheet over it for as long as possible, but at some stage the dreadful wound had to be displayed to the jurymen.


    There was virtually no audience  different from the usual inquest in a village, when everyone turned out to gawp at a novelty that livened their dull lives. Rather to Johns surprise, there was one unexpected onlooker, his friend and partner Hugh de Relaga, dressed in his usual colourful costume, in spite of the sombre occasion.


    What brings you here, Hugh? asked de Wolfe, taking him aside just before he began the procedure.


    I represent the guilds, John. We were told of this poor mans death and that he has no known family. We shall look after his funeral and see that his property is safeguarded, if he has any.


    Each trade had its guild, which not only regulated the quality of goods, fixed their prices, controlled working conditions and prevented unfair competition but acted as a friendly society for members, looking after widows and children in times of hardship.


    Did you know anything of this particular man? asked John.


    De Relagas chubby face was framed by a bright green coif, a tight-fitting helmet of linen, tied under his chin with tapes. He looked like some woodland elf, John thought, but it was an effective protection against the cold east wind that had arisen.


    Not personally, as obviously he was in a different guild from mine, he answered. But the warden of the woodworkers who told me of this tragedy this morning said that he had been a very devout man and worthy of all our help.


    The coroner thought it best not to disillusion his friend of the direction of Budds devotion and moved off to conduct his inquest. Gwyn bellowed his call to order and the jury shuffled into a line facing the coroner. Thomas set up his parchment, pen and ink on the back of a handcart, as far away from the corpse as possible, ready to transcribe the proceedings for future presentation to the royal justices when they arrived for the next Eyre of Assize.


    John first called the lad who had discovered the body, who seemed quite unaffected by the gruesome experience. Osric and Theobald told how they had been called, and Gwyn in turn reported that all enquiries so far had found no witnesses to the killing. Nicholas Budd had worked alone, so that there was not even a journeyman or an apprentice to offer any evidence about his habits, mental state or even when he had last been seen alive. The woman from above Budds workshop was the only one who could state that the carver had been heard two evenings before, but she had nothing else to offer.


    Finally, Gwyn paraded the reluctant jurors past the cadaver, demonstrating the neck wound and offering the severed tongue and voice-box to them, in the manner of a butcher trying to sell offal to a housewife. When they were back in line, a few shades paler in the face, de Wolfe harangued them to obtain a verdict, though in fact giving them little choice.


    This is a preliminary enquiry, so that the law may allow the deceased man to be buried, he snapped, glaring along the row of faces. The verdict is yours, but it seems unavoidable that you must find that Nicholas Budd was foully murdered. It cannot be an accident and I doubt he would have cut out his own throat and then laid it carefully on a stone beside him!


    He pulled his wolfskin cloak more tightly around him as an icy gust swept through the yard. Then he stabbed a finger towards the largest man in the jury, a bruiser of a fellow who wore the bloodstained apron of a slaughterman.


    I appoint you foreman, so consult your fellows and give me your verdict.


    He didnt actually add And be damned quick about it, but the message was there and within a brief moment the man from The Shambles turned back to mumble their agreement that the woodcarver had been slain by persons unknown.


    When I get further information I may need to reconvene this inquest, but until then you may all go about your business.


    When they had shuffled away, Gwyn covered up the corpse and put it back into the mortuary until Hugh de Relaga sent men to collect it. John took his friend the portreeve aside.


    I dont know what plans you have for a funeral, but I would advise you to keep clear of the cathedral, he murmured.


    The portreeve immediately pressed him for an explanation, but John held up his hand. I cant explain now, but suffice to say that it would be best if you have him buried in one of the smaller churches. Better still, go out to one of the nearby country parishes. He has no relatives, so it will make no difference. He clapped a hand on the shoulder of his mystified friend and made his way back to Rougemont.


    So what do we do now? asked the sheriff. If it was an ordinary killing, some knife fight in a tavern or a robbery with violence, we could arrest everyone within sight and beat it out of them. But with these secret murders, we never seem to get anywhere.


    De Wolfe was amused at the we, as Henry de Furnellis rarely stirred himself to go hunting miscreants. He was sheriff for the second time, reluctantly coming back after Johns brother-in-law had been ignominiously deprived of office. Now over sixty, he wanted a quiet life and was looking forward to someone else being appointed in his place.


    Surely this heretic business must be involved? boomed the third man in the sheriffs chamber. Why else would someone want to cut the poor bastards throat out, if he was just an inoffensive woodworker?


    This was Ralph Morin, the castle constable, a man as big as Gwyn, looking like one of his Viking ancestors with his forked beard. Rougemont had always been a royal possession, ever since the castle was built by the Conqueror, and Morin, as castellan and commander of the garrison, was responsible directly to the king.


    De Wolfe nodded, as he reached for the inevitable cup of wine, dispensed by Henry. Im sure youre right, Ralph. But I have a lot of digging to do before I can find out why.


    The archdeacon said that a few of the canons were after this fellow, so are you going to tackle them about it? asked the sheriff.


    John nodded. Ill start this very day, he promised. Though if I know these snooty clergy, theyll be reluctant to even give me the time of day. They always shelter behind the power of the bishop or some such excuse.


    Is he buried yet? queried the castellan.


    Being put down this afternoon, I think. Probably in St Bartholomews, where they disposed of those plague victims.


    De Furnellis looked across at John from his seat behind his table. There were five more deaths in Topsham last night, he said sombrely. I hope by Christ and all His Blessed Saints that we get no more in the city. Did you get any help from that doctor last night?


    He was as much use as my hound! Less, in fact, as Brutus can at least catch a few rats if he shifts himself.


    You think rats might be a cause? asked Morin. Im afraid of them getting among my garrison. The unmarried soldiers all live close together in the barrack-halls, and if one gets a cough or running nose they all get it.


    Get a few dogs in, Ralph, and get rid of any rats, advised John. God knows if they are anything to do with the yellow plague, but according to this bloody doctor Ive got next door the only prevention is prayer!


    Morin threw down the last of his wine and stood up. Apart from Exeter itself, the other cases have been in Lympstone, Dartmouth and now Topsham. Theyre all ports, so maybe there is something in this allegation that bloody sailors are bringing it in.


    Well, we cant stop them coming  and half of them are Devon ship-men who live here, countered Henry.


    When the castellan had gone, Henry looked quizzically at de Wolfe. I gather you were not too impressed by your new neighbour?


    John gave one of his all-purpose grunts. Thinks too much of himself for my taste. Hes only interested in the sound of coins jingling in his purse and preaching at everyone about the power of God! Told me to my face that he wont help out at St Johns or go near the plague sufferers in case it affects his trade with the high-paying patients. He thought for a moment, then added, But hes got a most desirable wife!


    Henry, knowing his friend of old, clucked his tongue. Now, John, none of that! Youve got enough problems as it is. Stick to hunting criminals and having a trip to Dawlish now and then.


    It was good advice, and de Wolfe decided to take it. He was overdue for a visit to his family in Stoke-in-Teignhead and Dawlish was on the same road.


    He left the keep, clattering down the wooden steps from the high entrance to reach the rock-hard mud of the frozen inner ward. Going back to the gatehouse to collect Thomas, they walked together back to the centre of the city.


    I need to talk to this canon your uncle mentioned, said John as they went through a lane which came out in the Close.


    Richard fitz Rogo? He was Archdeacon of Cornwall until recently; now hes settled back into being just a canon. He is a rich man, with a private income, apart from his benefice.


    As John expected, his clerk was a walking encyclopaedia, especially where the Church was concerned.


    What sort of man is he? he asked as they walked through the dishevelled area in front of the cathedral. Though it was holy ground, it was hardly a haven of episcopal calm. Rough paths led between grave-mounds, some fresh, some weed-covered and others gaping open awaiting fresh customers. Urchins played among the piles of dumped refuse, and dogs romped along with them. A few beggars slumped against the mounds, half-dead with cold, and a drunk wandered erratically past, singing incoherently.


    This place is a disgrace, muttered Thomas indignantly before answering the coroner. Richard fitz Rogo? He is a stern man, an upright pillar of the Church, but not given to much humour or pleasantries.


    Does he live in a simple fashion, like your uncle John de Alenon? asked the coroner.


    Thomas shook his head. He enjoys the luxuries of life very much, as you will see if we can get invited into his dwelling. It is just there.


    He pointed to one of the houses that lined the Close on the side facing the great West Front of the cathedral. It lay behind the small church of St Mary Major and its yard backed on to buildings in the High Street beyond.


    John had brought his clerk with him, as he had learned that the presence of a priest was often useful when dealing with the clergy, especially those in the senior ranks. Thomas trotted to the door of the stone-built house and sought out the canons steward. Many of the lower orders of priest would be in the cathedral now, at one of the interminable services that occupied most of the day, but the less energetic canons had vicars and secondaries to stand in for them. Canon Richard was evidently one of these, for Thomas reappeared and conducted his master into the house, following the steward to a door leading to one of the two rooms on the ground floor.


    Inside, he found a comfortable chamber with a large brazier glowing hotly in the centre. Some padded chairs stood around it, and a table, a cupboard and a wine cabinet completed the furnishings, apart from some expensive tapestries that softened the harshness of the stone walls.


    A fat man with a bald head hauled himself from one of the chairs and greeted John as Thomas made a brief introduction and then retired to stand inconspicuously against the door. Richard fitz Rogo was pink and fat all over, including his cheeks and puffy neck, which overhung the neckband of his black cassock. A heavy woollen cape hung over his shoulders against the cold, though at the moment his room was probably one of the warmest places in Exeter.


    Sir John, we have not met before, but I have seen you in the distance, attending Mass with your devout wife.


    His voice was strong and resonant, the utterance of a man used to getting his own way. The coroner muttered something neutral and sat down in the other chair, as the canon indicated.


    I have no doubt that you wish to seek my help in respect of this sinner who was found dead yesterday in Raden Lane?


    You know about that, then? said John.


    All Exeter knows about it, coroner. Even to the strange injuries he suffered. Again de Wolfe marvelled at the way in which news passed around the city like lightning.


    You knew this man Nicholas Budd?


    The canon, who had let his corpulent body sink back into the chair, shook his head.


    I had never met him, though I would have done shortly when he was due to be arraigned at the bishops court  but God took a hand in the matter.


    So how did you discover that he was deserving of your attention?


    Fitz Rogo smiled indulgently, but his small cold eyes took away any hint of humour. Those who deny the authority of the Holy Church cannot conceal themselves for long. They are like rats skulking in the midden, but the hounds of Rome always flush them out!


    This colourful reply did nothing to answer Johns question.


    But how came he to be brought to answer for his sins at this particular time?


    The priest ran a finger around his collar to ease away his drooping jowls. Let me explain, Sir John, he said rather condescendingly, as if lecturing a backward chorister. Some time ago, the Papal Legate  the Holy Fathers representative in England  passed on to every bishop a message from Rome. This expressed concern at the revival of blasphemous and seditious beliefs contrary to the Catholic teachings of the Church, especially in southern France and Germany.


    And in England? interposed de Wolfe.


    The canon hummed and hawed a little. Admittedly, they were not on the same scale as in these other places. But we were all told to be vigilant and to stamp out heresy wherever it may be found, lest these evil seeds take root and blossom.


    He scowled at some private memory. I regret to say that Bishop Marshal did not appear to be unduly disturbed by the threat, probably because he is so concerned with the politics of Church and State that he has little time for dangers closer to home.


    He sniffed disdainfully, mindful of his own failed efforts to obtain the mitre. In fact, our bishop is rarely in his diocese, as I expect you are aware.


    Even John, uninterested as he was in religious matters, knew from his conversations with John de Alenon that Bishop Henry Marshal was to be found more often in Westminster, Canterbury or Coventry than he was in Devon. But all this was not getting him any nearer to learning about Nicholas Budd.


    But how came you to seize upon this particular man? he demanded, tiring of the canons lecture.


    My brother canons  at least, two of them  and myself decided to augment the bishops lack of enthusiasm by carrying out the Legates instructions more directly, explained fitz Rogo with an air of self-importance. We instructed the proctors men to keep a special lookout for any hints of heresy and even to pay agents among the common folk to keep their ears open for the same.


    You mean you set spies among the people? said John bluntly, but the canon seemed impervious to sarcasm.


    All means are legitimate in the service of God, he said piously. The devil employs every evil artifice in his campaigns, so we need to follow his example.


    So what did your spies report to you? asked John irreverently.


    They found that Budd was seducing people with his blasphemous ideas, both among his customers and folk that he met in the market or the alehouse. And as if this was not blatant enough, more recently he has been meeting secretly with others in dwellings or in the countryside to discuss and elaborate on their foul concepts.


    How could you know of this, if they were held in private places? demanded John.


    Our agents passed themselves off as possible converts to this religion of the Antichrist, boomed the priest. In fact, one of them seemed to be so taken with the sedition that he has refused to work for the proctors any longer. We are keeping a sharp eye on him, he added threateningly.


    Did Nicholas Budd know that he was to be arraigned?


    Indeed he did. The proctors men delivered a message to him a week ago, telling of the time and place that he must present himself before the preliminary examination. If he had failed to appear, they would have seized him and incarcerated him in the proctors cells near St Marys Church.


    The canon rubbed his podgy hands together, almost in delight.


    But now he has been spared that ordeal  and the Church is rid of one more blasphemer. Fitz Rogo seemed quite pleased at the outcome.


    If the Church had found him guilty, would he have had his tongue and throat cut out? asked de Wolfe cynically. For that was his fate, and I see no other reason for a quiet tradesman to be so brutally done to death, apart from his beliefs.


    The former archdeacon shrugged. Perhaps some citizen more zealous than the Church itself was so incensed by this mans heresy that he took the law into his own hands.


    The coroner felt that he was going to gain very little from this man and his entrenched attitude. You say that you have two fellow canons who are equally assiduous in heeding the Legates warning. Can you tell me who those are?


    All the priesthood should be equally assiduous, Sir John, in carrying out the orders of the Papal Bull issued some twelve years ago. And, indeed, every Christian man and woman who respects the authority of Rome should be on the lookout for these evil people who would undermine the very fabric of the Church, including yourself, coroner, he brayed pompously. But the leaders in this crusade were Ralph de Hospitali and Robert de Baggetor  and, of course, myself


    What about the other canons  there are twenty-four, are there not?


    Fitz Rogo looked slightly evasive. Naturally, we are all concerned about this insidious evil  but some of my fellow prebendaries have other duties and other priorities, so it is left to we three to push forward the campaign. And I might tell you, Sir John, this man Budd was but one of many who have fallen by the wayside and absorbed this poison that seeps into the country from abroad.


    The canons last words rang in Johns head as he and Thomas walked back across the Close. Poison seeping in from abroad was all too familiar a phrase, given the possibility that the yellow plague was being imported into Devon from foreign parts.


    So what did you make of that, Thomas? he asked his clerk as they trudged towards South Gate Street. Somehow I cant see that fat priest as a knife-wielding killer.


    His clerk looked shocked at the suggestion that one of his seniors could even be considered as a murderer. Indeed not, master! Yet I agree that there seems to be every reason to think that Budds heretical beliefs were the cause of his death.


    So we must look elsewhere for a culprit, Thomas. Yet do not dismiss anyone from suspicion, especially those with strong religious convictions. I spent two bloody years of my life at the Crusades, which were all about one faith trying to annihilate another.


    They walked through Bear Gate, then crossed the busy road that led down to one of the main city gates, to reach the warren of small lanes that ran down the slope towards the river.


    I will have to speak to the other two zealous canons that fitz Rogo named, said John as they walked down towards Priest Street, where Thomas lodged. But we can go together in the morning. What do you know about them?


    Like fitz Rogo, Robert de Baggetor was formerly another archdeacon, this time of Barnstaple. He is a severe man, immovable in his old-fashioned attitudes. I have heard him preach thunderously about those who voice the slightest criticism of the established Church. He is a reactionary in the strongest sense of the word.


    And the other one? prompted de Wolfe.


    Ralph de Hospitali? A little younger than the other two, but equally zealous. He is a thin, active man, never still and always wanting to impress upon his juniors the perils of straying outside the strict rituals and formalities laid down by Rome. He is especially insistent that the Vulgate should never be made available in the vernacular, in case common people should read it and not require the interpretation of we priests.


    Thomas sounded bitter about this particular canon, and John suspected that his clerk had suffered a tongue-lashing from him at some time.


    They parted at the end of Idle Lane, as John wished to call at the Bush to down a quart or two of his officers new ale, to see if he had mastered Nestas recipe. It was still an hour or two until dusk, and Thomas announced that after a prayer and a bite to eat in his lodgings he would walk down to St Bartholomews to see if there was any more news of the latest plague victims.


    When I told you that one man was not yellowed, you said we must enquire further, he said with a frown. Something worries me over that, but I cant put my finger on it.


    You be careful, Thomas, admonished the coroner. That part of town is unhealthy, and we dont know how contagious this curse might be.


    His little clerk limped away, the cold weather making his spinal problem worse. John turned off down the lane to the tavern and sank thankfully on to his bench by the fire, where a pile of oak logs was warming the low taproom. The inn was quieter than usual, and John guessed that some of the regular patrons had stayed at home, fearful of possible contagion in crowded places. Edwin came up with a pottery mug of ale and waited until John had passed a favourable comment on Gwyns efforts.


    Edwin, they tell me that you have become very religious these days, ventured the coroner. What do you know of any people preaching heresy in the city nowadays?


    The old man leaned with his fists on the table, his one good eye fixed intently on de Wolfe. Its a scandal, sir, a real scandal that such folk should be allowed to walk the earth!


    He sounded almost viciously indignant, unlike the easy-going, hard-drinking old soldier that John knew previously.


    Blasphemers like those should be hanged  or, better still, burned at the stake, to get them used to the everlasting fires of hell that they are bound to suffer eventually!


    De Wolfe could almost smell the brimstone coming from the potmans nostrils and thought he might learn something useful here.


    Who are these people you speak of, Edwin?


    The potman tapped the side of his prominent nose. I know that fellow that was killed was one of them, he said, again confirming the efficiency of Exeters gossip-mill. I heard him spouting his evil nonsense once, down in the Plough Inn in North Gate Street. There were several of them in there, gabbing about free will and the right of every man to choose his own salvation. Fair makes me sick now, though then I had not seen the light of Gods will and knew no better.


    Do you know of any more like him in the city?


    I used to hear others, but I never knew their names, back in the days when I was too ignorant to care. If I spotted any now, Id be straight around to the proctors to denounce them!


    He banged an empty pot angrily on the table, and John marvelled at the change that the prospect of hellfire had on the elderly when they felt that they were soon to come face to face with the Almighty.


    What about in the countryside  are these heretics confined to the towns? he asked.


    Edwin scowled, his dead eye wandering horribly out of line with the good one. The bastards are everywhere these days, Sir John! My sisters live out in a village and even there they tell me that some men and even a woman or two refuse to attend the church. They have heard that they meet secretly in a barn, but I dont know if thats true.


    John was willing to clutch at any straw that might further his investigation and asked Edwin where his sisters lived.


    In Ide, Crowner, just a couple of miles outside the city. Its a scandal that their parish priest doesnt do something about it, but hes a drunken sot who can hardly read.


    Just then, Martha bustled in through the back door and Edwin limped away, trying to look busy.


    What nonsense has that old fool been stuffing you with, Sir John? she asked, but with a smile on her face. Since hes taken up religion, thats all he talks about. Hell end up as a bishop before hes seventy.


    They say that only fools and children speak the truth, Martha. I pick up useful information in some of the most unlikely places. He turned down her usual offer of food, pleading that he must go home and eat whatever Mary had prepared that night, though Gwyns buxom wife was also an excellent cook.


    Hows that husband of mine behaving himself, Sir John? she demanded. I hope his new passion for brewing ale isnt keeping him from his proper tasks. She was eternally grateful for de Wolfes generosity in given them the tenancy of the Bush, which gave them a far better home than the decrepit cottage they had rented in St Sidwells.


    The coroner reassured her that his officer was as diligent as ever, but as they were going through a quiet patch in their duties, apart from this murder, Gwyn was quite welcome to spend time in his brewing-shed, especially if he produced such good ale as todays batch.


    With her thanks ringing in his ears, he left for home and another sullen session at the supper table with Matilda. As he reached his front door, he glanced at the neighbouring house, hoping to see the lissom shape of a far more attractive woman that his wife, but there was no sign of Cecilia and with a sigh he went inside to face the bane of his life.


    
      
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    In which John decides against

    an investigation


    I thought there was something Id missed, Crowner, said Thomas next morning. They were in their usual place in the bleak tower room of the gatehouse, though thankfully the cold weather had moderated and instead there was a thin drizzle borne on a westerly wind.


    John looked at his clerk from under his black brows. Gwyn, perched on his window ledge, waited expectantly.


    That man in the plague pit, the one who wasnt yellow, continued Thomas obscurely. I got only a glimpse of his dead face and I failed to make the connection then, as I was intrigued by the difference between him and the other victims.


    What connection? demanded de Wolfe, convinced now that his clerk was becoming as long-winded as Gwyn.


    I had seen him before, only the previous day. It had slipped my mind, but he was the man who was preaching heresy in the street at Carfoix.


    So what? Even a religious crank is allowed to catch the plague! grunted Gwyn, scratching at a flea bite on his thigh.


    Two heretics found dead on the same day? mused de Wolfe. Thats a coincidence, right enough.


    Thomas was impatient with the others for not seeing the full significance of his news. Look, I saw him alive and perfectly well in the street at around midday on Tuesday. By the evening, he was dead along with those other poor people. Even this serious plague doesnt kill you within such a few hours. I saw the corpse next morning and he wasnt yellow then, so he cant have died of the distemper.


    John leaned his folded arms on the table and stared at Thomas, his head jutting out like a vulture.


    Youre a clever little fellow, Thomas de Peyne, he observed. I wish I had half your brains!


    Whats to be done about it, Crowner? asked Gwyn.


    I had better get down to Bretayne and ask a few questions. You said you knew this mans name?


    Vincente dEstcote, a porter from down there. Thats about all I know, except that he was certainly preaching blasphemous opinions in the street.


    De Wolfe rose from his stool and took down his grey cloak.


    No time like the present. Then Ill have to ask your uncle if he knows anything of this man and also talk to the other two canons who seem most involved in this affair.


    Do you want me to come down to Bretayne as well? asked Gwyn uneasily. John knew that though his henchman would happily fight a dozen Saracens single-handed, he was reluctant to face some invisible infection.


    You go back to the Bush and try brewing some better ale, he said roughly. That last lot tasted like horse-piss! He winked broadly at Thomas to give the lie to what he said, and both knew that he was saving the Cornishmans pride at avoiding the hazards of Bretayne.


    They went out into the fine rain that made the morning miserable and walked down to the bottom of the High Street.


    This is where I saw the fellow. He was talking to a group of bystanders over there, said Thomas, pointing across Carfoix. When Gwyn left them a few yards further on, the coroner and his clerk crossed the street and turned right near St Olaves Church into one of the lanes that led down into Bretayne. Slippery with mud and refuse, the narrow alleys were lined with a motley collection of huts and small shacks, all either thatched or roofed with splintered or rotted shingles. Goats, mangy dogs and ragged children abounded, and rats were scuttling freely in the filthy drains between the dwellings.


    Wheres the best place to ask for some information, Thomas? asked his master.


    Try the parish priest, the one we saw when that man was nailed to the tree in his churchyard, suggested Thomas, referring to a previous drama they had dealt with down here.


    At St Bartholomews, a small chapel set in a neglected half-acre of trees and weeds, they found the sexton, an old man whose face was badly disfigured by cowpox scars.


    Father Robin is not well; he didnt get up this morning, he told them rather sheepishly. John knew that the incumbent was probably drunk, but the sexton seemed to know plenty of local gossip.


    My clerk here tells me that one of those plague victims had none of the usual yellowness of the skin, said John. Do you recall that?


    The old man, who had a severe tremor of his fingers, pondered a moment, then agreed. Not that I noticed much, nor cared. All me and my labourer wanted was to get a hole dug and tip them in as quick as we could.


    Did you notice anything else about the corpse? he demanded. Any injuries that you could see?


    The sexton shook his head vehemently. We had cloths over our heads. I could hardly see nor breathe! he exclaimed querulously. Got em down under ground as quick as we could, no time to bloody examine them!


    Well, it may be that youll have to dig them up again! snapped the coroner.


    Again the old man shook his head and held up his hands as if to ward off the devil. That can never be done, sir! he wailed. Youll not find a man wholl put a spade into that pit, not for a kings ransom.


    De Wolfe argued with him for a few moments, but the sexton was adamant that neither he, his gravediggers nor any sensible fellow would risk disturbing the remains of plague victims.


    Then tell me more about this fellow, said John. My clerk says that he was probably one of these malcontents who preached heresy.


    That was well known, Crowner, agreed the sexton. Though he was but a common porter, he had a mind above his station in life, did Vincente. Father Robin had great arguments with him, when they sat here in the churchyard with a pitcher of ale between them.


    And your priest did not denounce him?


    The old man leered. Father Robin is one for a quiet life, sir. It would be far too much trouble for him to start something like that.


    The only other useful fact that de Wolfe could get from the sexton was that there were quite a few others in Bretayne who seemed to share Vincente dEstcotes views and that they sometimes even met in the churchyard to discuss their beliefs. Having exhausted what little the sexton knew, John walked back towards the city centre with Thomas, picking his brains as he went.


    Tell me more about these heretics, before I visit the other canons, he said. I dont want to appear too ignorant.


    The clerk, a born teacher, was only too eager to oblige. They disagree with the dogma and rituals of the Roman Church, though, of course, they are still Christians  and often very devout ones, for they care more about their beliefs than the average man.


    That was true enough, thought John, who accepted religion merely as an ordinary fact of life, just like food, drink and sex. So what do they believe? he asked.


    There are many types of heretics  in fact, one could even call the Eastern Church based in Constantinople a heresy, as they refuse to abide by the rules of Rome, as did the Celtic Church of Ireland and Wales, until eventually Rome trod them under foot.


    This didnt answer de Wolfes question, but he waited for Thomas to continue.


    The early bishops of the Roman Church set down their rigid beliefs and ceremonies in a series of synods in the first few centuries after the death of our Blessed Saviour.


    The little clerk paused to cross himself. The main article of faith was that man is born with original sin, derived from the fall of Adam, and can achieve salvation only through the intercession of the Holy Church and its priests.


    John had not heard it put so plainly before, not in all the hundreds of boring sermons he had sat through over the years.


    In other words, Rome claims a monopoly on salvation? he asked provocatively.


    As a faithful servant of the Church, Thomas bridled a little at this. And quite rightly so, for we have that power given by God, through the laying on of a bishops hands during ordination.


    So what do the heretics say to that?


    Thomas pattered alongside, keeping up with the coroners long strides. There are many different sects of heretics, but most have one thing in common. They deny that all men are born into sin and say that every man has it within him to makes choices that will lead him to his own salvation, without the interference of a priest. In other words, free will can direct him to heaven or hell.


    Seems quite sensible to me, Thomas, said de Wolfe, impishly goading his clerk.


    Oh, dont say that, sir! squeaked the clerk. I would never forgive myself if I thought that I had led you out of the path of righteousness.


    Dont worry, lad, Im not that concerned with my immortal soul. But tell me, what sort of heretics would these Exeter fellows be likely to be?


    They had reached the cathedral Close by now, where John sat down on a low wall near the little church of St Mary Major that faced the West Front. He motioned Thomas to a place alongside him, as he knew he was panting after the rapid climb up from Bretayne. When he had regained his breath, the clerk expounded his knowledge once more.


    It is hard to say, there are so many different sects, each disputing with the other as to who is correct.


    Your uncle mentioned the Cathars, from southern France?


    It is possible, though I doubt that many Englishmen belong to them, numerous though they are in Albi and around Toulouse. If those here are home-grown blasphemers, they are probably Gnostics or some descendants of the Pelagians, who were called the British heretics long ago.


    Johns brow furrowed, as his clerks breadth and depth of learning often left him behind. Who the hell are they? he asked.


    Hell is the right word, master, as no doubt Pelagius has been languishing there for the past eight hundred years. After Arianism, his beliefs were virtually the first to challenge the early Roman Church.


    The coroner wisely decided not to ask about the Arians.


    Why was this heresy called British, then? he demanded instead, interested in spite of his usual apathy about religion.


    He was a Briton  a Celt like you, sir. In fact, he is also known as Morcant or Morgan  probably a monk from the monastery at Bangor-on-Dee in North Wales, though all his active life was spent in Rome and Carthage.


    And these heretical beliefs of his gained adherents?


    Indeed they did! replied Thomas, gesticulating in the full flow of his lecturing mode. In the early fourth century, they spread so widely that at one time it was a possibility that they would gain the ascendancy over Rome. They were especially popular in Britain, so much so that Pope Celestine had to send three bishops, including St Germanus, to try to quell the rise of the cult, which even had many Roman priests convinced of its worth.


    He was now really into his stride. Pelagius fled from Rome to Carthage and St Augustine of Hippo strove to overcome his heresy  in fact, the Council of Carthage in 418 set down the nine articles which remain the basic tenets of the Roman Catholic faith, as a direct reaction to Pelagiuss teachings.


    This was getting too scholarly for de Wolfe, so he moved the subject on a little.


    So what about these Cathars? Even I heard about them when I was campaigning in France, down near the Languedoc. Some of the other knights were muttering about exterminating them.


    Thomas shook his head. They are very different from the old Pelagians  and they are a new breed of heretics, posing a modern threat to Rome. I fear there will be a Crusade against them before many years are out. They believe that all material things, including our very bodies, are works of the devil and that only our souls belong to God. They see no reason for the existence of the Holy Church and also claim that a man must work out his own salvation.


    John rose from the wall, bemused by an excess of knowledge.


    I suppose it matters not one bit which kind of blasphemy our Devon heretics subscribe to, Thomas! he observed. Your masters in the cathedral no doubt tar them all with same brush when it comes to getting rid of them.


    The clerk nodded soberly as he followed the coroner. But retribution must be applied through the proper processes  the bishops court and the like, not by a knife to the throat, Crowner.


    This time, they went across the Close to Canons Row to find one of the other heretic-hunters, Ralph de Hospitali. He occupied a house three doors beyond that of John de Alenon, and Thomas repeated his actions to get de Wolfe admitted to the canons presence.


    Once again, he found the prebendary living in some luxury, so different from the ascetic home of Thomass uncle, just along the road. The well-furnished chamber had a blazing fire in a side hearth like the one in Johns home, and there seemed to be a surfeit of servants about the house.


    Ralph was a younger man than Canon fitz Rogo, only a few years older than John himself. He was tall and lean, with a mop of fair hair around his shaved tonsure. A nervous, overactive man, he seemed unable to keep still, restlessly sitting down and then standing up, calling for wine, which his visitors declined.


    Richard fitz Rogo told me of your visit, and no doubt you need to consult me as well, he stated in a staccato voice that suited his twitchy nature. He made no effort to seat his visitors, but paced around them like an angry lion.


    I heard of the death of this woodworker, who we were about to bring to account, he snapped. Even my Christian charity cannot stretch to the hypocrisy of expressing sorrow for it, though I would not wish that method of death on any of Gods creatures.


    His attitude rankled with John, but he suppressed his distaste with an effort. How came you to know of this mans activities? he asked.


    It was reported to me by Herbert Gale, the senior of our two proctors bailiffs. He said he had an informant in the city and so personally went down to a meeting in a house where this Nicholas Budd was expounding his dangerous blasphemy.


    You did not personally hear the man commit heresy?


    The canon shook his head vigorously. There was no need! The bailiffs accusation was sufficient to have the fellow called in for interrogation, which was to be in a few days time.


    De Wolfe stared hard at the priest. A servants opinion was enough for you? he grated.


    Why not? If the man Budd could explain himself, so be it. If not, he must face the consequences.


    The coroner breathed hard at this cavalier approach to justice.


    Was Budd the only one you suspected of heresy?


    Ralph de Hospitali leaned against the edge of his table and drummed his fingers on the top. I suspect many more. It seems obvious that there is a spreading cult of these evil thinkers in Devon, many right here in Exeter. But they will be extirpated, mark my words! His voice rose in pitch as he became more vehement.


    Do you know more names? asked John, thinking of the pale-faced man in the plague pit.


    I have suspicions of several, reported by the proctors men. My brother in Christ, Robert de Baggetor, is compiling a list of suspects, based on the information passed to him by the two bailiffs and their contacts in the city.


    Does the name Vincente dEstcote appear in his list?


    Ralph looked blankly at the coroner. I do not recall that name, but, as I say, de Baggetor is at present compiling a list and for all I know that person may be included. Why do you ask?


    I have certain information that he might have been one of these men with very different views from your own, answered John obliquely.


    The canons sharp wits soon picked him up. What do you mean might have been? Has he then seen the error of his ways?


    He is dead as well! answered John bluntly. And I have no means of determining how he came by his demise.


    De Hospitali jerked himself upright and took a step towards the coroner. If you have other names, you must give them to me. You have a duty under God to do so.


    And I have a duty under the kings peace to see that the law is upheld, sir, retorted de Wolfe. Where can I find your bailiff? I need to see this list of his, in case others have met an untimely fate.


    For the first time, Thomas opened his mouth, for until now he had been studiously ignored by the canon.


    Sir, how does the bailiff, who is really but a constable, make a record of these men? Can he read and write?


    Ralph looked down at the clerk as if noticing his presence for the first time. Herbert Gale is a former merchants clerk, who spent some of his youth in the abbey school at Bath. His fellow bailiff is illiterate, but Herbert has some learning. You will no doubt find him in the small building which houses the cathedral detention cells, on the north side of the Close.


    He rang a small bell to summon his steward, an unambiguous sign that the interview was over. Realising that there was nothing more to be gained, John left, his clerk trailing behind him. They walked slowly back along Canons Row, in silence for the first hundred paces.


    Not very likeable, that fellow, grunted de Wolfe. Is he always like that?


    He has a reputation for being strict in all matters concerning the observance of cathedral rules and customs, answered Thomas. He is a pillar of the chapter, but it is hard to warm towards him.


    What about this remaining canon, Robert de Baggetor? Whats he like? Ive only seen him in the distance, when my wife drags me to the cathedral.


    Another former archdeacon, this time of Barnstaple. He is older, probably in his sixtieth year. Another proud and somewhat arrogant man, may God forgive me for so saying. He crossed himself rapidly as a precaution against being struck by a thunderbolt for his disparagement of a senior churchman.


    So where do we find him, Thomas?


    He lives further along from fitz Rogo on the north side. He is one of the two cathedral proctors who have houses reserved for their use. The other one is William de Swindon.


    I gather the proctors are responsible for order and discipline within the cathedral community, said John. Is that all they do? His knowledge of ecclesiastical politics and administration was hazy.


    They are, but much of their function is to deal with legal and ceremonial matters for the chapter and the bishop. They dont soil their own hands with mere physical matters like riot or affray. For that, they employ proctors bailiffs, who are the cathedrals equivalent of our Osric and Theobald in the city.


    Just then a bell began tolling in the cathedral and several groups of vicars, secondaries and one or two canons appeared from various houses and began converging on the various entrances to the great church of St Mary and St Peter.


    Youll not see him now, master, said Thomas, pointing to one group as they trod sedately across the Close. Hes there, off to celebrate Terce, Sext and Nones. These were the mid-morning offices of the daily devotions.


    Wed best catch him when he comes back for his dinner at noon, added the clerk. I should be there myself, if you dont need me at the moment.


    John waved him away, and Thomas followed the rest of the celebrants into the cathedral. These incessant services were not meant for the benefit of the public except on feast days, as the common folk were served by a plethora of parish churches in the city. The rituals in the cathedral were for the endless glorification of God by the priesthood and their lesser acolytes.


    John walked slowly back to his house around the corner, somewhat at a loss as to what to do next. It was too late to trudge back up to the castle and too early for his dinner. Partly from old habits left from the Nesta days, he decided to take Brutus for a walk, his old weak alibi for going down to the Bush. Fetching him from the house, where thankfully Matilda was either in her solar or out somewhere, he walked down to Idle Lane and sampled the new batch of ale, which fully lived up to his expectations.


    The big Cornishman came and sat with him, basking in the compliments about his latest efforts at brewing. A fervent dog-lover, he brought a bone from the kitchen-shed for Brutus, who lay in the rushes under the table, gnawing happily while the men above talked.


    The yellow plague has hit Dartmouth now, so a carter told us this morning, said Gwyn. Another port. We dont hear of it happening up on Dartmoor, so it must surely be brought in by ship-men.


    They discussed this for a time, but felt futile and helpless in the face of a disease which struck so rapidly and so randomly.


    That doctor next door to me is useless, growled de Wolfe. Ill have a word with Richard Lustcote, the apothecary. Hes a sensible man, though I suppose if there was anything he could do, he would have done it by now.


    His officer, depressed by the subject, moved to another problem. What are we going to do about this murder? Where do we start?


    The heretic fraternity is the only lead I can see, answered the coroner. Unless some fanatic comes to confess to it, which seems as likely as the moon breaking in half, we can only attack the problem by discovering whom the heretics fear or even suspect of such an act.


    And what about Thomass pale man in the plague pit?


    John shrugged and took a deep draught of his ale. Weve no chance of getting him dug up again, in the circumstances. And even if we did and found another bloody great wound in his head, what good would that be in finding out who did it? Weve already got one example, and thats taking us nowhere at the moment.


    Gwyn scratched his crotch, which seemed his alternative to Thomas crossing himself. So weve got to find us some unbelievers?


    Unbelievers in the Roman way, certainly  though our clerk says they are more than devout in their own way. Someone said they heard such heresy being voiced in the Plough tavern, so maybe you should do one of your tours around the alehouses and keep those big ears open.


    Where Thomas gained much gossip from among his ecclesiastical colleagues, Gwyn was adept at eavesdropping in taverns, a task that suited him admirably.


    Ill start tonight, Crowner  my goodwife can hardly complain if Im doing it on behalf of the king and his coroner!


    
      
    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    In which the coroner receives

    some bad news


    John spent the early part of the afternoon with Thomas in their chamber, as they had to work on some of the submissions to the royal justices when they came to hold the Eyre in a few weeks time. As de Wolfe had been away for months, most of the few cases were left over from Nicholas de Arundell, manor-lord of Hempston Arundell, near Totnes. He had reluctantly taken over the coronership when John was posted to Westminster and had now gone back to Hempston with a sigh of relief.


    Thomas de Peyne was rewriting some of the scrappy records left by a junior clerk that Nicholas had borrowed from the castle, as his pride would not allow him to put such imperfect parchments before the kings judges. In addition, he had to record a couple of fatal assaults, a rape, two house fires, seven hangings and four declarations of outlawry that John had dealt with since his return. As the coroner could only just about write his name, Thomas took dictation from him and read back any material that John needed to know about. The arrangement worked well, especially as Thomas used his own initiative to improve the content and style of his masters words, without John being aware of it.


    As they worked, de Wolfe listened for the cathedral bells, the only way of gauging the time, other than dawn and dusk. The only other means was going to a church that had graduated candles used for timing services.


    That was for Vespers, so well wait a while, then go down to tackle this other canon, he decided.


    If de Baggetor had actually graced Vespers with his presence, instead of sending a vicar in his stead, he should be back within the hour.


    In due course the coroner and his clerk walked back down to the Close, and Thomas took him to another house a few doors away from Ralph de Hospitali. Here they were again conducted by a steward to a comfortable room with even better furniture than before. De Baggetor was a tall, stooped man of about fifty, with a long, deeply lined face which reminded John of a hunting hound. The canon had an aloof manner which went with a stubborn and inflexible nature.


    He offered no invitation for them to be seated, and de Wolfe was again made aware of the antagonism and jealousies that often existed between the clergy and the city. The cathedral precinct was almost a state within a state, as the writ of the sheriff and burgesses did not run in the Close, except along the public paths. Discipline and justice were meted out by the bishop and the cathedral chapter, through the strong arms of the proctors bailiffs. This had been softened a little by the decision of Bishop Marshal to delegate jurisdiction over serious crimes like murder to the sheriff and coroner, but it was always made clear that the secular powers operated in the precinct only under sufferance.


    You want to talk to me about this slain heretic? asked de Baggetor. His voice was slow and almost lazy, but was belied by the steely look in his dark eyes. The ring of frizzled hair around his tonsure was grey, but his eyebrows were jet black, like Johns.


    It is just possible that we may have two slain heretics, answered de Wolfe. I cant prove it for various reasons, but another man said to have similar beliefs has died suddenly. Does the name Vincente dEstcote mean anything to you?


    A look of surprise came over the canons face, which John felt was genuine. No, never heard of him. Why do you say that he might also have been a blasphemer?


    My clerk here heard him addressing folk in the street on the subject. I thought he might have been one of the names that your bailiffs had reported to you. Ralph de Hospitali told us that you held a list of such suspects.


    Robert de Baggetor turned to his table and reached up to a shelf above it, where a number of rolled parchments rested, tied with pink tape. Everything in the room was in meticulously neat order, with nothing out of place. Even the large ebony and ivory crucifix on the wall shone as if it had been polished only an hour before.


    He took a thin roll and untied it, before scanning it rapidly and then handing it to John. That name is not on there, Sir John.


    The coroner, always slightly sensitive about his illiteracy, slid the curled sheet across to Thomas.


    How did your men come by these names? he asked.


    The canon rubbed one of his eyes, which was red and inflamed.


    On my instructions, they seek out meetings of such evildoers. They also have paid informers who can acquire such names without arousing suspicion. Experience in Italy and France has shown that since the Papal Bull on the matter, threatened exposure can lead to violence and even murder of the investigators.


    John made a mental note to ask Thomas about this notorious Bull, but he did not wish to show his ignorance before this patronising cleric.


    I would like to keep this list  or have my clerk make a copy of it, he requested.


    De Baggetors dark brows came together in displeasure. Impossible! It is for the use of the bishop and the proctors. This is an ecclesiastical matter; it is none of the business of a sheriff or coroner.


    Thomas, emboldened by his knowledge of Church law, ventured to enter the dispute. With the greatest respect, canon, the Papal Bull Ab Abolendum specifically stated that bishops should seek the aid of stewards, bailiffs and all other officers in pursuing heretics and that such secular authorities were obliged to offer such help.


    The former archdeacon glowered at this little upstart but was unable to contradict him. I am one of the cathedral proctors and know the laws as well as you, he grated. But if you think you can find more of these vermin, then make a copy of this list. There is pen, ink and parchment on that table.


    As Thomas, with hidden glee, hurried to take advantage of de Baggetors climbdown, John had more questions.


    What has occurred recently to bring this matter to the surface? he asked.


    Events in northern Italy and the south-west of France have caused anxiety in Rome, answered the canon, who seemed more ready to speak of generalities than his own activities. The Papal Legate in England has passed on instructions from the Vatican for all bishops to be far more vigilant in detecting and stamping out the growing cancer that is eating away at the very roots of our Holy Roman Church.


    So what is intended in regard to these other persons? Are they all to be arrested?


    There is to be an inquisition, where they will be strictly interrogated. Depending on what arises from that, further action will be taken.


    This sounded somewhat sinister to de Wolfe, but the proctor refused to be drawn on the matter, saying it would be the decision of the bishop and of the chancellor of any court he might set up.


    As soon as Thomas had finished copying the list, for there were only a dozen names on it, they left, as de Baggetor made it abundantly clear that he had no intention of telling them any more.


    The cloud-filled sky was darkening by now, the November weather already warning of the coming of winter. Again the coroner and his acolyte made their way down towards the lower town, where the old wall gave on to the quayside where smaller ships could get up on the tide past Topsham. John was on his way to the Bush and Thomas to his lodgings, and as they parted at Idle Lane de Wolfe gave him his orders for the morning.


    Tomorrow you must explain to me about this Bull and the demands of the Pope  its all a mystery to me. Then well look at that list you made and decide what to do about it. I smell more trouble coming and we need to be prepared for it.


    The coroner did not stay very long at the inn, as Gwyn had taken him at his word and gone off early on his tour of the taverns, allegedly in search of information. If John knew anything about him, he would get several gallons of ale inside him in the process, but knowing of his capacious stomach and iron head, John had little fear of him coming to any harm.


    Dusk was falling, but it was not yet dark when he got back to Martins Lane and, as he passed the little church of St Martins on the corner of Canons Row, he met Cecilia, the doctors wife. She was swathed in a mantle of heavy green wool, with a fur-edged hood framing her handsome face. Behind her, her young maid lugged a large shopping basket. He greeted Cecilia warmly, for any good-looking woman always melted the usual forbidding expression on his face.


    Best that you reach home and hearth while theres still light, mistress, he said affably. Especially when you ladies are abroad alone in these streets.


    She smiled at him as they stopped to speak, close enough for him to smell a flowery fragrance coming from her.


    At this time of day, my husband sees his patients in his chamber in Goldsmith Street, she explained, so he can never escort me when I wish to visit the booths or the tradesmens shops.


    For a fleeting moment de Wolfe wondered if this rather unnecessary explanation was a covert message that she was alone at this time every day  but then he discarded the thought, knowing what a godly and upright woman she was. But one could have said exactly the same thing about his Hilda of Dawlish, who was a pillar of her church and community yet had been Johns mistress for many years.


    You have been about the kings business today, sir? asked Cecilia, almost as if she wanted to spin out their encounter.


    Being quite happy to dally with her, John gave a brief account of his efforts to track down who might have killed the heretic  and mentioned the possibility that another one of that persuasion might also have been slain.


    Poor people. It seems cruel that they should suffer just because they have a different view of God from the majority, she said surprisingly. My husband has such strict opinions on the matter, but I fear I see them as human beings deserving of compassion.


    They may well suffer even more soon, if the bishop has to carry out his orders from Rome, said John grimly. He explained about the forthcoming inquisition of any suspected of deviating from the prescribed pathway laid down by the Pope. As the coroner, I have to hold inquisitions, but I fear that the religious variety may be far more harsh than my questioning.


    She shook her head sadly. It is wrong that a mans private thoughts and beliefs  or, indeed, a womans  should be dictated to by others and any transgression punished by violence.


    De Wolfe was intrigued by her words. A freethinking woman was almost unknown, at least any daring to put such thoughts into words.


    You have some sympathy with these heretics, lady? he asked gently.


    Cecilia looked startled, as if she had just realised that perhaps she was speaking unwisely. My husband would not favour my expressing such thoughts, Im sure! He has very strong views on this subject, as on everything else.


    John did not miss the trace of bitterness in her voice and fell to wondering what might go on in the house next to his own. But not wanting to end the meeting, he steered the conversation on to safer ground.


    Your husband is busy, then? His practice is flourishing?


    She smiled wanly. I rarely see him except at mealtimes!


    And in bed, thought John  what husband would not wish that? He visits his patients at their homes as well as at his doctors chamber?


    She nodded. He is being called from far afield now, to manors and castles all across the county. He keeps a fine horse there, where your great destrier also lodges. A gloved hand appeared from under her cloak, pointing to Andrews livery stables opposite their houses.


    I trust he looks to his safety, Mistress Cecilia, he said gravely. Riding the Devon roads can be a dangerous business, given the number of outlaws and malcontents that infest the forests. Even a rough old Crusader like myself rarely rides alone these days.


    Clement always has a manservant with him, a former soldier, she said, pulling her cloak around her more tightly. And I dont think you are a rough old Crusader, Sir John. You are a gentleman and a brave one at that, by all the accounts Ive heard!


    Flushing slightly at her own boldness, she bowed her head and hurried away, her maid trotting at her heels. De Wolfe watched her until she vanished around the corner of his house, for hers was set back slightly from the edge of the lane.


    Well, well! he thought to himself, feeling a pleasant glow at being flattered by a desirable woman. She seems at odds with her husbands opinion. Theres a woman with a mind of her own.


    He walked to his front door and, once inside, heard voices in the hall. He sat on the bench in the vestibule to pull off his boots, then, as he hung up his cloak on a peg and put on some leather slippers, he groaned when he recognised the reedy tones of his brother-in-law on the other side of the inner door. Reluctantly, he pushed it open and went between the draught-screens into the hall. As he feared, Richard de Revelle was standing with his back to the hearth, bleating and gesticulating to his sister Matilda, who sat in one of the hooded monks chairs. Hearing John enter, he jerked up his head and redirected his high-pitched voice towards him.


    Its not good enough, John. You and that lazy successor of mine must do something about it!


    De Wolfe had no idea what he was talking about, but he advanced to the centre of the hall and bobbed his head curtly in greeting. Though he detested the man, he felt obliged as the host to at least be civil and went to his side table to pour some wine, this time into pewter cups, rather than the grand glass goblets that he had brought out for the doctor and his wife.


    As he handed one to Richard and his sister, he sighed and asked his visitor what urgent problem had brought him to his door.


    This damned plague, John, what else? screeched de Revelle.


    He was a slim, neat man of average height, a few years older than John. Another dandified dresser, with a penchant for bright green, he had wavy hair of a light brown colour, matching the small pointed beard, a fashion which was more that of Paris than of the Normans, who were usually clean-shaven. John suspected that he grew it to hide the weak chin at the lower end of his narrow, triangular face.


    The plague? repeated John, still mystified. Have you caught it, then? he asked facetiously. He wished his brother-in-law would stop hogging the fire, as being master of the house John felt that it should be his own cold backside that should be warmed.


    Be serious, damn it! snapped Richard. I mean that its ruining my business!


    Why, have all your students in Smythen Street been stricken?


    Not that business, I mean my pork-exporting venture! said the other, exasperated at Johns deliberate obfuscation.


    The coroner feigned sudden enlightenment. Ah, yes, I had heard that you were now a swineherd. But what has the yellow disease got to do with that? Are pigs able to catch it?


    With even less sense of humour than John, the former sheriff thought he was being serious. Not the pigs, you fool! The men who work for me, of course. Three have died at Dartmouth and half a dozen are sick near to death at my holding near Clyst St George.


    De Wolfe was immediately more concerned. There is plague at Clyst? I had not heard that!


    Nor had I until an hour ago. All the other slaughterers and salters have downed tools and run home. Only one old man has stayed to throw the hogs some food.


    And it is at Dartmouth as well?


    Richard nodded in agitation, then swallowed his wine in a gulp. I have large orders for the kings army to fulfil! How can I carry on with the workers refusing to attend to their duties?


    They could hardly work if they were sick or dead, pointed out John. Best they stay away from their workplace until the danger of infection is past.


    This only inflamed de Revelle even more. Impossible! Think of the money I am losing every day! Unless I can find other men who will take on the tasks, I will be ruined. I cannot feed hundreds of pigs and get nothing in return!


    So why come to me about it? demanded John. I am a law officer, not a physician or apothecary!


    Surely there is something you can do, you and that idle fellow now sitting in my chamber in Rougemont! brayed Richard. Forbid ships from entering our ports, as I have heard that it is likely that foreign seamen are bringing the poison. And also make it unlawful for these workers to stay away from their employment. If they were serfs on a manor, they would have no choice but to work for their lord.


    John looked scathingly at his brother-in-law. And just how do you think that could be done? Most of the seamen coming to our harbours live there. They are now returning for the winter season. Would you have us ban them from their homes?


    Richard scowled at him. Then the workers! Surely they can be put back to their labours?


    How? Send a troop of men-at-arms to each of your piggeries, to stand prodding the men with their lances?


    He advanced to the hearth and ostentatiously stood close to Richard, easing him away from the fire.


    Theres nothing to be done. We all have to make the best of a bad situation and pray that it does not spread to obliterate the city and the county, as has happened sometimes abroad.


    We must all pray to Almighty God for deliverance, said Matilda, speaking for the first time. For once, John is right. Theres nothing that can be done by we weak mortals.


    And as for physicians, added de Wolfe scornfully, they can only offer the same advice  prayer! We have a smart doctor next door now, but hes made it clear that he wont go within a furlong of a plague victim!


    De Revelle huffed and puffed for a time, but it was apparent that he had no support from either Matilda or John. This was an unusual state of affairs, as though Matildas former hero-worship of her rich elder brother had collapsed with her realisation that he was a rogue, she normally contradicted her husband on principle.


    Eventually, having gained nothing from his visit, he departed, muttering about having to find more men at a higher rate of pay to deal with his pigs.


    He thinks of nothing else but his purse and his treasure chest, grunted John after the front door had slammed. He has two manors and a rich wife, so why is he always pursuing more wealth?


    Matilda hunched in her chair, unwilling to side with her husband any longer. At least he is aiding the economy of the county and giving work to many men, she sniped.


    And what dyou think I and Hugh de Relaga are doing? demanded John. We ship almost half the raw wool that goes from the Exe and a goodly proportion of the finished cloth. Its that that keeps those in this house warm and well fed!


    Matilda sniffed disdainfully, then returned to attack from a different direction. You should not cast aspersions on Doctor Clement like that, she complained. He is a professional man and, if he is so busy with his regular patients to attend to the poor, then that is his concern.


    Hes afraid of catching the yellow distemper, thats what! countered John.


    And who isnt afraid? she demanded. You and that perverted little priest might be foolhardy enough to risk bringing it home to your family and friends, but normal people keep well clear for everyones sake.


    Another developing row was averted by Mary coming in to ask if they were ready for their supper, as it was now virtually dark outside. John suspected that she had been listening at the inner door and had interrupted to save him becoming enmeshed in yet another futile shouting match with his cantankerous wife.


    The prospect of food always mollified her, and soon they were sitting at the table in smouldering silence as they ate their way through venison in broth, carp and eels in a crust and finally frumenty.


    Afterwards, John sat by the fire with a pot of ale and his wife dozed in her chair opposite, while a cold wind whined around the shutters and sudden draughts sucked showers of sparks up the wide chimney. It was not a night on which to expect visitors, and John was all the more surprised to hear an urgent knocking on the outer door. Mary usually answered it, but it took her a time to get around the side passage from her hut in the yard, so he went out into the vestibule and pulled open the heavy oak door. A horse was tied to the rail across the lane and a man stood before him, shivering in a damp riding cloak.


    Sir John, its me, Alfred from Stoke!


    In the dim light from a pitch-brand guttering on the corner of the Close, de Wolfe recognised the reeve from the family manor at Stoke-in-Teignhead, where he had been born and brought up. Surprised and apprehensive, he ushered the man inside and, aware of Matilda in the hall, took him around to Marys kitchen-shed, where a good fire burned and the man could get warm and have some food. But first Alfred had to give his momentous news.


    I have bad tidings, Sir John. The yellow plague has appeared in the village and two are dead and half a dozen taken sick. I am afraid that your brother William is one of them!
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