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PROLOGUE

The Feast Day of St Cyr of Quiricus and St Julitta, the Sixteenth Day of June 1272

Edward stared moodily out of the narrow window of his Outremer fortress in Acre. The brightness of the Holy Land sunlight contrasted starkly with the gloom of his private room high above the arid lands that rolled away to the horizon beyond his gaze. He squinted, and around his eyes the lines that were now permanently etched in his otherwise young-looking face were furrowed deeper. His holy campaign had been a failure. It irked him that petty feuding, greed and treachery had marked the behaviour of his fellow Christian fighters. Even his position as King Henry of England’s son and heir had failed to work in his favour. In despair, he had resorted to sending an embassy to the Tartar khan to the north. Advisers told him these Tartars, who some called Mongols, were the very forces of Prester John, the great Christian lord of the East who it was said would save the Latin Christians at a time of their greatest need. God knows, that need was now. The Tartar hordes had scared the very Devil out of the West some years back, but even they had been turned aside by the forces of Baibars, leader of the Mohammedans. The situation had been so desperate a month ago that King Hugh of Cyprus and Jerusalem had signed a ten-year truce with Baibars. Edward had remained defiant, but he now found himself bottled up in Acre, the last Christian stronghold in the Holy Land.

He sighed and turned from the window, his eyes momentarily unable to penetrate the gloom of the chamber. Slowly, he became aware of his surroundings again. The drab stone walls and flagged floor reminded him of a prison cell. In fact, it might as well have been a cell for all the freedom he had. Suddenly, he was aware of a shadowy presence in the furthest corner of the room. He could discern two people and instinctively felt for his sword, but then remembered he carried no weapon. He was safe in his own chamber deep inside the fortress of Acre – his own prison cell. Still he tensed, ready for a fight, until one of the shadows spoke.

‘Prince, it is Anzazim. He has a letter from the Emir of Joppa for you.’

Edward immediately relaxed. The guard who spoke was referring to an Arab who was a trusted go-between. He often bore letters from the emir addressed to him. The Saracen professed an affection for Edward on account of his reputation for valour. He indicated that the guard should go, and held out his hand for the letter. Anzazim stepped forward out of the shadows. The wiry young man was dark-skinned, and his hair was long and oiled. But he claimed to be a Christian convert, and often dressed in Western clothes. Today he was clad in the cool, clean white robes of his race, though the hem where it touched the floor was soiled with red dust. His long sleeves almost covered the hand in which he held the letter. Edward took it and turned back towards the window, where he might have some light to read the message.

He had barely broken the seal on the letter when he was aware of the rustle of robes behind him. But before he could turn he felt a sharp pain in his right arm followed by another. He was being stabbed. He lifted the arm up to defend himself, only to feel another dagger thrust go in under his armpit. Fully turned to his assailant, he could not believe it. Anzazim, with a snarl of pure hatred on his face, was slashing at him with a knife he must have secreted up his long and loose sleeve. Edward swung a foot out and swept the killer off his feet in a manoeuvre he had used more than once in battle. But this time his opponent was not encumbered with chain mail and a shield. The lithe Arab leaped back upright and lunged at Edward again. He grabbed the only weapon he had to hand – the tripod stand of a small marble-topped table close to him. The top fell to the stone floor and shattered. Edward swung the metal tripod back and forth in front of him, protecting himself from the knife thrusts. Where was the guard who had left him alone with this maniac? Anzazim suddenly feinted to the left only to alter his balance and thrust at Edward from the right. There was nothing else for him to do but grab the knife blade in his left hand. It sliced through the skin of his palm, but he held on, blood squirting between his fingers. He landed a blow with the clumsy tripod on Anzazim’s head, and his assailant fell, the blade released from his hand. Edward turned the knife round, and, using his right hand, he stabbed Anzazim in the chest, sliding the thin blade between his ribs. By the time the guards had responded to the sound of the commotion, Anzazim was lying at Edward’s feet. They stood aghast as their prince stood before them, his chest heaving and blood dripping from his hand. He roared at them to get the body out of his sight.

‘Take it to the city walls and hang it there by the side of a dog that everyone might see and be afraid.’

As the two men bustled to bear Anzazim away, Eleanor ran into the chamber. Edward’s wife and constant companion, she gasped when she saw him, and rushed to his side. He held her with his good arm, wishing to show her he was strong and well. It was barely a month since his wife had given birth to a daughter, and no more than a year since another girl child had been born and died within days. The child they had called Joan must survive, or Eleanor would not bear the agony. And Edward would forever regret bringing her to this arid and unforgiving land. He hugged her.

‘See. I am fine. The killer is gone, and I have no more than a scratch on my palm.’

He held his left hand firmly closed so she might not see the nasty gash the blade had inflicted. Suddenly, he felt dizzy and was glad of having Eleanor at his side. He shook his head to clear his brain. How could he be so weak, when he had lost so little blood? The room began to swim around him, and he was aware of small, slim Eleanor attempting to support his manly bulk. The gash in his palm and the pinpricks in his arm began to throb. He realized what was happening to him, and felt cold. The Assassin’s knife had been poisoned.

He fell into a black pit.


ONE

Westminster. The Feast Day of St Edmund Rich of Abingdon, the Sixteenth Day of November 1272

The old man lay dying, his breath coming erratically with the desperate heaving of his sunken chest. He was but a shadow of the powerfully built man he had been in his prime. Now he was gaunt, his skin yellow and resembling parchment. His skeletal hands lay limply on top of the ornate cover that was draped over his shrivelled body. Another painful breath rattled in his chest as he sucked air in, only to expel it soon after in a long deep sigh. By the side of his bed stood three anxious physicians, none of whom were able any longer to suggest a remedy. What cure was there for the ravages of old age? But still they argued among themselves.

Master Roger Megrim stood inches taller than his fellow physicians, a stature that emphasized his precedence. At least in his own eyes. Megrim’s height made it seem as though he had been stretched on the rack. His limbs were unusually long, his chest concave and his stomach protuberant. He hunched over to disguise his height, and his beak of a nose poked forward like a bird’s bill. He was once again pontificating on the causes of his patient’s illnesses, though in more uncertain tones than normal. Brother Mark, a Dominican monk of medium height and nondescript features, had adopted his usual pose of dark disdain, half-turned away from the voluble Megrim. The third member of the group, however, was apparently hanging on to Megrim’s every word. John Rixe, short, fat and of a jolly aspect, fawned on the Cambridge-educated man. But then he would as easily denigrate Megrim to the Dominican once out of the Cambridge master’s hearing. As a mere guild apothecary, Rixe depended on the approval of the educated clerics for his very existence. But that did not mean he was not ready with a strong recommendation for his own pills and potions.

Their patient took another deep and painful breath, and his eyelids fluttered. He had been recognizable by a lazy, drooping left eyelid that gave him the appearance of always winking conspiratorially with his fellows. Now both eyelids, dark and bruised-looking, were closed, only briefly fluttering at each drawn-in breath. Megrim made a suggestion.

‘I could bleed him. Using the phlebotomic method of revulsion – tapping the patient’s blood vessel at an extremity – I could relieve the black bile of melancholy.’

For once John Rixe expressed his disagreement.

‘Don’t be stupid, man. He is barely alive as it is. To bleed him would be catastrophic. No, I have a parchment here with some powerful names written on it. He should wear it around his neck.’

Brother Mark merely sighed at the bickering of his fellow physicians and fell to his knees in fervent prayer. The bedroom’s air was thick with the rank and oppressive smell of death and with the sweat of other men’s bodies. The room had become crammed with earls and nobles, and not a few prelates in heavy brocaded robes. In its furthest corner, separate and alone, stood another witness to the dying man’s struggle to stave off eternity. A grizzle-haired man, in a plain black robe that contrasted starkly with the splendour of those others in the room, hung back in the dust-laden shadows as though trying to distance himself from the events playing out before him. For a time he held his own breath, waiting for the old man to catch another himself. It seemed forever before it came, and it was shallower this time. It was as if the old man was now resigned to his fate, slowly drifting down the darkened vale towards his death. An elderly prelate began to murmur words of absolution, his ear pressed close to the old man’s lips to catch his dying confession. The plainly dressed man did not bother to strain his ears to hear what might be said. History would provide the text. Regent Master William Falconer stood silently in the Palace of Westminster and caught his own breath again, as King Henry, the third of that name to rule England, finally gave up his struggle and died.

It would be fully a week before William Falconer found himself back in Oxford. The snow lay heavily on the ground, hampering his journey back to his duties as regent master at the university. And he was to return alone. Saphira would not return with him. She had received a message from her son Menahem urgently requesting her presence in France to sort out a problem with the Le Veske wine business. As Jews, Saphira Le Veske and her son had a rather precarious existence in a Christian world. In England, Jews were supposed to deal only with the lending of money at interest, a business proscribed to Christians and therefore conveniently foisted on to the Jews. In France, matters were a little more relaxed, and when Saphira had taken over her dead husband’s finance house in Bordeaux, she had changed the emphasis of the business. Wine shipping became the undercurrent of transferring financial resources between England and France.

When her errant son had been finally convinced to take over the family business, Saphira had been able to concentrate on what had tied her to England recently. Master William Falconer. They had met, and, despite his vows of celibacy, she had made her home in Oxford. Now a simple problem with a ship’s captain in Honfleur had ruined everything. The letter demanded she take passage to France. She passed the message to William, who read it in silence. Glumly, he looked at Saphira, her glorious cap of red hair crowning her head like a fiery halo.

‘Can’t Menahem sort this out himself?’

Saphira pulled a face.

‘Don’t make this harder than it already is, William. You can see he says that he must stay in La Réole at present. And I am closer to Honfleur than he is.’

‘And a whole dangerous stretch of water stands in your way.’

Saphira tilted her head back and laughed out loud, the chimes of her voice echoing down the gloomy corridors of the palace.

‘You are being like a protective and overbearing husband.’

Falconer was getting angry without realizing it. Simply because Saphira spoke the truth, it did not make her chiding any more bearable. He returned truth for unpalatable truth.

‘And I am just a celibate teacher in holy orders who has no rights over you, I suppose.’

Now Saphira was seeing red.

‘Of course you have no rights over me, William.’

Suddenly, the natural chill of the room seemed to strike to Falconer’s heart. The woman was correct. He was a regent master of Oxford University in holy orders. He could not marry without losing his position and everything he had cherished for twenty years. True, each new bunch of students that had arrived in recent years seemed to annoy him more and more with their ignorance. But he still loved his role as their teacher and mentor, didn’t he? When Saphira had put in an appearance and diverted him from his daily tasks, he had managed to find a place for her. They met when they could, and were discreet about their amorous activities. What more could he offer?

He looked over at her as she began to pack her chest with her best dresses. She was worth every risk he took with the security of his post at the university. And their time away from Oxford over the last few weeks had been . . . exceptional. It had all come about because she had given Falconer a curiosity: a skystone with reputed healing powers. King Henry had got to know about it and had summoned Falconer to his court at Westminster. Falconer had persuaded Saphira to accompany him, and they had taken lodgings together. Perhaps that had been the problem. He thought maybe she now expected him to live with her permanently. Something that was an impossibility. Though she had said nothing more, and these thoughts had been all in his own mind, he found he was ever more annoyed with her. The trouble was he had already forgotten what the original argument was about. In fact, he got everything back to front.

‘Why can’t you just do as I say for once?’

Saphira looked at him, her emerald eyes shafting him like daggers. But she said nothing, merely sighing and returning to her packing. Falconer stormed out of the room in disgust. It was only when he was halfway down the gloomy corridor that led towards the king’s chamber that he began to feel like one of his own students after a prank had gone wrong. Foolish and contrite, but with no way back without being humiliated. He stood beside one of the tall candles that barely lit the passageway, picking at the runnels of wax, and groaned.

Sicily

Edward sat at the banqueting table, staring disconsolately at the lavish spread before him. His host, Charles of Anjou, King of Sicily, had laid on an extravagant feast, served in the highest of modern style. Each person at the table had their own page standing behind each chair. After Edward had sat down, the page had placed the salt at his right hand and a trencher of dry bread at his left. Then a knife had appeared at his left elbow, along with a spoon wrapped in a linen cloth. Edward had disgraced himself. When the soup bowls had been served, he had raised his to his lips and drunk in the old manner. It was only when he looked around that he saw that everyone else, including Eleanor, was using the spoon to ladle the soup up to their lips. He had blushed, but no one professed to have noticed his mistake. Charles eventually clapped, and the servants brought cooked heron and crane. Then their host had thrown up his hands in delight at the arrival of the central feature of the table. It was greyish meat that Charles had proudly explained was porpoise. Edward’s stomach had heaved at the thought, but he had smiled politely, if a little wanly.

He had still not recovered fully from the attack of the Assassin months earlier. He had been close to death for days, as the poison had slowly entered his body. The places where the blade had entered his body had gradually turned black, and finally his physician had insisted that he must cut away the poisoned flesh. Edward had groaned and acquiesced. The pain had been excruciating, and he would have rather faced the slashes of a horde of attacking Mohammedans than the probing slices of the surgeon. He had been bound up, and laid in a daze on his bed for weeks.

‘Come, eat, Edward. You look somewhat pale.’

Charles’s loud and stentorian voice dragged him back to the present. But not soon enough to prevent a shudder of horror racking his body as he recalled the attack and the subsequent butchery perpetrated on his body. Eleanor, his wife who sat at his side, knew what was troubling him. She gently squeezed his arm – the one that still bore the scars of his surgeon’s work – and slid a bread trencher in front of him.

‘The crane is a delicious and delicate meat, darling. I will eat some too.’

She slid her hand from his arm and touched her belly. He wondered if she was pregnant again. God knows, she was often enough. Edward counted up the score in his head. In the last eighteen years, Eleanor had given him eight children. And five were already dead, including his eldest son and one-time heir, John. Little Joan had been born in Acre and was not yet a year old. Could she be with child again? The trouble was, she was irresistible. He touched her golden hair, neatly arranged under her fashionable snood. Soon enough he would see it loosened and spread across their pillow. His loins stirred, and he squirmed in his seat. Eleanor’s big blue eyes, at once all innocence and knowingness, stared at him. She could always read his mind, and pursed her full, red lips in mock disapproval of his errant thoughts. She pushed a serving of white meat at him.

‘Crane, my dear. And try one of these coffins.’

Edward blanched a little at being offered the hard, crusty pastry. He had only just heard of the death of his father, Henry, and the thought of coffins did not sit well with his stomach. He was not yet used to the idea of being the King of England himself. For all his life, his father had been the king. It was a given, an immovable star in his firmament. Now his father lay in a coffin, and Edward was king. The thought, and that of Eleanor naked on their bed later, made him feel a lot better. He smiled and took a piece of crane in his mouth from Eleanor’s slender fingers, kissing the tips as he did so.


TWO

Oxford

That winter was a harsh one, with blizzards often cutting Oxford off from its surroundings. Many people, fearful of starving, moved from the frozen countryside into the shanty-town outskirts just below the walls. Some, like the recently widowed Sir Humphrey Segrim, stuck it out in their manor houses. Burning precious stocks of wood, Segrim brooded over the murder of his wife, Ann, and huddled deeper under his fur robes. He had never really got along with his wife. She had ideas that she was better than him – ideas put in her head by that master at the university. But now she was gone, he missed her company. He could not fault her dutiful nature as mistress of the house. Nor could he quite put out of his mind the suspicion that she had had an affair with William Falconer. When her body had been found with the man kneeling beside it, he had been sure that he had killed her. Falconer’s trial had been a farce, however, and the regent master had been exonerated. But Segrim still harboured doubts about the real killer. And they grew in his isolation at Botley Manor all through the winter and into the cold New Year.

The object of Sir Humphrey Segrim’s misgivings was having a cold, miserable winter of it too. The Christmas celebrations at the university had failed to cheer him up due to the continued absence of Saphira. Even the antics of the King of Misrule – the youngest clerk at the university elected for a brief few days of sovereignty – seemed cheerless. The new chancellor, William de Bosco, stoically bore his time in the stocks at Carfax, and carols mingled in the darkening streets each evening with love songs, and tales of Nebuchadnezzar, and Pyramus and Thisbe. But for William, holed up in his attic solar in Aristotle’s Hall, his acrimonious parting with Saphira rankled. More so, because he could not work out what he had said that was wrong. Whatever she thought, he could not give up his post as regent master, which he would have to do if he was to share his life openly with her. A master who married forfeited his degree. Yet all he had suggested was that she owed him some obligations. What was wrong in that? His fevered brain was cut in on by a sudden burst of singing from the main hall of the lodgings. Those students who had not gone home for Christmas, or who had been trapped by the snow in Oxford, were enjoying themselves around the communal fire below. Falconer listened to the words, sung off-key by Peter Mithian:

‘Make we merry in hall and bower

This time was born our Saviour.’

Irritated by the happiness inherent in the singing, he called out down the stairs to those below.

‘It is a week since Christmas, and the New Year is upon us. I want some peace, and you should be studying.’

The sudden silence was palpable, and Falconer immediately regretted his outburst. He was becoming just like one of those pompous and solemn masters he ridiculed in his schools every day. Glumly, he wrapped his blanket around him and stared at Balthazar in the corner of the room. The snowy-white barn owl stared back at him unblinkingly, then, with a silent flap of his wings, flew out of the window and into the darkness. Falconer hunched even lower into his blanket and muttered an imprecation.

‘Even you desert me, bird, and leave me to my misery.’

The Feast Day of St Peter of Canterbury, the Sixth Day of January 1273

It was the week following Falconer’s uncharacteristic outburst that he received a cryptic message from France. He was teaching his students in a chilly hall in Schools Lane that a small fire was failing to heat adequately. Falconer was pacing around the room, in part to keep warm, and throwing questions at the young men who sat on benches before him. Recently, the faces before him had become a uniform blur that had nothing to do with his short-sightedness. He was finding it increasingly difficult to distinguish one young clerk from another, and one year from another. He tried to rally his enthusiasm. The text being studied was Aristotle’s Metaphysics, and the boys were struggling. Falconer returned to basics and picked out one boy he did know.

‘Peter, tell us about Aquinas’s interpretation of Aristotle when it comes to natural law.’

The older Mithian brother grinned. He was on safe ground here.

‘Aquinas says that natural law is based on first principles and that the first precept of the law is that good is to be done and promoted, and evil is to be avoided.’

He turned to his fellow students in triumph. His teacher, however, was not so impressed. He knew the boy was reciting something he had learned by rote. So much teaching was done this way at the university, and it frustrated him. He threw out a challenge with more of Aquinas’s thinking.

‘He also says that the desires to live and to procreate are among the most basic human values.’

The young men giggled at the thought of procreation, a concept that was often on their minds. Especially after a night spent in a local tavern drinking ale. Then a steady voice spoke up from the shadows near the street door.

‘Aquinas also says that the goal of human existence is union and eternal fellowship with God.’

Under his breath, Falconer groaned. He knew that voice.

‘Brother John Pecham, come close to the fire and tell us about your work on optics.’

The Franciscan who stepped into the yellow candlelight of the schoolroom was a small and wiry man with a strict tonsure and an even stricter-looking face. Everything about him suggested cleanliness, and even the hem of his grey habit seemed untouched by the dirty slush outside the door. He shook his head at Falconer’s invitation, knowing he was being diverted from his religious teaching deliberately. Pecham was a deeply pious man, but he also subscribed to a belief in the value of experimental science. His field was that of optics and astronomy.

‘No, Master Falconer. Let us not stray from your main thesis. Your students are misled if they believe Aquinas advocated sexual activity for its own sake. He went on to say that . . .’

Falconer broke in on the Franciscan friar.

‘Alexander Aspall, tell Brother Pecham what Aquinas says about non-procreative sex.’

Aspall, a small and scrawny youth who looked more like a child than his true age of seventeen, blushed. But he stood up and spoke out clearly, as Falconer had drummed into him.

‘Thomas Aquinas was vehemently opposed to non-procreative sexual activity, and this led him to view—’ here he took a deep breath before he continued ‘—masturbation and oral sex as being worse than incest and rape.’

With the words out of his mouth he sat down blushing, but to howls of laughter from his contemporaries. Falconer smiled innocently at Pecham, who to give him his due grinned back at the triumphant regent master and nodded in acceptance of his defeat.

‘You have obviously schooled your students well in the more solitary pursuits and their dangers. But I am not here for a lesson in procreation, nor in optics. May I speak to you . . . alone?’

Falconer’s curiosity was piqued. Though Pecham was a fellow scientist, his religious orthodoxy had not made him one of Falconer’s intimates. If he wished to speak to him without any other ears present, the matter was perhaps important. He nodded briefly.

‘We were about to conclude anyway.’

He turned to his students and dismissed them for the day. This cheered the frozen students up no end, and they made a dash for the door before their teacher changed his mind. Once the noise of their departure had subsided, he brought Pecham over to the fire to derive what small crumb of heat it offered.

‘We are alone. What is it you want to say?’

Pecham stared into the glowing coals for a moment, and when he spoke it was not without a little embarrassment.

‘I have a message for you.’

‘Then give it to me.’

Falconer held out his hand, puzzled by the secrecy that delivering this missive had entailed. Pecham stared long and hard at the outstretched hand before explaining.

‘It is a verbal message that I can only divulge if you can tell two things. First, who is the man who masters the secret of flight in the air?’

Falconer shook his head in bewilderment. What was this game of puzzles? Looking at the Franciscan, he saw nothing but earnestness in his large brown eyes.

‘That man is me. Come, tell me the message.’

‘Not until you answer the second question. Who is it has unravelled the secret of sailing under the sea?’

Falconer was beginning to see where this was leading.

‘He who is known as Doctor Mirabilis. Friar Roger Bacon. Is this message from him? He alone knows of my little . . . obsession with the secrets of flight, and I his concerning undersea ships.’

Pecham nodded, the glow from the fire turning his face a ruddy colour as he gazed into the greyish-red ash.

‘I am sorry to play these games, but my brother insisted I ask the questions of you before I delivered his message. He is somewhat . . . worried just now by the absurd notion he is persecuted by his own order.’

Falconer could see how painful this all was for John Pecham. He was a Franciscan, and deeply religious, and yet he was also a disciple of Roger Bacon’s obsession with experimental science. It was a calling that conflicted with the demands of the Church hierarchy, and of the religious order of which they were both members. Bacon had once had the support of Pope Clement and had written copiously concerning knowledge and the world. But Clement had died some years ago, and Roger had disappeared into the depths of the Franciscan order somewhere in France. Pecham, however, must have made contact with him recently. Indeed, as the Franciscan had just returned from the University of Paris, Falconer wondered if that was where Roger was now. He grasped Pecham’s arm excitedly.

‘You have seen him? Is he well?’

The Franciscan grimaced and extricated his arm from Falconer’s vice-like grasp.

‘I did not see him as such. He is . . . cloistered away in a cell. I had this message from one who had seen him, however. I am just the bearer of a second-hand missive.’

‘And what is this message that must be conveyed by word of mouth only?’

Pecham formed the words in his brain carefully, reciting them just as he had been told them.

‘That he who designs submarine ships would speak with he who flies in the air with the purpose of perpetuating knowledge.’ He grimaced. ‘There. I promised I would pass on the message just as it was delivered to me. But I have to say, it only serves to confirm my fears that Friar Roger has gone mad. He is set on writing an encyclopedia of all knowledge but fears that anything he writes will be destroyed unless he also passes it on to others. It seems you are to be one of those selected to be his memory.’

‘But how am I to get to Paris in the first place? There are my teaching duties, my students and the cost to consider.’

Pecham smiled conspiratorially.

‘The chancellor awaits your petition to be allowed to study the effect of Bishop Tempier’s Condemnations on the teaching of Aristotle at the University of Paris.’

The Franciscan was referring to the results of a meeting of conservative clergy under the guidance of the Bishop of Paris in December of 1270. The tract that emanated from the good bishop’s office sought to ban certain Aristotelian teachings in Paris. Thirteen propositions had been listed as false and heretical, but that had had little influence on William Falconer in Oxford. Pecham patted him on the shoulder.

‘Who is more suitable to gauge the reaction now than Oxford’s most splendid proponent of Aristotle’s thought Regent Master William Falconer?’

Falconer’s face creased into a wry smile.

‘It seems that my path has been laid out for me.’

The truth was that he did not mind at all being manipulated in this way. Hadn’t he only just been thinking that his life of teaching had become routine and dull? Here was a chance to travel to Paris and to seek out a meeting with his old friend Roger Bacon. It was dawning on him how much he missed the incisive and argumentative mind of the man. He nodded his agreement.

‘In which case, I have no choice but to go.’

His interview with the chancellor was as swift and painless as that with Pecham. William de Bosco was a new appointment to the post, which controlled the administration of the university. He was a safe and secure appointment, made to redress the balance of the previous incumbent, Thomas Bek, who had been deposed due to his overweening ambition. True to the meaning of his name, de Bosco was a short, stocky man who seemed to be firmly planted in the good earth. His demeanour was similarly stolid, indeed almost wooden. He ushered Falconer into his presence and bade him take a seat. In similar circumstances, Bek would have kept his visitor standing. Especially William Falconer, whom he had detested as a disruptive element in the good running of the university. De Bosco looked almost pleased to see the troublesome regent master, and he got straight to the point.

‘William, Brother Pecham has recommended you as our envoy to Paris. You understand what you are to do there?’

Falconer smiled and nodded.

‘Yes, Chancellor.’

Indeed he did know, but it was not to be the errand that de Bosco was sending him on. The chancellor seemed reassured, however, and not a little relieved that he did not have to enter into a taxing discussion of heretical teachings.

‘Good, good. And you are not to worry about your teaching duties, nor the good running of Aristotle’s Hall. That can all be managed in your absence.’

‘But that is my only source of income. If I am not earning it, how am I to fund my journey and sojourn at the university, sir?’

De Bosco waved a dismissive hand and leaned forward with the air of a conspirator. He gleefully whispered in Falconer’s ear, obviously loving his new-found powers.

‘I have plundered the university chest to pay for you and another master to carry out your task.’

Falconer frowned. Another master? Pecham had not told him that he was to have a companion. Was he then to be spied on?

‘Why do I have to have someone travelling with me?’

De Bosco waved his hand again in a gesture that he obviously found quite satisfying.

‘It’s nothing. I just need someone to . . . erm . . . ensure that no errors are made in the collection of facts concerning the Condemnations. Someone who can act as your scribe.’

And your spy, thought Falconer. Maybe de Bosco was not as dull as he appeared.

‘And who is this secretary to be?’

De Bosco grinned broadly.

‘I have already spoken to a young man, newly qualified as master of the university, who would benefit from such a post. He has no living at the moment, so he is more than eager to assist you. He is fresh, and with a sound if rather conventional brain that will suit the purpose perfectly.’

Falconer was beginning to get worried about who this companion might be. It sounded as though he would be saddled with a conservative drudge who would dog his every step and prevent him seeking out Roger Bacon.

‘Who is this paragon of virtue, may I ask?’

‘Pecham recommended him. He is one of your former students, Master Thomas Symon.’


THREE

Falconer had a spring in his step despite the icy conditions as he returned to Aristotle’s Hall after his interview with the chancellor. Pecham had manipulated the entire project. He had ensured that Falconer would have no impediment to his meeting with Roger Bacon by suggesting Thomas Symon to de Bosco. The chancellor, new to Oxford, was completely unaware that the young man was more than a student of Falconer’s. He was learning to assist Falconer with the more medical aspects of the murder cases that came the regent master’s way. His cool brain could handle the dissection of bodies to try to understand what caused the person’s death, where Falconer shied away from this gruesome task of cutting up flesh.

‘Let’s hope that your skills will not be needed in Paris, though, Thomas,’ muttered Falconer to himself as he skipped over the steaming open channel in the middle of the High Street that was the sewer for the town. A mangy cur foraged at the debris that ran down the channel, and even Falconer’s passing by did not deter it from its task. ‘On the other hand, you had better hone your writing skills, if you are to record what Roger tells me.’

Having hurried down Grope Lane, and past the brothels that lined the narrow passage, he turned left into St John Street and was soon outside the narrow frontage of Aristotle’s Hall. Next to it stood the dingier and more ramshackle Colcill Hall. Here, Thomas Symon lodged with a handful of other impecunious masters still seeking a place in the university and a living of their own. Before returning home, Falconer decided to call in at Thomas’s abode and speak to his newly appointed travelling companion. He found him seated at a table in the shabby hall, soaking stale bread in ale to make it more toothsome.

‘You will have no more need of such plain fare, Master Symon. We shall soon be living off the fat of the land. French land.’

The young man beamed happily at Falconer, already knowing of his appointment. But still he exercised a note of caution.

‘Will there be a stipend from the chancellor?’

‘A small one. Perhaps enough to allow a little goose dripping to be spread on your stale bread.’

Symon asked Falconer when they might begin their journey, and whether the bad weather might hamper them. Falconer, looking around the gloomy hall and noting the absence of a fire to take the chill off the air, suggested they had best start soon.

‘Before you freeze to death trying to break the ice on the top of your ale. I had forgotten how an impecunious master begins his tenure at the university.’

Symon nodded gravely.

‘I will not have much in my saddlebags besides a few texts, and pen and parchment. All the clothes I have you see on my back.’ He paused, and with an innocent look asked another question of Falconer. ‘Shall I also pack my knives?’

Falconer thought of the cruelly sharp instruments that the young man used to dissect bodies. He had inherited them from Richard Bonham when the quiet little master had died of typhus after being careless with one of his dissections. He had also inherited the man’s obsession with studying how the human body worked. Falconer nodded briefly.

‘There is, after all, a medical school in Paris. You may learn a lot while we are there.’

Symon did not say that he had suggested he take the knives because murder and the need to examine bodies seemed to follow William Falconer around. He saw no reason why the University of Paris should be any different. Falconer continued developing their plans.

‘We will spend a day or two settling our affairs here, and then begin. Monday will be a good day.’

Symon ruefully thought that his affairs would take less than a day or two to arrange. His absence would be hardly noted. But he agreed to Monday as a start for their journey to Paris. It would give him time to hone his knives.

The Feast Day of St Adrian of Canterbury, the Ninth Day of January 1273

It was the day to begin their journey, and Falconer had arranged for the horses to be readied by the innkeeper Halegod at the Golden Ball Inn. He was relieved to see that the dirty, close-packed snow in the streets of Oxford was beginning to melt. Their journey would be long and arduous enough without having to plough through snowdrifts. But as he hurried back towards Aristotle’s to collect his saddlebags, the skies turned grey, and a new sprinkling of snow began to fall. He made haste to avoid being caught in another blizzard.

Pushing through the door, he was surprised to find a heavily built figure hunched over the fire in the communal hall. Falconer might have been worrying about travelling through snow, but the large man, whose back was now turned to Falconer, had clearly made his way through it easily enough. A scattering of flakes was thawing off the thick fur collar of his cloak, and his boots were caked with melting snow. Peter Mithian and Tom Youlden, two of his clerks who would now be under the tutelage of John Pecham, stood on the other side of the fire, clearly overawed by the visitor. The bulky figure, enveloped in his cloak and fur hat, which also had its share of the latest snowfall stuck to it, turned to face Falconer. From the furry depths a drawn and ageing face peered out. Falconer was surprised.

‘Sir Humphrey Segrim! What brings you here?’

Falconer thought it unusual that Segrim had made this effort to call on him. After all, the man who now stood before him had long believed that Falconer’s relationship with his late wife had been more than a friendly one. And Ann’s refusal to dispel his doubts, claiming her husband’s suspicion was too base to refute, had not improved matters. When Falconer had then been accused of her murder, Segrim must have assumed the worst about their relationship. Even to have a man other than Falconer found guilty of the deed had not cleared his doubts away.

Falconer had not seen Sir Humphrey since the day of Ann’s death. Rumour had it that he had buried himself in his manor, the snowstorms only putting the final icy seal on his self-incarceration. Now he stood in Aristotle’s Hall facing the very man he could never bring himself to speak to during his wife’s life. Falconer observed that his visage, too long hidden indoors, was the colour of uncooked pastry, and just as flaccid and soft. His eyes were dark pools showing no spark of emotion. But his furrowed brow, half hidden by the fur bonnet he wore, betrayed an uncommon level of unease and uncertainty. His lips flapped soundlessly a few times before he could form the words he needed.

‘I need to know more about Ann’s death.’

Falconer waved his arms at the bunch of students who hovered behind his visitor, agog at what might now be said. Reluctantly, they retired into the cubicles at the rear of the hall which formed their sleeping quarters. The fire did not heat these small boxes so well, and they would be cold. But Falconer sensed that the conversation he was to have with Segrim would best be in private. His clerks would have to get their warmth from hiding under the coverings on their truckle beds. He invited Segrim to sit on one of the rickety chairs beside the open hearth, but the old man chose to pace restlessly around the room. Falconer sat anyway, and asked Segrim what more did he want to know about the matter.

‘I know what was said about the man who it is believed murdered my wife, but I cannot put out of my head that damned Templar.’

Falconer sighed. So that was what all this was about. The Templar – Odo de Reppes. Segrim had travelled to the Holy Lands recently with a Templar, who the old man thought had been involved in an intricate plot to murder members of King Henry’s family. Odo de Reppes had indeed shared in the crazy murder a year or so earlier of Henry, son of Richard, King of Germany, and nephew to the old King of England, while he was at prayer in Viterbo. On the infamous day, Sir Humphrey had found himself at the back of the church, packed out with noblemen who were seeking to speak to Henry. So all Segrim got to see was the back of a distant figure, kneeling before the altar. Then all Hell had broken loose.

A group of armed men had stormed up the aisle, swords in hand. They had hacked Henry to pieces. Three of the men were later identified as Simon and Guy de Montfort and Count Rosso, father-in-law to Guy. It was assumed then that the deed was revenge for the death of the de Monforts’ father, Simon de Montfort, at the Battle of Evesham, seven years before. But as the murderers left the church, running out the way they had come, one of them turned to briefly stare at Sir Humphrey. A pair of cold green eyes shone from behind the full-face helm. Segrim had been convinced it was the Templar. Now he embellished his story.

‘On my return journey from the Holy Lands, the Templar pursued me by sea and land for months on end, until I thought I had eluded him at Honfleur.’

The mention of the French port hit a nerve with Falconer. It was there he assumed Saphira Le Veske still resided. She had gone there on business and had not returned. It had been some months now, and Falconer hoped to be able to track her down once he was in France. If Roger Bacon gave him the time to do so. He tried to get his mind back on Segrim’s story, as the old man went on.

‘Then, after crossing the Channel, I next saw him in Berkhamsted the very day young Henry’s father – Richard, King of Germany – died. And the Templar saw me. That is why I went into hiding in Oxford town before daring to return home. And why I still think Ann was murdered by or at the behest of the Templar because he was afraid she had been told of the conspiracy by me.’

Segrim’s face was ashen, and he groaned.

‘It was my fault Ann was killed.’

Falconer stood up and grasped Segrim by his shoulder.

‘No, Sir Humphrey, it was not your fault. If anything, it was mine. It was an act of revenge against me.’

Sir Humphrey’s dark and troubled eyes gazed into Falconer’s. He shook his head.

‘No. I cannot rid myself of the idea of the great conspiracy. I have tried to find Odo de Reppes, but the commander at Temple Cowley is tight-lipped about the man. You know how the Templars close ranks and protect their own. It leaves me with a feeling of deep suspicion.’

‘But what can I do for you, Sir Humphrey?’

‘I have heard that you plan to travel to Paris. Talk to the Grand Master of the order for me. Find out the truth.’

Falconer would have protested that he was unable to carry out this request. He was supposed to be in Paris to learn about the implications for the teaching in Oxford of Bishop Tempier’s Condemnations. And secretly he was to talk to Roger Bacon – something which would be very difficult to arrange in itself. On top of all that, he had a personal desire to find Saphira. Now Segrim was asking him to meet Brother Thomas Bérard, Grand Master of the Order of the Poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon. He hesitated, but not for long. Segrim’s face showed a deep yearning for the truth, and Falconer could not deny it to him. Besides, he might not know the Grand Master, but he did have a close friendship with Guillaume de Beaujeu, Templar and Preceptor of the Kingdom of Sicily. If Falconer could not get the truth from the Grand Master, then he might from one who was almost as important a man in the order. As long as Guillaume was in Paris also.

‘I will do as you ask, Sir Humphrey. But what I learn may have no bearing on Ann’s death. Nor relieve any sense of guilt you feel.’

Segrim took Falconer’s hand and shook it.

‘That will be for me to decide when you tell me what you have found out. Thank you.’

Falconer watched as the old man stumbled, stoop-shouldered, out into the snow. He had had precious little sympathy for the man when Ann had been alive, knowing how badly he treated her. Now he felt nothing but pity for the lonely figure returning to an empty manor lost in the snow. But he had no more time to ponder on Segrim’s request, for the ever-exuberant Thomas Symon burst through the door of Aristotle’s.

‘Was that Sir Humphrey Segrim I saw? What did he want here?’

Falconer bent down to pick up his saddlebags.

‘Yes, it was Sir Humphrey, and I will tell you what he wanted as we ride for Dover. We had better make a start before the weather becomes too bad. We have at least a week of travel before we reach the coast. Ten days, perhaps, if the snow gets any worse. And then the crossing will depend on the state of the weather. We may have to wait a long time, but you can use it to learn some Dutch, which you will need in Calais. And from there to Paris could take as much as another month.’

Thomas made a quick calculation in his head.

‘Then we may get to Paris by the Feast Day of St Albinus of Brittany. That would be appropriate.’

‘Hmm. The beginning of March. Perhaps, if we are lucky. If not, it may even be the Feast of St Hugh. All Fools’ Day.’

The two travellers laughed, hoisted their bags on their shoulders and began their long pilgrimage.
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